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Foreword

In response to the publication of volume 12 of the International Journal of Intangible Heritage, I am very
pleased to introduce articles from new fields of intangible heritage which have never previously been discussed
in our journal. I sincerely appreciate the input of all the authors who have continued to research in various
fields of intangible heritage, and to share their valuable knowledge and information with other scholars and
researchers from around the world through our journal. Also, I would like to thank Alissandra Cummins, the
Editor-in-chief, the members of the editorial committee, and the text editor, for their hard work, dedication, and
enthusiasm from the selection phase to the end publication in ensuring the best content for the Journal.

role of museums is not only the collecting and displaying of rare objects, but also illuminating the connection
between tangible and intangible heritage in strengthening cultural diversity and community development.
Intangible subjects do not often play much of a role in museum projects. However, the National Folk Museum
of Korea, as the leading museum in Korea dealing with intangible heritage, is seeking ways to actively engage
with local communities through researching, recording, and exhibiting the customs, expressions and
knowledge of those communities. Even though such listening and interacting is time-consuming, the museum
has recognised the importance of sincere communication between museum officials, local residents,
stakeholders, and others in order to deliver and reflect local residents’ opinions.

The International Journal of Intangible Heritage has been published for over 10 years and has contained
research on an infinite diversity of expressions. Along with ‘the aspect of the preservation and development of
intangible heritage’, the journal has provided opportunities for museum officials, scholars, and researchers
from all over the world to interact and share information about ICH. Moreover, through describing their
experiences, advancing knowledge, and expanding studies on various intangible heritage subjects in the
Journal, the authors have allowed the museum to extend the scope of its use of intangible elements.

In other words, the National Folk Museum of Korea constantly communicates and broadens networks not
only with museum officials, but also with local communities, the inheritors of intangible heritage, traditional
craftsmen, etc. in order to look for ways to utilise and reinforce the importance of intangible heritage. We
believe this is the best way to preserve valuable intangible heritage for future generations.
Once again, I would like to express my sincere thanks to the authors who were keen to submit their papers
and enabled us to produce this important publication, then to the editorial board members for their hard work
and commitment, to the text editor, Dr Pamela Inder, who edited the contributions to the Journal very carefully,
and to the publication secretariat. Last but not least, I would like to pay my respects to the editor-in-chief, Ms
Alissandra Cummins, who has played an outstanding role in publishing volume 12. I look forward to your kind
suggestions, advice and collaboration on future editions of the International Journal of Intangible Heritage.

In fact, the National Folk Museum of Korea has recognised the value, impact and importance of intangible
cultural heritage ever since the 2004 ICOM summit held in Seoul. For instance, we have established an annual
project called the 'Year of Local Folk Culture', where our colleagues live with local residents to record,
categorise, report, and archive the locals’ lifestyles as intangible cultural heritage. Conducting this sort of
research for so many years has allowed us to safely preserve, record and utilise a lot of data regarding diverse
aspects of Korean culture. In addition, the National Folk Museum of Korea has been promoting and raising
awareness about the importance of intangible cultural heritage more widely through various projects, from the
publishing the International Journal of Intangible Heritage, to holding international academic conferences
relating to museums and intangible heritage, as well as commissioning performances in various genres of
traditional folklore, and exhibiting items related to intangible heritage.

Jingi Cheon
Director General
National Folk Museum of Korea

In order to commemorate the 10th anniversary of the publication of the International Journal of Intangible
Heritage in 2015, we hosted an international conference under the theme of ‘Challenges for the Future:
Intangible Heritage and Local Communities in Museums.’ The 10th anniversary of the Journal also provided us
with an opportunity to reflect on the continuity and future direction of this publication as a significant research
resource. In other words, the conference gave us the opportunity to discuss a new role for the museum. The

6

International Journal of Intangible Heritage 7

Editorial

Editorial

In a sense Volume 12 of the International Journal of Intangible Heritage represents a shift (almost on the level of
climate change), focusing not so much on intangible heritage itself, but on the social space that ICH occupies,
whether virtual or real, evoking instead the importance of the associated cultural spaces acknowledged under the
2003 Convention. Several other ‘S’ words are pronounced upon in the 11 articles sharing room in this volume (Soft
power, Super-diversity, Sustainability) some invoked for the first time for our audiences in these pages, others for the
umpteenth.

This Namibian case-study, which aims to ensure the continued ‘ownership’ by the indigenous community of its
digitised ICH resonates elsewhere in this volume. When he considers how the preserved material can become
embedded into technical systems and … will be handled in future digital applications. When the ICH becomes digital,
turned into bits and bytes, it undergoes a transformation from one form to another, the author insists that this …
transformation … must be scrutinised and be a process involving [indigenous] curators.
It is precisely these transformational processes which have engaged the attention of the author of Copyright and
Data Authenticity in the Digital Preservation of Heritage: the Case of OAPI States; however her primary starting
point is not so much the technologies employed within the cultural continuum of the OAPI States, but the
engagement of ministries and institutions in the fields of culture and tourism which have adopted digital heritage as a
tool for both safeguarding and commercially exploiting their communities’ cultural patrimony. Data authenticity in
heritage digitisation has aroused many concerns. Can digital copyright provide the kinds of protection needed? How
will the sustainability of copyright affect the capacity of states to protect the shared heritage of their communities?
The author concludes that the value of what can be gained must be balanced by the risks of digitising heritage if the
OAPI States consider that the establishment of legal protocols for ICH digitisation can serve the same purpose.

Space is however, what underpins all these terms, duly acknowledging the true meaning and import of Paul
Sapho’s prescient statement that The rarest and most valuable commodity in the internet environment would not be
the content or the means by which to distribute it, but instead would be the contextualisation of the content.1 It is this
latter point of contextualisation (or space), whether real or virtual, whether traditional or contemporary, whether
intuitive or interpretive, which has articulated the reflective discourse in virtually all of the papers in this volume.
Flooded lands, forgotten voices speaks to the loss of ancient Nubia's traditional space in the Nile Valley following
the construction of the Aswan Dam, and thus by extension the loss of its intangible heritage. Building capacity for
safeguarding practices amongst the communities displaced by the building of dams and disconnected from their
heritage, has focused on the documentation, protection and promotion of Nubian languages and intangible heritage,
and highlights current initiatives to foster efforts by the Nubian community to keep their heritage alive.

In Liquid Gold the delicate balance between the commercial production of argan oil to meet the demands of a
global market, and the retention of indigenous knowledge amongst Berber women has caused disruptions to the
traditional processing of the oil using ancient millstones, declining levels of local consumption and to the processes of
transmission to younger generations who have yet to see the value in engaging in such gruelling physical labour.
While the endemism of the argan tree to Morocco has kept the oil’s production closely tied to this particular space,
there has been a gradual decline in both the craft of millstone-making and the number of working millstones. Argan
oil production is increasingly reliant on access to co-operatives where only the widest possible community
participation can achieve sustainable growth, while at the same time retaining the many traditional uses of the argan
oil and fruit as an essential part of Moroccan identity.

Many of the same issues were the focus of another paper. In Inhabiting a language the author explores similar
considerations in which traditional knowledge of ecosystems is embedded in the languages of the people who speak
them – evoking a kind of linguistic ecology where language bears the stamp of the speakers’ physical setting. The
author casts a critical eye on UNESCO’s insistence on the centrality of ICH inventorying in safeguarding traditional
culture which runs a risk of essentialising culture and ‘fixing’ cultural practices in time and, asserts that while the
forms of cultural expressions may change with time, the meaning of those practices should be protected, for in it lies
the cultural value of heritage. She subscribes to Bourdieu’s theory of practice and sees language as a vehicle of
culture that gives meaning to people’s experiences, which can itself be considered an organic inventory system for the
linguistic interactions of the people who produce it.

Women’s groups and alliances are also essential in the production of Cyprus’ Lefkara Lace, a highly-prized
traditional type of embroidery. Here again the author’s focus is on the many different strategies and programmes
which both government and the local community have put in place to ensure the transmission of traditional designs
and craftsmanship to younger generations, and increasingly, to visitors. However, the success and potential of these
different programmes very much relies on the engagement of local craftsmen, artists and collaborative workshops in
creating an environment of appreciation for tradition, and inspiration for new designs and forms of creativity.

In The digitisation of Intangible Cultural Heritage the author reflects on the complex balancing act between academic
attitudes towards technology and respect for generations of indigenous (intuitive) knowledge, essential for sustainable
interaction with the surrounding environment. Conscientiously combining these perspectives in the conceptualisation of
new design systems can have a major impact on the authenticity of the end product. The author advocates for the
respectful interplay of Participatory Design between co-designers to ensure the integrity of the resulting digital ‘artefacts’
constructed to represent aspects of the intangible heritage of the OvaHerero and the OvaHimba.

8
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In Inventorying Intangible Cultural Heritage on the web the authors take a more conformist approach to the core
processes prescribed by the 2003 Convention. They present in detail the skills, methodologies and tools required to
design and implement an integrated management platform for the ICH multimedia information systems for the
Lombardy Region in Italy, and describe the characteristics that distinguish their unified approach, emphasising the
innovative features of the online systems developed, presenting in exhaustive visual detail the environments for
managing, searching and browsing ICH data.

While traditional craftsmanship and community engagement have often been the subject of offerings in this
journal, conflict resolution has not. The authors of Crafting Collaboration in Hangzhou, China, have provided an
intriguing glimpse into the complex nature of participation and collaboration between artisans and museum
professionals. In the context of contemporary Chinese museums, promoting and presenting craftsmanship rather
than curating it, the authors posit that, as proposed in Jackson and Kidd’s (2011) Performing Heritage, museums are
like the theatre, where heritage is performed by actors (curators, heritage experts, tradition-bearers, visitors) each
with their own expectations, and where the authenticity of heritage is constantly (re)negotiated and (re)constructed.
The different interests and motivations of the various parties resulted in several conflicts; the shift in environment
from traditional shops and rural villages to the more rarified atmosphere of museums raised expectations and
changed the interactions between curators and craftspeople. Resolving these issues required negotiation and
compromise between the craftspeople and those who sought to curate their ‘performance’ (of craftmaking).

In a different approach to the issue of Intangible cultural heritage in times of ‘Superdiversity’ the author reflects
on policy and practice concerning ICH from the perspective of cultural diversity, as a part of the framework of
appreciation and objectives relating to the UNESCO 2003 Convention. In the first decade of its implementation the
Convention has held to the core concept of source communities shaped by a shared sense of identity and a shared
historical relationship that is rooted in the practice and transmission of, or engagement with, their ICH. However, the
larger Western European cities are trying to come to grips with processes of migration which have completely
problematised questions of social cohesion and community, and have impacted on the proliferation and dynamic
change of intangible heritage. The author poses a series of questions and proposes that UNESCO and States Parties
should be striving towards a more shared understanding and exchange, and enrichment of cultural diversity and
human creativity.

Nye’s Soft Power concept, and its relationship to ICH, makes its first appearance in the pages of this journal. The
author proposes that the level of involvement of States Parties with the implementation of the 2003 Convention and
inscription of their elements on the Representative List, might provide a measurable point of reference when
analysing the position of particular countries in the ‘soft power’ rankings in selected indices. Member states of the
European Union, as well as countries occupying significant standing in these rankings like China and the U.S.A. are,
she considers, of particular relevance. The author also proposes that we now consider the existence and relevance of
the emerging ‘Intangible Heritage Discourse’ to stand alongside the now ten-year-old ‘Authorised Heritage
Discourse’ first articulated by Laurajane Smith, and argues that UNESCO plays the role of arbiter in both of these
discourses. Of equal importance is the potency of this new nuance in the language landscape of ICH and its capacity
for disruption or change.

The cornucopia of offerings in the book review section signal the burgeoning growth in the literature not just in the
heritage sector, but more explicitly in the ICH sector, as both academics and administrators move to position
themselves as actors in the ICH arena. Through a series of case studies and interviews Engaging Heritage, Engaging
Communities interprets various meanings of heritage, community and even engagement, while at the same time it
examines approaches to what one author terms collaborative archeology, collaborative museology, and collaborative
curation… and the role, as another author points out, of two players in this game, the ‘doers’ and the ‘thinkers’.
Intangible cultural heritage and digital tools in a sense continues this trend combining theoretical reflections and
testimonies about the links between intangible cultural heritage and digital tools. This publication also reflects on the
impact of the simultaneous emergence of ICH alongside the increasing availability of ICTs. This coincidence, as the
reviewer points out, has frequently provoked confusion due to a homophony in the French language, … between
intangible cultural heritage on the one hand, and on the other hand the dematerialised heritage … arising from the
digitisation of collections of objects and documents. Collaborative management, diversity of expertise and
participatory policies seem to hold the key.

‘Super-diversity’ in West- Kruiskade the author suggests, presents the 2003 Convention with new dilemmas for
safeguarding intangible heritage where the nominations for the national inventory have a specific link to the social
spaces associated with them. This new terminology emerging from the ‘philosophical cultural laboratory’ of the
Netherlands reconsiders such assumptions and suggests that the impact of the influx of migrants in/to Western
Europe has completely altered the ethnic composition of major cities. It turns on its head notions of defined
communities, permanence, and the centrality of location. Here the author references instead the interactive creation
of space focused on political arenas where inclusion/exclusion and transformation processes are negotiated as a
means for strengthening the historical awareness of a shared past to enhance a shared future. The traditions which
the newcomers introduced to West-Kruiskade are indeed rooted in an historical past - but in historical pasts located
in many different regions of the world. ‘Super-diversity’ the author proposes, creates new forms of social belonging in
which the diversity of ethnic or religious festivals such as Diwali, Keti Koti and the Chinese New Year have evolved into
communal festivals shared by all, in a dynamic, culturally-diversified environment.

Perceptions of Sustainability on the other hand, contributes to the discussion by elaborating on the boundaries of
sustainability as a concept and convention as it affects the heritage of traditional peoples who are especially
connected with natural areas. Although the focus of the offerings tends to be grounded in UNESCO’s 2001 Universal
Declaration on Cultural Diversity, each section of the book has utility for ICH considerations, but of particular interest
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is the section on ‘Sustainability in Heritage Management Strategies’, which discusses the recent emergence of a
post-colonial cultural pluralism that celebrates those heritage voices marginalised during the colonial eras …. The
Routledge Companion complements all of the other compilations, as a general survey considering the issues,
challenges and factors involved in the practices, the places, the people and the politics of ICH safeguarding. A case in
point as the reviewer points out is the confrontation of ICH as an unproblematic gift from the past versus ICH as an
instrument in the postcolonial settling of the bill and making the past pay. The Companion is likely to function as a
textbook reference tool for the next decade.
More than ninety percent of the content of this volume is concerned not so much with ICH itself, but rather with
‘inventorying’ safeguarding practices and approaches, reconsidering perspectives and repositioning the various
responses to the 2003 Convention. Underlining them all is the fact that a community has acknowledged these
particular expressions as evidence of shared characteristics or values at the centre of their identity, whether in the
past or the present, and that the evolution of cultural creativity tends to replace the language of dynamism with that of
destabilisation when it comes to conserving ICH. Whatever the agenda, a global conversation has unexpectedly
emerged in this volume that points to markedly differing perspectives when balancing economic and social
development with freedom of cultural expression as a fundamental human right. According to the World Bank, one
out of every seven people in the world today is some form of migrant, whether internal or international, voluntary or
involuntary, learning to live with diversity. This is the challenge of the day, a situation which has brought into focus the
rights of displaced and diasporic communities to invoke their humanity and practise their cultures, reclaiming their
heritage no matter which space they inhabit.

Alissandra Cummins
Editor-in-Chief
28 May 2017

1. Paul Sapho, It’s the Context, Stupid, 1994.
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Inhabiting a Language: Linguistic Interactions
as a Living Repository for Intangible Cultural
Heritage
Olga Bialostocka

Human Sciences Research Council, South Africa

ABSTRACT
The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage (2003) recognises as living heritage cultural
expressions and practices that provide for the continuity,
dynamism and meaning of the social life of individuals and
communities. The organisation emphasises the need to
document and safeguard intangible cultural heritage (ICH) as a
source of people’s identity, which gives them a feeling of
belonging and represents cultural capital. One of the forms of
safeguarding ICH endorsed by UNESCO is the creation of
national inventories to catalogue the heritage and make it
accessible to the public. However, inventorying living heritage
runs a risk of essentialising culture and ‘fixing’ cultural
practices in time. And while it is only natural that the forms of
cultural expressions may change with time, the meaning of
those practices should be protected, for in it lies the cultural
value of heritage. This theoretical paper looks at language as a
vehicle of culture that gives meaning to people’s experiences,
while remaining a tool that adapts its form to changing
environments. Therefore, language can be considered a
repository and an organic inventory system for the living
heritage, as the latter is primarily contained in the linguistic
interactions of the people who produce it. Accordingly, the paper
advocates for a greater protection and promotion of vernacular
languages by assisting communities in developing them and
sustaining their local cultural practices.

Keywords
language, vernacular, inventory, living heritage, sustainable
development, social constructionism, Bourdieu’s theory of
practice, habitus

Introduction
According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, adopted in
2003, intangible cultural heritage (ICH) comprises practices,
representations, expressions, knowledge and skills
recognised by the communities as part of their cultural

heritage. Transmitted from generation to generation, these
practices and expressions are constantly renegotiated and
reinvented by the people in response to the social and
natural environment in which they live, and the history of
their community. Through culture and heritage, people
acquire a sense of identity and continuity (UNESCO, n.d., p.

18

3). UNESCO’s definition of ICH includes language as a
vehicle for oral traditions and cultural expressions
(UNESCO, 2003, p. 2). Yet it can be argued that language
itself represents people’s heritage; it displays all the
parameters to be considered ICH – it is transmitted from
generation to generation; constantly recreated; speech can
be treated as linguistic practice and expressions; language
bestows identity upon people in the same way that social
practices, rituals or indigenous knowledge do (Smeets,
2004).
What UNESCO’s definition of ICH indirectly says is that
culture is not firm. It is dynamic and constantly changing. At
the same time the organisation (2003, p. 1) speaks of the
need to safeguard heritage from disappearing and to protect
culture against globalisation, modernisation, urbanisation,
and environmental degradation – i.e. against change.
However, the continual performance of the so-called
‘traditional’ practices, often referred to as ‘living heritage’,
naturally necessitates alterations in their outer form in
response to the changing environment and the socioeconomic context. Change is thus part of the ‘life’ of ICH.
What should be protected in the living heritage is its cultural
value which lies in the meaning of cultural expressions.
Meaning is what gives ICH its aesthetic, spiritual, social,
historical, and symbolic values.
The organisation defines ‘safeguarding’ as:

… measures aimed at ensuring the viability of the
intangible cultural heritage, including the identification,
documentation, research, preservation, protection,
promotion, enhancement, transmission … particularly
through formal and non-formal education, as well as the
revitalization of the various aspects o f such heritage
(2003, article 2, 3).
One of the forms of safeguarding ICH prescribed by the
organisation is the creation of national inventories that will,
among other roles, raise awareness about the intangible
heritage of communities and make it accessible to the public
(UNESCO, 2003, article 12; n.d., p. 4). Describing the process
of inventorying, UNESCO stipulates that documentation
should consist of recording the heritage in tangible form in
its current state and preserving related documents in
institutions such as libraries, archives, or on the web, where
these records are easily available and may be consulted.
These inventories must be regularly updated to account for
modifications of the living heritage (UNESCO, 2003, article

12). UNESCO (n.d. p. 4) further emphasises that
safeguarding is about transferring the knowledge, skills
and meaning, not preserving the external form of
heritage, which may already have become irrelevant for a
particular community. Nevertheless, in response to this
call for national inventories, heritage practitioners and
scholars have raised concerns that the institutionalisation
of the living heritage risks ‘freezing’ it in time, and this
kind of ‘salvage ethnography’ based on a ‘preservationist
ethos’ (Alivizatou, 2012, p. 14) might in effect hinder the
development of cultural expressions (Alivizatou, 2006 and
2012). Moreover, UNESCO claims that inventories should
encourage creativity and self-respect in the communities
(UNESCO, n.d., p. 4). However, it can be argued that the
self-respect should come from within the communities
before the process of documentation of heritage starts,
not as a result of inventorying cultural expressions that
the people have to first consider as valuable to identify
them as their heritage. The sustainability of heritage lies
in the ownership of heritage resources, thus value needs
to be assigned to heritage by local communities. Only if
the individual is enabled to understand, interpret and
appropriate the heritage of mankind as personal heritage
and inheritance, can protection and use of heritage
become sustainable (Albert, 2012, p. 37).
It should be recognised that the cultural value of
heritage (knowledge, skills, meaning) that should be
safeguarded is stored in the language in which a
particular expression has been created and in which it
still functions. Language therefore is an organic ‘living
repository’ and inventory that guards the meaning of the
practices, and naturally evolves with cultural expressions
as they adapt to the changing environment. Living
heritage is primarily contained in the linguistic
interactions of the people to whom it belongs.
Accordingly, one of the biggest challenges of preserving
and sharing the meaning of ICH lies in the language
which transmits it and creates understanding. To
preserve the meaning of cultural practices and ensure
the sustainability of the socio-cultural development of the
communities which still practise them, the promotion and
development of vernacular languages that ‘created’ the
experiences need to be considered as primary measures
in the safeguarding of ICH. These languages need to be
recognised as valid and valuable cultural and social
practices that enable communities to grow, and through
which people express their identity and define their
realities.
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Inhabiting a language

Conceptual framework
Emile Cioran (1998), a Romanian philosopher, said that
one does not inhabit a country; one inhabits a language.
Language is a type of cultural and social code which enables
us to construct concepts through which we express
ourselves and describe the way we experience the world. In
essence, through discourse we actually construct our reality.
According to social constructionists, reality cannot be
learnt. It is created and perceived through people’s
interactions. Constructionists reject the cognitive
understanding of knowledge, claiming that there is no
structure or framework upon which we can produce
knowledge (Bruffee, 1986, p. 776). The reality is not ‘what
exists’ but a concept agreed upon by a group of people who
constitute it and construct it through language. There are
multiple social realities, all of which depend on beliefs about
the physical world shared by the communities that produce
meanings and generate knowledge (Gergen, 1982; Rorty in
Bruffee, 1986):

One of the important assumptions of cognitive thought is
that there must be a universal foundation, a ground, a
base, a framework, a structure of some sort behind
knowledge or beneath it, upon which what we know is
built, assuring its certainty or truth. We normally think of
that ground or structure as residing either in the inner
eye (a concept, an idea, a theory), or in nature as
mirrored in the mind (the world, reality, facts). The social
constructionist alternative to this foundational cognitive
assumption is non-foundational… (Bruffee, 1986, p. 776).
It is discursive. Kuhn (1970), who believed in the relativism of
scientific knowledge, and Rorty (1979) after him even
claimed that knowledge can be identified with the language
in which it is produced.
Social constructionism does not focus on an individual,
who mentally constructs reality through observation and
experience, but puts emphasis on the social interactions of
people, on the social processes by which meanings are
created and negotiated (Schwandt, 2003). And as much as
constructionists refer to reality as the subjective experience
of life, they recognise that certain actions – responses to the
social world – can be repeated routinely, and consequently
turn into patterns. Sanctioned by society, they then start to
be perceived as objective reality (Berger and Luckmann,
1991), recreated and reaffirmed through discourse by
subsequent generations.

Language assigns definitions to these patterns but can
also alter them. Hence, discourse can bring about change
(Burr, 1995). Human beings as agents are in control of
reality, as they socially define it (Berger and Luckmann,
1991; Burr, 1995). Who is able to change it, and how,
depends on who holds the power (Burr, 1995); as a result
some voices tend to be silent as they are sidelined by the
grand narrative.

development might be missing an element (UNESCO, 2005;
UNGA, 2010; UCLG, 2010; UNTT, 2012; UNESCO, 2013). A
debate has opened up about the contingency of
development upon the cultural background of the
populations concerned. As a result, the international
community suggested including culture as a fourth
dimension of sustainable development in the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) (UCLG, 2010 ).1

Knowledge is produced in a particular social and
cultural environment and expressed through people’s
actions, such as communication (Dewey, 1920).
Consequently, the setting, participants and actions
undertaken constitute the simplest model of control (or
context model) for a discursive situation; Van Dijk (2007,
p. 3) calls it the situatedness of talk. He pinpoints the
fact that … the situation-discourse relation is
necessarily indirect and established by the participants
… It is the way participants understand and represent
the social situation that influences discourse structures
(van Djik, 2007, p. 4).

It can be argued that culture has always been included
in the framework as part of its social dimension tenet.
However, while it is true that both culture and social
structure belong to the class of control systems and are
closely interwoven, to equate cultural systems with social
systems is not entirely adequate.

The sustainable development paradigm –
language as a part of culture

According to Parsons (1972, p. 256), the most important
element of the cultural system for the social one is the
moral-evaluative aspect (the value systems). It acts as a
type of inner control within the social system. Meanwhile,
the outer control is made up of the legislative power created
within the social structure (Stahovski, n.d.). Culture also
constitutes a collective mechanism for the storage of
information (Posner, 2004, p. 28). The knowledge contained
in it is associated with a particular group of people and their
language, seen in a historical perspective. It is thus
intertwined with and influenced by the social structure, but
is not necessarily aligned with it.

Language gives structure and meaning to experience by
constructing concepts. This generative process is
dependent on the socio-cultural context in which it takes
place. Culture constitutes a foundation of one’s identity
(Baumann, 1999; Taylor,1994) and as such represents each
individual’s frame of reference. Therefore, it should be
mainstreamed into all development policies.
Sustainable development emerged as a concept in the
1970s and was recognised as a paradigm in 1992 at the Rio
de Janeiro Summit. Since then, the three-pillar framework
which validates the links between people’s economic
development, their social context, and the natural
environment in which they function, has been used by
academics and policy-makers as a premise for designing
developmental strategies and projects attuned to the needs
and capacities of the populations concerned. The model
created was obviously based on the standpoint which
considers human beings as part of the natural world, not
separate from it. It ascertains that people and the
environment in which they live are interrelated and each has
an impact, both good and bad, on the existence and
functioning of the other. Only in the last decade has it been
recognised that the ‘three-legged stool’ model of sustainable
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By contrast with the cultural system, which is
specifically concerned with systems of meaning, the
social system is a way of organising human action
which is concerned with linking meaning to the
conditions of concrete behaviour in the environmentally
given world (Parsons, 1972, p. 256).

All of the above-mentioned roles of culture point to the
fact that the development of societies should be consistent
with their cultural background, as the latter constitutes an
essential element of people’s identity, the context for their
lives, and a regulator of their activities. Thus, only culturesensitive development that does not disrupt the very basis
of one’s self-construction can be deemed truly sustainable.
And even more than that, developmental strategies built
upon the body of knowledge ‘stored’ within different
cultures can prove more effective, given the age-old
connection between humans and nature on which the
existence of the human race has depended and around
which civilisations developed.

Acknowledgement of cultural diversity adds a crucial
dimension to strategies that view sustainability as
facilitating the integration of the economic pillar of
development with its social and environmental pillars. In
this sense, cultural diversity can be seen as a key crosscutting dimension of sustainable development
(UNESCO World Report, n.d., p. 25).
Moreover, including culture in the SDGs agenda, and
promoting pluralism, means embracing the idea that
sustainable development should be understood as an
improvement of human well-being rather than simply as
economic growth. It should therefore translate into
engaging and empowering people by acknowledging their
local knowledge, appreciating traditional values, and
recognising the agency of communities. Furthermore, in
searching for solutions for environmental challenges, it
should look at and learn from the sustainability of
traditional societies, and respect people’s freedom to
choose their developmental path in accordance with their
systems of beliefs and values. The new paradigm thus
places the accent on human well-being, both physical and
mental, and emphasises the diversity of agencies. As a
result, it replaces the top-down model of development
previously applied within the framework by giving the power
back to the communities.

Biocultural diversity – language as a
repository
The biocultural diversity framework is another
perspective which emphasises the importance of language
as the repository of knowledge. The biocultural diversity
research field tries to understand how evolution within the
natural realm affects the human realm by studying changes
observed within socio-linguistic ecologies (ecolinguistics).2
Harmon (1996) suggested that people’s advancement
happened alongside the changes to which humans
subjected their local ecosystems. While humans were
adapting to these modifications, the language that they
devised on the way helped them to encode and convey the
knowledge of the ecosystem they inhabited. Language was
shaped by and adapted to the particular socio-ecological
environment and served as a transmitter of a specific reality
(Maffi, 2005, p. 605). Consequently, when speaking about
the human-nature relationship, we need to recognise it not
only on the levels of the social sphere and the physical
environment, but also within the linguistic ecology. It can be
further argued that since traditional knowledge of

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 21

Inhabiting a language

ecosystems is implicit in the languages of their
inhabitants, the natural environment can also be affected
indirectly by the loss of a language (Maffi, 2005, pp. 601603). As Sapir (1912, p. 228) noticed, language bears the
stamp of the physical environment in which the speakers
are placed. Therefore, we can say that not only culture and
the natural environment constitute the setting of human
experience, language does too. The biocultural research
field, though focusing on the relationship between
languages, cultures and the environment from the
perspective of the natural sciences, correlates with the
social sciences’ approach. It confirms that language
discloses a particular reality and stores the ‘objective’
knowledge about it produced by generations of people.
Language transmits concepts that cannot be expressed in
a different ‘code system’ and thus represents a repository
of the cultural memory of people (Maffi, 2005); and
heritage exists through memory. Therefore, protection of
linguistic diversity is directly linked to the sustainability of
communities (Maffi, 2007; Skutnabb-Kangas and
Phillipson, 2010).

Bourdieu’s theory of practice
Using this conceptual framework, Bourdieu’s theory of
practice can be applied to understand the nature of
cultural practices and the role that language plays in the
preservation of the living heritage. This theory (Bourdieu,
1994 and 1996) sees social practices as products of the
relationship between a particular field (that represents
social spaces) and a ‘habitus’ (defined as a set of
dispositions that structure human actions in unconscious
ways). It asserts that habitus is a product of history,
constantly being created through experience. In line with
this theory, language is perceived as a socio-historical
phenomenon, where every linguistic interaction reflects
and reproduces the social structures within which the
language has been formed and is currently used.
Bourdieu’s theory speaks to the role of a human being
as a social agent. This capacity is activated through one’s
relation to a social space (field) defined by Bourdieu (1996,
p. 12) as an invisible set of relationships which tends to
retranslate itself into a physical space in the form of a
definite distributional arrangement of agents and
properties. Scientific, religious, academic, political or
other, the fields are the ‘spheres of action’ of the society,
and they are subject to internally-established systems of

power. Social agents are allocated to a particular social
space (which is not the same as social class), usually
based on the economic capital, cultural capital or symbolic
capital that they carry.3 These ‘social positions’ need to
take account of the historical period under consideration.
Within them, habitus acts as both a ‘structured structure’
and as a ‘structuring structure’ (Bourdieu, 1996, pp. 15-17)
– structured structures being the principles of practices
characteristic for a particular class of agents; structuring
structures being the different classifications of these
principles (based, for example, on taste or perception). The
different classifications are produced through the
socialisation of an individual that takes place within the
family, culture and educational milieu. Therefore, the
nature of habitus is fluid; it depends on the circumstances,
environment and the historical background of an
individual. Consequently, habitus introduces relativism to
the social world, for the same practice may be perceived
differently according to one’s taste, beliefs, interests, or
understanding (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 17). The individual’s
position within a specific field depends on their habitus.
When the field and the habitus become incompatible with
one another, the individual may experience the feeling of
being lost or out of place (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 17).
Bourdieu’s theory of practice challenges the
de-historicisation of social practices, including ICH
expressions. Moreover, it demonstrates that living
heritage, when separated from the language which
created it, will change, as the habitus through which it
was expressed would now be different. Linguistic
utterances are forms of practice and, as such, can be
understood as the product of the relation between the
linguistic habitus and a linguistic market (Bourdieu, 1993,
p. 17). Language is formed in a specific social and
political environment. Therefore, linguistic exchanges
reveal the social structure that they express and
reproduce. It should be emphasised here that ‘linguistic
communism’ is a fiction. No community has a truly
homogenous language; the way people speak depends on
the social conditions in which they communicate with one
another (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 5). Moreover, linguistic
interactions carry the mark of power. Accent, intonation,
and the vocabulary used can disclose the position the
speaker holds in the social hierarchy; they reflect the
socially-structured character of the habitus and have
value – linguistic capital – assigned to them by the market
in which they were produced (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 18).
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Bourdieu (1993) speaks also about the so-called
‘authorised language’, which is the symbolic discourse used
in rituals. He argues that these linguistic exchanges are not
simply communication; the scholar emphasises the
importance of both the content of the speech and the speaker
uttering the words.

The power of words is nothing other than the delegated
power of the spokesperson, and his speech – that is, the
substance of his discourse and, inseparably, his way of
speaking – is no more than a testimony, and one among
others, of the guarantee of delegation which is vested in
him (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 105).
The speaker represents a particular social field and occupies
a specific social position that legitimises the speech by his/her
authority (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 109). The performative utterance
can play its expected role only if the right words are spoken in
a ‘prescribed’ way by a person with an appropriate social
function, recognised as being authorised to do so. Both
formal and ritual conditions need to be met for the ritual or
practice to be successful (Bourdieu, 1993, pp. 111-113).

Discussion
Even though UNESCO recognises the dynamic nature of
culture, the organisation envisions protection of ICH in a way
that does not account sufficiently for the character of the
cultural field and the processes of change which are intrinsic to
it. UNESCO sees culture primarily as embodied in cultural
artefacts, rather than the social practices of people. In the same
way, most international instruments focus on the protection of
languages rather than their speakers (Mowbray, 2012, pp.
84-85). In line with this thinking, the Convention speaks of
mitigating the effects of globalisation on traditional cultures
using a preservationist discourse of dying traditions and
overpowering modernity (Alivizatou, 2011, p. 39). UNESCO’s
format emphasises uniqueness, excellence and the
endangerment of inventoried cultural expressions. An inherent
notion in this concept is that of cultural authenticity, understood
as original and unmodified traditions that were not
‘contaminated’ by modernity and global hybridisation. Such an
approach to ICH puts forward a homogenizing vision of pure,
endangered, and authentic cultural expressions (Alivizatou,
2011, p. 55) and leads to the essentialisation of culture.
Inventories as a means of preserving ICH challenge the
ongoing change and adaptation of cultural expressions and
separate them from the practitioners of the living heritage.

International regulations (including UNESCO’s
Convention) adopted to protect cultural and linguistic
diversity tend to fix cultures and languages territorially
(Mowbray, 2012, pp. 84-85)4 and bind them to ethnic identity,
even though it is nations that arose from languages and not
the other way around (de Seville, 2007, p. 192). These legal
instruments rarely take into consideration the fluctuations in
demographics caused by global change (such as
migrations), and treat languages as homogenous
phenomena.
Bourdieu’s theory of practice demonstrates the dynamism
of cultural practices. The analysis of the cultural field
proposed by the scholar suggests that the development of
cultures is not linear; therefore, the results of the processes of
contestation and negotiation within the cultural field cannot
be predicted (Mowbray, 2012). The processes and practices
that constitute living heritage are recreated by present
generations who reinvent their connection with the past
(Alivizatou, 2006, p. 48). The Convention for Safeguarding ICH,
founded on concerns about the decline and destruction of
living heritage, does not take account of these processes of
renewal (Alivizatou, 2011).
Additionally, Bourdieu’s theory asserts the essential link
between living heritage and the context in which it was
produced – the people, places and resources. Therefore, the
preoccupation of international regulations and cultural
heritage protectors should be with the people rather than
their product. In line with this approach, Alivizatou (2006 and
2011) suggests shifting from the preservation of disappearing
practices to the celebration of ongoing traditions that are
refurbished and renegotiated by contemporary generations.
Such a shift would leave traditions open to change and
reinterpretation, and would focus safeguarding efforts on the
communities and the environment in which they practise their
living heritage, instead of on the heritage itself.
The same is valid for languages, given that they are the
vehicles by which culture is passed on and are themselves
part of human heritage. Language is a code for representing
experience; it creates the social context in which it is used.
When a language dies, the meaning of cultural expressions
and the knowledge they carry are easily lost. Another
language will not convey the same messages, for it will not
repeat the structure of the code, and so it will not transmit the
social context in which the interaction took place. In 2002
UNESCO noted that:
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…about half of the 6,000 or so languages spoken in the
world are under threat. Over the past three centuries,
languages have died out and disappeared at a dramatic
and steadily increasing pace, especially in the Americas
and Australia. Today at least 3,000 tongues are
endangered, seriously endangered or dying in many
parts of the world (UNESCO, 2002).
According to Moseley, in 2010 about 2,471 languages were
considered endangered (Moseley, 2010). Bernini lists three
main threats to language diversity (Bernini, 2014, p. 164):
- Linguistic imperialism and globalisation, which cause
the domination of some languages and result in local or
minority languages being abandoned by their speakers
who consider them impractical and less valuable.
- National language policies that subordinate language to
ethnic identity and linguistic uniformity in line with
European ideologies on which nation-states were
founded.
- Language shift that takes place mostly due to
urbanisation, globalisation, social dislocation, and the
cultural dislocation of the speakers; it may result in the
loss of languages which further leads to the loss of
identity.
However, it should also be emphasised that languages,
like cultures, evolve. Therefore change and synthesis should
be seen as essential and necessary aspects of their vitality.
As Alivizatou (2011, p. 55) noted, cross-cultural exchange
often revives rather than threatens cultural heritage, making
it more relevant to the contemporary needs of a community
in a specific cultural environment. The past is a ‘renewable
resource’ (Holtorf, 2006), thus Western preservationist
practices are not relevant as tools for keeping ICH alive.
Bharucha (2000, as related by Alvizatou, 2012, p. 16)
recognised that;

Eurocentric norms of authenticity and the irreparability
of cultural heritage should therefore be replaced by the
discourse of transformation and renewal (Alivizatou, 2006).

ENDNOTES:
•This work is based on research supported in part by the National Research Foundation of South Africa
(Grant Number 103462)

Instead of documenting and inventorying living heritage,
we should focus on assisting local communities on their
developmental paths so that they can enjoy and sustain the
cultural practices that contribute to their cultural identity.
Promoting the development of local languages through
which this identity is bestowed is in this case of key
importance. Too much meaning is lost in translation.
Designing curriculum materials in the vernacular, and
including cultural practices, customs and traditions
considered by the communities to be their living heritage as
part of school education taught in the original languages
that produced them, would ensure the authentic transfer of
knowledge and traditional skills. Teaching about cultural
practices, instead of learning and living them, and using
cultural expressions only for display will see them lose their
cultural value and become performances deprived of soul.
Living heritage exists through living people and is
communicated, negotiated and reinvented in their language,
through memory. Therefore, policies and regulations
pertaining to the protection and promotion of vernacular
languages should be integrated with national and
international laws relating to ICH, whether we define
language as ICH per se or merely as a vehicle thereof.

1. See also http://www.agenda21culture.net/index.php/documents/culture-as-a-goal-in-post-2015
2. A field of study pioneered by Einar Haugen which describes relationships between languages and the
populations that speak them with regard to their social, biological and physical environments. See
Haugen, E., 1971. ‘The ecology of language’ in The Linguistic Reporter, Supplement 25: pp. 19-26; also
Mühlhäuser, P., 1996. Linguistic ecology. Language change and linguistic imperialism in the Pacific

region. London, Routledge.
3. For definitions of the capitals, see Bourdieu, P., 1993. Language and Symbolic Power (edited and
introduced by J. Thompson). Cambridge, Harvard University Press, p. 14.
4. See also UNESCO, n.d. Identifying and Inventorying Intangible Cultural Heritage. Available from: http://
www.unesco.org/culture/ich/doc/src/01856-EN.pdf, where the physical location of the ICH element is
included in a suggested format for an inventory.
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ABSTRACT
‘Super-diversity’ presents the Intangible Heritage Convention
with new dilemmas for safeguarding intangible heritage. The
large influx of migrants in Western Europe has completely
altered the ethnic composition of all the major cities. It
completely overturns the notion of community and thus also of
intangible heritage. Starting from a specific case study, the
super-diverse city district of West-Kruiskade in Rotterdam, the
author argues that super-diversity creates new forms of social
belonging in which the diversity of intangible heritage is
celebrated as something to share. In Rotterdam, ethnic or
religious festivals such as Diwali, Keti Koti and the Chinese New
Year have evolved into communal festivals shared by all, in a
constant 'interactive creation of space'. Super-diversity
dynamises the concept of intangible heritage and the notion of
community which, more than ever before, should be interpreted
as a complex interplay of different stakeholders in a dynamic,
culturally-diversified environment.

Keywords
The Netherlands, super-diversity, multiculturalism, migration,
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Introduction
One of the policy goals of the Netherlands is that the
Dutch Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage should
reflect the diversity of intangible heritage in the
Netherlands. It should include all the regions in the

Netherlands, an equal distribution of rural and urban
areas, the social practices of young people as well as
'traditional' social practices and, last but not least, social
practices that reflect the (old and new) ethnic diversity,
including the intangible heritage of (descendants of)
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migrant groups. The Dutch Centre for Intangible Heritage,
which coordinates the National Inventory, was thus very
pleased that the intangible heritage of the West-Kruiskade
was put forward, as it is a highly ethnically diverse city
district in Rotterdam. But it also posed a dilemma for the
DICH, because: what is intangible heritage in such a superdiverse city district with more than 160 ethnicities? And
what can and should be safeguarded? And how can this be
achieved given the enormous level of diversity? The
challenge of West-Kruiskade is not unique. In Western
Europe most of the larger cities are trying to come to grips
with processes of migration which have completely altered
the composition of the population. It raises the question of
social cohesion and community and thus also of intangible
heritage, because in the UNESCO Convention communities
are paramount in the definition, and in the safeguarding of
intangible cultural heritage.
The procedure in the Netherlands is that communities,
groups and individuals that practise intangible heritage can
fill in a nomination file. An independent audit committee
looks at the file and considers whether it meets the
criteria. Is it intangible heritage in the sense of the
UNESCO Convention, that is: passed on from generation to
generation, and does it give the nominating communities a
sense of identity and continuity? Is the nomination put
forward by the community that is actually involved in this
social practice? An important part of the nomination file is
always the safeguarding plan, in which the community
charts the strengths and weaknesses of the social practice
and thinks of safeguarding measures to counter the
challenges which might stand in the way of the future of
this element of intangible heritage. All these benchmarks
are derived from the criteria used for nominations for the
international UNESCO Lists of the Intangible Heritage, in
which community involvement and a programme for
safeguarding measures are also acknowledged. Last but
not least, the element should be described in an intelligible
way, so that people who are not familiar with this form of
intangible heritage understand what it is about.
What the Alliance West-Kruiskade put forward were
social practices that, in their view, reflected the cultural
diversity of the district, social practices with which the
community of the West-Kruiskade identifies itself. The
social practices were mainly a number of events or
festivities that are celebrated annually: the celebration of
Keti Koti, the Chinese New Year celebrations and the Hindu
feast of Diwali. The last two festivities have a specific ethnic

or religious background. Keti Koti is the annual celebration
of the abolition of slavery in 1863 in the former Dutch
colonies of Surinam and the Dutch Antilles. It is especially
popular with Dutch people who have a Surinamese or
Antillean background.
All these festivities are strongly linked with specific
ethnic communities in the West-Kruiskade and give them a
strong sense of identity and continuity, thus fulfilling one of
the requirements every nomination file should meet. What
is remarkable is that the social practices were not put
forward by the specific religious or ethnic groups that
brought the traditions to the West-Kruiskade, for instance,
the ethnic Chinese or the Hindus. These feasts and
celebrations were put forward to represent the cultural
diversity of West-Kruiskade as a whole. Festivals such as
Diwali and Keti Koti have evolved into popular festivals that
are celebrated by all the people living in the WestKruiskade and which reflect not one specific ethnic group
but the cultural diversity of the area. The same applies to
the different food cultures in the West-Kruiskade which
were also included in the nomination file. In this case it was
not one specific ethnic food culture which was referred to,
but the total diversity of food cultures which is so visible in
the local shopping mall there with all its different food
shops and restaurants. This is an interesting phenomenon
with huge implications for the way in which intangible
heritage is appropriated and experienced.
The purpose of the nomination was to safeguard this
cultural diversity. It focuses on social cohesion and the
promotion of exchange, so that the city district as a whole
can continue to identify itself with this cultural diversity.
This means an open and inclusive approach which gives
room and space to possible newcomers. The Alliance
West-Kruiskade has a special policy of attracting new
ethnic entrepreneurs who can contribute to the ethnically
diverse flavour of the district.

Super-diversity and intangible heritage
West-Kruiskade is a city district in Rotterdam that
harbours more than 160 ethnicities. I will use Steven
Vertovec’s concept of super-diversity to interpret WestKruiskade as a cultural space in which intangible heritage
is embodied as in an interactive creation of space. Superdiversity calls for a more 'liquid' interpretation of
communities, as volatile networks that involve many
different stakeholders.
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West-Kruiskade, located near the central railway station
in Rotterdam, is a thriving shopping street in ‘the Old
West', that, because of the diverse background of its
inhabitants and the multicultural atmosphere of its shops,
reflects the cultural diversity of Rotterdam: 70% of the
shops are run by newcomers from diverse backgrounds.
Also, the number of Chinese shops is striking and
constitutes a Rotterdam Chinatown in itself. In the 'Old
West' (het Oude Westen) there is no dominant ethnic
group: 27% of the population are indigenous, 15%
Surinamese, 14% Turkish, 13% Moroccan, 7% Cape
Verdean, and 3% Dutch Antillean (figures from 2007https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-30995-30-b5.
pdf). The ethnic composition of West-Kruiskade makes it
hard, even impossible, to speak of one homogenous
'traditional' community, with a clear set of 'traditional'
traditions. Intangible heritage is important, but in a
somewhat different way than is usually perceived.
Newcomers, be they economic migrants or refugees from
all over the world, brought along their traditions when they
came to the West-Kruiskade, giving it a specific
'transatlantic' flavour. In the fifties and sixties economic
migrants came from a limited number of nations, mainly
from Turkey, Spain and Morocco, but this changed with
the refugee crises from the nineties onwards. Nowadays
there are newcomers from all over the world, from the
Balkans, following the crisis there, to the Ethiopians and
Syrians who came in the wake of more recent crises. It
totally changed the picture of what was formerly known as
'multiculturalism', in which it was thought that different
'ethnic communities' lived more or less peacefully
alongside each other, each cultivating 'their own' culture
and at the same time enriching Dutch culture. In city
districts like West-Kruiskade there is no clear majority of
any of the groups but an enormous number of different
ethnicities, all of them small minorities, including the
original Dutch one.
For this new situation, which is common to all large city
conurbations in Western-Europe, Steven Vertovec
introduced the concept of ‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec, 2007;
see also Geldof, 2016). According to Vertovec, superdiversity is not just the superlative degree of
'multiculturalism', which just means more ethnicities
which are mutually enriching. It also has huge implications
for how we live together and for the dynamics of culture, in
the context of an increasingly globalised society. Although
in the past there was already a huge amount of contact and
exchange, nowadays it is the standard. Post-colonial

thinkers such as Homi K. Bhabha use the metaphor of the
stairwell as a 'third' space, where people of different
backgrounds meet on the stairwell as an interactive social
space (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5; see also Bhabha, 2011). The
shared social spaces are especially to be found in large city
conurbations like Rotterdam, which Bhabha interprets as
‘contact zones’.

The interactive creation of space
What is striking is that in this new context of so many
different ethnicities, intangible heritage takes on a different
meaning in which diversity, not homogeneity, sets the tone.
What we can observe in the case of West-Kruiskade is that
diversity is something which you can share. Cultural roots
remain important but colourful festivities such as Diwali,
Keti Koti and the Chinese New Year, and also the different
food shops and restaurants, have evolved into communal
events and icons that everyone can share and which reflect
the diversity of West-Kruiskade. It is no coincidence that
mainly public events were put forward for the Dutch
Inventory. Diwali, Keti Koti and the Chinese New Year are
all festivities that take place in public spaces where
everybody can join in. Rotterdam is not an isolated example.
The process has already been described for cities such as
Paris, by the Swiss-based ethnologist Monika Salzbrunn
who researched the super-diverse Parisian city district of
Belleville (Salzbrunn, 2015). Salzbrunn also notes the
development of new communal festivals such as the
colourful Barbès Tour, as a new type of multi-ethnic event
which celebrates diversity. That this new festival was
strongly inspired by the London Notting Hill Carnival
indicates that the trend can be seen all over Europe. In this
context, Salzbrunn introduced the concept of the
interactive creation of space, useful for a better
understanding of intangible heritage formation in a superdiverse city district such as West-Kruiskade in Rotterdam.
Our first observation about intangible heritage in a
super-diverse context is that to qualify as ‘intangible
heritage of the West-Kruiskade’ it should be diverse and
include the possibility of sharing in the public space of
West-Kruiskade and/or be visible as such. We can even put
this in stronger terms: the possibility of sharing becomes a
prerequisite of every aspect of intangible heritage in the
West-Kruiskade that wants to qualify as ‘intangible
heritage of the West-Kruiskade’. Intangible heritage can be
characterised as a specific aspect of 'embodied space', to
borrow the concept of Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga (2003).
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This is in line with a growing awareness in cultural studies
that space and place still matter: it is addressed by
anthropologists working in the field of the Anthropology of
Space and Place. This concept of 'embodied space' is
especially welcome when dealing with intangible heritage
because intangible heritage is always embodied in social
practices (Wulf) taking place in concrete and specific
cultural spaces - as is also the case in West-Kruiskade. As
is shown in the example of the West-Kruiskade these
processes always take place in a specific social context, the
cultural spaces associated with intangible heritage as it is
called in the text of the UNESCO Convention.
The interactive creation of space always involves many
different stakeholders. This can be illustrated by the
nomination file of West-Kruiskade. The nomination file was
put forward by the Alliance West-Kruiskade, a joint venture
of the City of Rotterdam, the Urban Space Committee
( gebiedscommissie ), Woonstad Rotterdam and the
shopkeepers’ association. This shopkeepers’ association,
which in fact carried the nomination for the Dutch National
Inventory, was represented by some of the ethnic
entrepreneurs in the West-Kruiskade.
More specifically these were Jinai Looi, Fred FitzJames and Guno Zwakke. Jinai Looi organises cookery
workshops in the West-Kruiskade to bring together
different international cultures to become acquainted with
each other, as it says on her website www.hetzesdegeluk.
com. Fred Fitz-James, with his Fred Kulturu Shop Institute,
wants to disseminate information on Surinam cultural
heritage, and as an entrepreneur works on commercial
projects connected with this. Guno Zwakke and Wim
Reijnierse brought in Keti Koti, the yearly celebration of the
abolition of slavery. They represent the foundation Shared
Past Shared Future, focusing on strengthening the
historical awareness of a shared past to enhance a shared
future. The 'interactive creation of space’ should thus be
interpreted as a process of evolving cultural dynamics in
which many different stakeholders take part.
All these different stakeholders come together in the
Alliance West-Kruiskade. As will be shown later, this is not
always a smooth and obvious operation. Processes of this
type always involve strife and confrontation. This is the
reason that some form of 'cultural brokerage', to use the
concept we introduced within the UNESCO Convention in a
themed issue of Volkskunde (Jacobs, Neyrinck and Van der
Zeijden, 2014), seems to be inevitable. In West-Kruiskade
this role was played by the city government, especially by

Alice Fortes. She represents Woonstad Rotterdam which
aims at making the Kruiskade more attractive for its
inhabitants. She acted as project leader of the Alliance
West-Kruiskade. She brought everyone together and
organised things. Cultural brokers are needed to bring the
different stakeholders together and facilitate processes of
exchange in the negotiating of identities.
Of course cultural brokers have an agenda of their own
and this is clearly the case in Rotterdam. For the city
government there is much at stake. In the late twentieth
century West-Kruiskade had developed into a district that
was exposed to high levels of crime. It became a haven
for drug dealers and drug users, which caused a lot of
inconvenience. It constituted a problem area for
Rotterdam that needed to be addressed. The idea was to
transform West-Kruiskade into a district of leisure and
consumption with a high ethnic profile. This policy goal
focuses on urban regeneration and revitalisation, not
uncommon in other cities in western Europe faced with
the same problems and which also use ethnic
entrepreneurs as a key component in their urban policies
(Van Liempt and Veldboer, 2009, pp. 81-99). The Alliance
West-Kruiskade operates as a powerful network of
different stakeholders with a common objective: working
on urban improvement, with the city government itself in
a steering role. There is also a practical side to this
because sharing and exchanging always needs some
form of facilitation. This is the reason that representatives
of the local city museum and representatives from
schools and libraries were also asked to join in the
nomination, because they are responsible for cultural
policies in a broader sense and because they can provide
shared spaces to exchange shared experiences.

Negotiation
An approach concentrating on the interactive creation
of space focuses on political arenas where inclusion/
exclusion and transformation processes are negotiated
(Salzbrunn, 2015, p. 186). An important observation is that
what is included in the nomination and what is not can
change, and in this West-Kruiskade also proves to be an
interesting example. It shows that it is always a negotiation
process, which already starts with the decision about
which stakeholders are to be admitted to the negotiation
table. Last year the Dragon festival would not have been
selected alongside Keti Koti as a communal festival. The
Dragon festival, which celebrates the Chinese New Year,
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presently counts as an ethnic festival popular with all the
inhabitants of the West-Kruiskade, but in 2015 it had to be
cancelled because of lack of funding. It was organised once
again in 2016 so it can now be included again.1 Graffiti
might well be another example. The possible inclusion of
graffiti might be interpreted as a bid for public space by
new and aspiring newcomers. That this will perhaps need
some deliberation and persuasion might well be the case.
Most people would probably consider graffiti as something
negative, a threat to the heritage of our monumental
buildings. But it can also be interpreted as something with
a value in itself, perhaps even as intangible heritage
(Burdick and Vicencio, 2015). In the West-Kruiskade it was
the foundation of Cretopia, a network of artists with guts for
entrepreneurship, that drew attention to graffiti. It did this
by transforming Toko 51, a specific location where Cretopia
organises workshops and other projects, into the Graffiti
Tempel Rotterdam.2 In a way this signalled the acceptance
of graffiti in the public space, and thus graffiti might well be
included next time in the nomination of the WestKruiskade for the Dutch Intangible Heritage Inventory.
Negotiation also means possible disagreement. This
can be illustrated by the examples of Keti Koti and Black
Pete, who represents the opposite of Keti Koti. The
celebration of Keti Koti is a powerful example because it is
a festivity that takes its shape from opposition to a formerly
dominant interpretation of Dutch history and unmasks it as
one of the negative aspects of Dutch history, namely the
slave trade in which the Netherlands was so deeply
involved. Keti Koti has evolved into a powerful symbol with
which the Surinam and Antillean Dutch strongly identify.
Even more interesting is that it has a counterpart in the
wish to abolish the figure of Black Pete in the celebration of
the traditional Dutch children's feast of Saint Nicholas. It
shows that creating intangible heritage can also create
confrontation. During a conference in the West-Kruiskade
organised by DICH, the representative of Keti Koti asked
me why the feast of Saint Nicholas was included in the
Dutch National Inventory despite the fact that the blackfaced helper of the Saint is considered by many to be a
derogatory stereotype of black people in this country (See
Van der Zeijden, 2014). It should make us attentive to the
fact that heritage formation is always a process of inclusion
from which others might feel excluded. The fact that Pete
was allowed to retain his black appearance during the
official welcome ceremony in 2014 in Rotterdam was
celebrated as a victory by the right wing politicians of

Leefbaar Rotterdam who had organised a demonstration
introducing black dolls in a symbolic action to preserve the
traditional Black Pete. A year later, in 2015, the decision of
the School Board BOOR to advise the schools to alter the
appearance of Pete was welcomed by others. BOOR is an
umbrella organisation for more than eighty schools in
Rotterdam.

The implications of super-diversity

The examples of Keti Koti and Black Pete can only be
understood if they are addressed from an international
global perspective. According to Dutch American
anthropologist, Jan Nederveen Pieterse, in his influential
study Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange, the nation
has become less important as a point of reference and is in
the process of being replaced by other allegiances, such as
gender, ethnicity or religion (Nederveen Pieterse, 2009,
chapter 3). Keti Koti is an interesting example of AfroEuropean or transatlantic ethnic identification, also shared
by black people in the Caribbean, as is shown in recent
additions to the Representative List of UNESCO of the AfroBrazilian Capoeira circle in 2014, and in 2015 of Marimba
music, as integral to the family and community fabric of
people of African descent in the Colombian South Pacific
region and Esmeraldas Province of Ecuador. It is an
interesting phenomenon that national loyalties are
transferred into specific group loyalties. As the example of
the West-Kruiskade shows, the local is also the global and
vice versa.

The first observation is that – in the case of WestKruiskade – it is difficult to speak of a clearly defined
community in a more or less historically-rooted social
space. The situation is much more fluid. The traditions
which the newcomers introduced to West-Kruiskade are
indeed rooted in an historical past - but in historical pasts
located in different regions of the world, depending on
where the different ethnic groups originated. The different
groups bring in different traditions, which give them a
sense of identity and continuity, as it is called in the
Convention. But in the new superdiverse context these
traditions acquire new meaning as traditions reflecting the
huge diversity of West-Kruiskade. With the enormous
variety of different ethnicities, West-Kruiskade cannot be
defined as homogenous, to say the least. Super-diversity
means that communities have evolved into floating and
volatile networks, loosely formed and loosely connected
(see Bauman, 2007 and Dibbits and Willemsen, 2014).3

That intangible heritage is never 'innocent' is
demonstrated by the example of Black Pete. More
generally, it is one of the paradoxes of super-diversity that
only the formerly dominant culture cannot qualify as
representing cultural diversity. Diversity can only be
experienced in social practices which are experienced as
culturally diverse. This puts the formerly dominant ‘Dutch’
culture, the Leitkultur as the Germans call it, in a peculiar
position. This is one of the great paradoxes of
superdiversity which really wants to avoid the old
dichotomy of ‘us and them’, only to reintroduce it in a
different, opposite form in which diversity is the norm and
deviations must be rejected. It is not easy to see how to
avoid this paradox which calls for a new answer as to how
processes of social belonging function within the group of
the former host culture. How can they feel at home in a
diversified context? These intricate processes of social
belonging might well be one of the most interesting topics
for future research.
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What are the implications for the National Inventory and
– more generally – for the UNESCO Convention as a
whole? What is intangible heritage in a super-diverse
context and how can you safeguard it for the future? What
should you define as a community in a way that is relevant
for super-diverse city districts like the West-Kruiskade?

The second observation is that – in the case of WestKruiskade - it is no longer possible to speak of a clear set
of different ethnic cultures, with each ethnic group
cultivating its own ethnic traditions in isolation. ‘Cultures’
are not something which you can put in different boxes and
that remain unaltered. This means that ‘intangible
heritage’ is never a set of different ethnic cultures, with
every ‘culture’ having a clearly delineated set of traditions.
The coming together of so many different ethnicities and
traditions implies a new dynamic of social cohesion in
which old and new traditions are appropriated in a new and
diverse context. In the case of West-Kruiskade we have
seen that these social practices should reflect the cultural
diversity of the district and should be experienced as such.
The third observation is that the formation of intangible
heritage is a complex process that involves many
stakeholders, each claiming their share of the cake. In the
case of the West-Kruiskade we have seen our four or five
shop owners, who acted as spokespeople for the
shopkeepers’ association, and we have also seen a number

of associations with a more-or-less ideological or
charitable purpose. There are organisations such as the
foundation Shared Past Shared Future, that promotes the
celebration of Keti Koti, and also more commercially
inspired organisations might join in, for instance festival
bureaux that organise celebrations like the Chinese New
Year. In 2016 the organisation of the Chinese New Year was
in the hands of Rotterdam Festivals, an organisation that
coordinates the events policy for the city government of
Rotterdam. That means that local city governments are
also playing an important role, for instance in organising
things or in providing (some of) the funding. A community is
a temporary alliance of stakeholders working on the same
objective. Sometimes new allies come in, sometimes old
allies will disappear. The outcome of which forms of
intangible heritage are included and which are not, is
always the result of deliberations and can even be the
object of civil strife. That there can also be more ideological
motives for including or excluding specific forms of
intangible heritage was demonstrated in the example of
Black Pete.
The fourth observation is that in a complex process of
interaction with so many stakeholders there is a strong
need for bringing all these stakeholders together for
cultural brokerage. In the case of West-Kruiskade this was
done by the city government, but there is also a role here
for museums and other heritage institutions.
Super-diversity dynamises the notion of intangible
heritage and the notion of community that, more than ever
before, should be interpreted as a complex interplay of
different stakeholders in a dynamic, culturally diversified
environment. A network approach should be as inclusive
as possible, always open to new and aspiring stakeholders.

Implications for the National Inventory in
particular and for the UNESCO Convention
in general
For the National Inventory of Intangible Cultural
Heritage in the Netherlands this means we should be open
to nominations of a diverse nature. This calls for more
flexibility. Until now, most nominations for the National
Inventory were specific traditions with an historical link to
the social space associated with them. The Flower Parade
in Zundert is, for instance, historically rooted in the
community of Zundert and has a history at this location
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dating back to 1936. The historical roots of religious
traditions such as the Boxmeerse Vaart and Sint Maarten
in Utrecht are even older. Superdiversity changes
everything. The new summer carnival in Rotterdam, dating
back to 1983, should be clearly distinguished from the
traditional carnival celebrations in the catholic southern
part of the Netherlands. This new summer carnival in
Rotterdam, with a more Latin-American flavour, was
originally perceived as belonging to the Antillean
community in the Netherlands. It is now a tradition
celebrating cultural diversity more generally, and is not just
celebrated by the Antillean community but also by Turkish
and Moroccan Rotterdammers. These new festivals
demonstrate the dynamics of intangible heritage
formation. West-Kruiskade poses an even greater
challenge due to the adaptability of its traditions which are
therefore open for extension. Communities are not 'fixed'
objects that never alter. This applies also to floating
populations of newcomers who do not always stay in the
same place but could easily move to other cities in the
Netherlands or even to other West-European countries.
Transatlantic contacts have become usual through which
migrant groups remain in contact with their families in
their home countries, but also with relatives who have

migrated to other European cities. As the Flemish
sociologist, Dirk Geldof, tells us, this was made possible by,
among other things, new social media such as Skype and
Whats App which make contacts possible all over the
world, and which means that these groups function in all
kind of networks with which they share common cultural
traits.

ENDNOTES:
1 http://chinafestivalrotterdam.nl/ [Accessed 2 January 2016]. For the lack of funding in 2015, available from:
http://www.rijnmond.nl/nieuws/120583/Chinees-Nieuwjaar-2015-afgelast-wegens-geldgebrek.
2 http://cretopia-rotterdam.nl/index.php/2015/10/10/opening-graffiti-tempel-rotterdam-in-toko51/
3 The concept of communities as networks of stakeholders is not new in the UNESCO Convention. It was
introduced during an expert meeting on community involvement in Tokyo in 2006, available from: http://www.
unesco.org/culture/ich/doc/src/00034-EN.pdf: Communities are networks of people whose sense of identity

As Laurajane Smith and Natsuko Akagawa rightfully
remark in the first edition of Intangible Heritage,
experiencing intangible heritage has become part and parcel
of the dilemmas of modern multicultural society (Smith and
Akagawa, 2009, p. 5). For the UNESCO Convention it is a
baffling perspective that requires serious scrutiny. As
Cristina Amescua has noted, it still remains a largely
uncharted field (Amescua, 2013). How does super-diversity
affect the formation of intangible heritage and what are the
implications for safeguarding? As I have shown, superdiversity calls for a new approach in which diversity, not
homogeneity,sets the tone, in a constant, interactive creation
of space.

or connectedness emerges from a shared historical relationship that is rooted in the practice and
transmission of, or engagement with, their ICH. (p. 5).

REFERENCES:
·Amescua, C
 ., 2013. 'An Anthropology of Intangible Cultural Heritage and Migration: An Uncharted Field' in

Anthropological Perspectives on Intangible Cultural Heritage, Springer Verlag, Berlin, p. 103.
·Bauman, Z., 2007. Liquid Times. Living in an Age of Uncertainty, Polity Press, Cambridge
·Bhabha, H.K., 1994. The Location of Culture, New York: Routledge.
·Bhabha, H.K., 2011. ‘Cultural policies as catalysts of creativity’ in Echoing Voices. Cultural Diversity: A Path

to Sustainable Development. Tenth anniversary of the adoption of the UNESCO Universal
Declaration on Cultural Diversity, UNESCO, Paris.
·Burdick, C.and Vicencio, C., 2015. ‘'Popular demands do not fit in ballot boxes' graffiti as intangible heritage
at the Iglesia de San Francisco, Santiago?' in International Journal of Heritage Studies, 21: nr. 8,
pp. 735-756.
·Dibbits, H. and Willemsen, M., 2014. 'Stills of our liquid times. An essay towards collecting today’s intangible
cultural heritage' in Elpers, S and Palm, A. (Hg.), Die Musealisierung der Gegenwart. Von

Grenzen und Chancen des Sammelns in kulturhistorischen Museen, Bielefeld: Transcript
Verlag, pp. 173-194.
·Geldof, D., 2016. Superdiversity in the heart of Europe. How migration changes our society, ACCO, Leuven.
·Jacobs, M., Neyrinck, J., and Van der Zeijden, A. (eds.), 2014. ‘Brokers, Facilitators and Mediation. Critical

Success (F)Actors for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage’ in theme issue

Volkskunde, 115 (2014) nr. 3.
·Liempt, I. and Veldboer, L., 2009. 'Problematic Areas or Places of Fun? Ethnic Marketing in the
Multicultural City of Rotterdam' in Duyvendak, J. W., Hendriks, F., and Van Niekerk, M. (eds.),

City in Sight. Dutch Dealings with Urban Change, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, pp.
81-99.
·Low, Setha M. and Lawrence-Zúñiga, D. (eds.), 2003. 'Locating culture' in Anthropology of Space and Place:

Locating Culture, Malden, Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 1-47.
·Pieterse, Jan N., 2009. Globalization and Culture: Global Mélange, Second Edition, Plymouth.
·Salzbrunn, M., 2015. ‘The Place-Making of Communities in Urban Spaces: The Invention of the Village
Saint-Louis Sainte Marthe'. In Adell, N., and others (eds.), Between Imagined Communities and

Communities of Practice. Participation, Territory and the Making of Heritage, Göttingen,
Göttingen Studies in Cultural Property, Vol. 8: Universitätsverlag Göttingen, pp. 185-199.
·Smith, L.and Akagawa, N., 2009. 'Introduction'. In idem (eds.), Intangible Heritage, London: Routledge.
·Vertovec, S., 2007. ‘Super-Diversity and Its Implications' in Ethnic and Racial Studies, 30 (6), pp. 1024-1054.



·Wulf, C., 'The Performativity and Dynamics of Intangible Cultural Heritage'. Available from: http://www.ies.stuba.
sk/erasmus_meia_euc/file.php/1/Workshops/Presentationsofmodules/Module_1.pdf

36

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 37

West Kruiskade

·Van der Zeijden, A., 2014. Sinterklaas in the Netherlands: a beleaguered tradition, Utrecht, 2014: Stichting
Nederlands Centrum voor Volkscultuur en Immaterieel Erfgoed.
·Van der Zeijden, A., 2014. 'Dealing with Black Pete. Media, Mediators and the Dilemmas of Brokering
Intangible Heritage' in Brokers, Facilitators and Mediation. Critical Success (F)Actors for the

Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Theme issue Volkskunde, 115: 3, pp. 349-360.

38

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 39

Foreword

MAIN PAPERS

40

International Journal of Intangible Heritage 41

Intangible Cultural Heritage and Soft Power –
Exploring the Relationship

Soft Power

Hanna Schreiber

42

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 43

Soft Power

Intangible Cultural Heritage and Soft Power –
Exploring the Relationship

Hanna Schreiber

Ph.D, Assistant Professor, Institute of International Relations,
University of Warsaw, Vice-president of the Polish Intangible
Cultural Heritage Council, Poland

ABSTRACT
This article presents the ‘soft power’ concept (Joseph Nye)
and explores its relationship with the concept of intangible
cultural heritage. Its main points of reference are thus the
UNESCO 2003 Convention on the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage, the Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, as well as two
chosen ‘soft power’ rankings: Soft Power 30 and the Elcano
Global Presence Index. Member states of the European
Union, as well as countries occupying important places in
these rankings like the United States, the United Kingdom
or China are of particular relevance. The author points out
that a new kind of discourse has emerged alongside the
‘Authorised Heritage Discourse’ (Laurajane Smith) – the
‘Intangible Heritage Discourse’. She argues that UNESCO
plays the role of an arbiter in both of these discourses, and
subsequently analyses their possible impact on the position
of particular countries in the ‘soft power’ rankings.
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Introduction
Power is like the weather. Everyone depends on it
and talks about it, but few understand it. Just as
farmers and meteorologists try to forecast the
weather, political leaders and analysts try to describe
and predict changes in power relationships. Power is
also like love, easier to experience than to define or
measure, but no less real for that. (Joseph Nye)

‘Soft power’ as a term was introduced into the public
and scientific discourse by Joseph Nye over 25 years ago
(Nye, 1991). It postulates that the state’s power is also
based on its attractiveness and its appeal to shared values,
which distinguishes this kind of power from ‘hard power’
which is based on violence, coercion, and the ability to
deter, stemming from the country’s military or economic
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potential – the power of the fist, based on the policy of ‘carrot
and stick’ (Nye, 2007, pp. 34-35). Joseph Nye states that a
country’s soft power is based on three resources: its culture
(in places where it is attractive to others), its political values
(when it lives up to them at home and abroad), and its foreign
policy (when others see it as legitimate moral authority) (Nye,
2007, p. 40). As one of the pillars of ‘soft power’ is culture, so is
culture’s essential counterpart, cultural heritage, both
tangible and intangible. A balanced combination of hard and
soft power is nowadays considered a truly ‘smart power’ of
the country (Nye, 2007, p. 188).
However, it has only been 10 years since the soft power
concept started its international career: through its presence in
the media, in the strategies adopted by the institutions of culture,
in the growing popularity of states’ soft power rankings, and in the
statements of politicians on the national level and of officials of
international organisations, including UNESCO. Furthermore,
cultural policy analysts have noted that in the 21st century, the
states, aware of the prime role of their cultures, have begun to
take part in the ‘global race for soft power’ (Holden, 2013). This
notion is also connected with the popular concept of nation
branding, developed within the last 10 years by Simon Anholt, who
refers in his works to Nye (Anholt, 2005, p. 24). It is also no
coincidence that the countries affluent in soft power resources
are also perceived as having the strongest national brands. Those
undoubtedly include the United States, but also the United
Kingdom, France, Germany, Canada, China, and Japan. The
rankings of nation brands are thus created in parallel to soft
power rankings1 which include specific indicators directly
referring to UNESCO’s most powerful soft-power instrument: the
World Heritage List.
The anniversary of the soft power concept occurs in
parallel with the 10th anniversary of the coming into force of
the 2003 Convention on the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage (hereinafter the 2003 Convention) that
occurred in 2006. Since then, countries have been focused on
inscribing as many elements of intangible cultural heritage
(hereinafter ICH) from their territories as possible on the
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity (hereinafter the Representative List). These actions
(creating national inventories, writing and submitting
nominations – in most cases costly and time-consuming
processes) are directly related to the shared conviction that
the power of culture – the soft power of the states – is
becoming increasingly important in contemporary
international relations.

The purpose of this article is therefore to determine
whether there is a factual relationship between the position
of the state in the international arena of cultural heritage
(UNESCO) – defined mainly by the number of inscriptions it
has accrued on the Representative List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity – and the position they
occupy in the soft power rankings. Additional questions
that the author seeks to address concern the position of
UNESCO in the heritage discourse that this organisation
supervises, and the capabilities for influencing the images
of states in the cultural heritage field outside of UNESCO.
The ten-year period after the 2003 UNESCO Convention
came into force (2006-2016) is thus analysed, taking into
consideration the Member States of the European Union
and countries occupying important places in the two most
popular soft power rankings: Soft Power 30 and the Elcano
Global Presence Index.

Cultural heritage and ‘soft power’ –
unexplored relations
One might find it surprising that the explanatory
potential of the concept of soft power has not been utilised
more broadly in the area of cultural heritage studies (or
heritology,2 this group also includes heritage management
or heritage conservation), particularly when considering its
popularity within the discipline of international relations.
Not a single publication dedicated to studying the
relationship between cultural heritage and states’ soft
power can be found among the reputable publications
devoted to cultural heritage - the emergence of which,
among the majority of global publishers within the last 10
years is in turn evidence of the consolidation of this
distinct field. Examples of such publications are Routledge
Key Issues in Cultural Heritage and Oxford University
Press Cultural Heritage Law and Policy amongst others.
Occasional references to this concept and its
relationship with cultural heritage can be found in a
handful of books.3 They also appear, though rarely, in
academic journals (Jacobs, 2012). On the one hand, this
absence may be associated with the lack of
communication about new theoretical concepts between
researchers of international relations and researchers of
cultural heritage, which originate – if not directly from
heritage studies et consortes – mainly from disciplines
such as law, archaeology, museology, cultural
anthropology and art history. On the other hand, it may be
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so due to methodological difficulties connected to the
research into the cultural diplomacy of states from the
foreign policy perspective, and its significance for the
status of the states within international relations. This
could be particularly challenging for researchers from
outside of what are broadly defined as political studies.
Another reason for this may be the relatively small number
of researchers within the area of political science
interested in cultural heritage; it is much more popular to
perform research in the areas of cultural policy, cultural
diplomacy or public diplomacy per se, where the concept of
soft power appears often and is commonly used.4
Regarding the strong awareness of the political
dimension of cultural heritage and its relevance in shaping
the identity of the modern nation-state among researchers
associating themselves with the field of critical heritage
studies, the lack of meaningful research in this area is even
more striking.5 Ewa Klekot notices that:

… even writing about the political usage of heritage is
impossible, because such formulation of the subject
assumes that there could be non-political heritage.
Nevertheless, the very genesis of the concept of
‘cultural heritage’ is associated with one of the political
foundations of modernity. Heritage, often considered as
part of the politics of memory, cannot be non-political,
because its primary function is the legitimisation of the
existing modern societies and communities whose
members are united by a common notion of
community (Klekot, 2014, pp. 46-47).
Cultural heritage is thus not only a matter of states’
activity, but also the context in which states shape their
policy (including foreign policy) and public diplomacy.
Therefore, the concept of intangible cultural heritage, with
its powerful ability to expose issues of identity, practices
and inter-generationally reproduced processes, being
today the second-strongest of the cultural (material,
natural) heritage incarnations, has become another tool
used by states in shaping public diplomacy and
strengthening their soft power. This takes place within the
framework of a widespread contemporary ‘cult of
heritage’, called a ‘new, international religion’ by David
Lowenthal (1998, p. 1).6 It serves to highlight the special,
largely instrumental role that is attributed to heritage today
(Harrison, 2012; Smith, 2006). This role is to a large extent
a political one, where the decisions of individual countries

and the international community (e.g. through UNESCO) of
what will bear the label of ‘heritage’ (whether of the ‘world’
or ‘intangible’ type) in fact legitimise and determine the
acceptable forms of national, group or unit identities. They
are determined using conventional criteria which postulate
that those identities have to be compatible with existing
international human rights, and the requirements of
sustainable development and mutual respect (see the
definition of Article 2 of the 2003 Convention below).
Following Lowenthal, it can therefore be metaphorically
assumed that the ‘Vatican’ for this new ‘cult of heritage’, is
today located in the Paris headquarters of UNESCO, which
in 2003 announced to the world the existence of a new
‘dogma’: the intangible cultural heritage (Schreiber, 2016,
pp. 55-56).

Intangible cultural heritage – a new heritage
discourse?
Intangible cultural heritage is defined for the purposes
of the 2003 Convention as:

…the practices, representations, expressions,
knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects,
artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith –
that [are] …compatible with existing international
human rights instruments, as well as with the
requirements of mutual respect among communities,
groups and individuals, and of sustainable
development. (article 2 of the Convention).
The definition of ‘intangible cultural heritage’ has created
an unprecedented new paradigm of understanding cultural
heritage. It regards heritage as the sphere of ‘constantly
recreated’ practices, thus implying that they may also be
subject to change.7 Furthermore, it renegotiates the
present concept of heritage that according to the
‘authenticity principle’ had been previously required to be
‘preserved in an unchanged form’, and in turn leads to the
adoption of a new dogma: of heritage that is alive and
dynamically changing, and what is more, even to the
consideration that today, anything can be perceived as
heritage (Howard, 2003).
As a result of the definition of ICH, a new way of
understanding heritage has replaced the previous,
‘archival’ narrative of cultural monuments in favour of
current, anthropological narratives of cultural practices,
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and furthermore has de-legitimised the exclusiveness of
expert discourse in this area in favour of a discourse that
includes the heritage bearers themselves: individuals,
groups, and communities8 (Waterton and Smith, 2005, p.
11). It is these entities that have appeared for the first time
in the 2003 Convention as the basic ‘mediators’ of cultural
heritage, whose opinion on any of the stages of heritage
proceedings (whether domestic or international) cannot
be ignored. This new ‘intangible heritage discourse’ has
also revealed with full force the western-centric way of
former thinking about heritage (material, authentic,
historic and universal), and has subsequently tried to
balance it by introducing new rules and principles
(intangibility, representativeness, ‘present-ness’ and
locality). According to those western-centric discursive
practices, 10 years ago Laurajane Smith (2006) introduced
the term Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD). The newly
observed Intangible Heritage Discourse (IHD) – suggested
by the author (see also Sargent, 2016, who suggests the
term ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage Authorised Discourse –
ICHAD) has at the same time kept the necessary
legitimisation criteria from the previous discourse, which
are crucial from the United Nation’s point of view, namely:
the compliance with human rights, and the compliance
with the principle of sustainable development.9 Laurajane
Smith and Emma Waterton even claim because of this
that, there is no such thing as a heritage, but rather a
number of competing discourses which convey significant
political and cultural consequences (Waterton and Smith,
2005, p. 11). Sargent analyses this newly emerged
discourse with scepticism, pointing out the fact that it
highlights the politics that surround heritage selection, a
process riven by politics and devoid of merit, which also
did not meet the expectations that it would stand in
contrast to the AHD, especially in relation to the aim of
counterbalancing the elitist, imperial, European origins of
cultural heritage (Sargent, 2016, pp. 49-50).
In this somehow biased rivalry between discourses
(AHD and IHD) and countries, UNESCO seems to play the
role of an arbiter which has imposed the rules of the game
of cultural legitimacy: it recognises, authorises and
justifies the functioning of certain cultural manifestations
as ‘heritage’ (Smith, 2006, p. 111). This organisation, due
to its role in the fields of culture and cultural heritage, has
considerable soft power resources itself and is aware of
them, and uses their potential in positioning itself in the
environment of international organisations as the

intellectual agency of the United Nations, whose message
has never been more important (UNESCO, 2016d). The
advent of the new instrument of international law - the
2003 Convention - and the subsequent introduction of its
new concept of intangible cultural heritage thus resulted
in an increase of UNESCO’s soft power, as an organisation
that guards the growing number of heritage legitimisation
processes (Schreiber, 2016).
Furthermore, the concept of soft power has become a
leading idea in defining the role and tasks of UNESCO in
the wide-ranging consultation process on the new United
Nations’ development goals after 2015 ( Post-2015
Development Agenda), adopted in September 2015 as the
Sustainable Development Goals (Agenda, 2030). In the
introduction to the document prepared in April 2014 by
UNESCO,10 titled briefly and timely Soft Power Agenda,
UNESCO General Director Irina Bokova said that this
organisation is a key soft power actor.11

Intangible cultural heritage – an effective tool
for countries to strive for ‘soft power’?
It should be noted that it is not only the quite
revolutionary way of understanding the cultural heritage
itself, but also the specific instruments created within the
2003 Convention that make this new concept attractive.
The undisputed success of the most recognisable
international ‘promotion machine’ for the purposes of
sustaining the ‘cult of cultural heritage’ – the List of World
Cultural and Natural Heritage , established by the
UNESCO 1972 Convention12 and now containing more
than 1,000 entries – brought about the decision to repeat
that solution in the UNESCO 2003 Convention, which
established the Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity.13 This list currently
includes 365 inscriptions (as of December 2016).14 The
rapid pace of ratification of this international treaty and the
large number of nominations pending entry on the
Representative List, shows that states recognise the
constantly growing role of cultural heritage in building
their image in international relations. The most eminent
UNESCO 1972 Convention on the Protection of the World
Cultural and Natural Heritage, after over 40 years of its
existence, has been ratified by almost all the countries of
the world (192). After just 10 years, in 2013, the Convention
had been ratified by 150 countries. By December 2016 the
number of States Parties had reached 171. Considering
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the pace of ratification, one can thus expect that the
number of ratifications will have reached 190 by its 15th
anniversary in 2018. This demonstrates not only its
universal acceptance and the lack of major controversy
regarding its meaning, but also the fact that all states
which have ratified it have recognised it was in their
interest to do so (Schreiber, 2014).
This basic, tangible interest in the intangible ‘game’ of
soft power is evident: it is to inscribe an entry on to the
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity. The process of creating such a list does not only
consist of excluding certain elements of heritage from the
list, but also includes attributing meaning to certain
elements of ICH according to specific criteria adopted by
UNESCO. Although the main idea behind naming the ICH
list as ‘representative’ has been to avoid a hierarchical and
value-judgmental approach to ICH (of which the World
Heritage List was accused because of its claim to collect
only cultural and natural properties of outstanding
universal value – cf. Article 1 of the 1972 Convention), the
final result is very similar. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
claims: world heritage is first and foremost a list.
Everything on the list, whatever its previous context might
have been, is now placed in a relationship with other
masterpieces [from the list]. The list becomes a context
for all the items on it (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004, p. 57).
One can thus infer that at present, intangible cultural
heritage consists firstly and foremost of items on the
Representative List . For countries that have been
constantly analysing their place in hundreds of rankings in
the world and have become ‘obsessed with rankings’,
(even leading to a creation of the ranking of rankings by
The Economist in 2014), the ICH Representative List
becomes – contrary to its original premise – another such
ranking, within which they aspire to rank high in both
quantitative and qualitative terms.15 Having no ICH
elements on any list from their country seems to be visible
evidence of being weak in the global race for prestige,
image, and soft power. It can therefore be inferred that the
greater the number of items on all types of international
‘heritage lists’ the greater the cultural soft power of a
country. This is because it requires professional and
efficient personnel in the administration who deal with
heritage protection and safeguarding, as well the
availability of appropriate financial resources allocated to
cultural policy, including the promotion of that heritage
abroad, and effective diplomacy at the international level
that includes skilful crafting of coalitions aimed at gaining

a place on the selected list. Inscription on the list therefore
becomes only a culmination of a complex process within
the sphere of cultural diplomacy that nowadays seems to
be – from a political point of view – a necessity, since these
are simply the rules of the soft power game (Schreiber,
2016). But does the strength of culture/heritage actually
reflect and directly influence the soft power of a state, or
can it be compensated by other, non-cultural elements?
In other words, how does the culture indicator influence
the result achieved by a state in the given soft power
ranking and what is the meaning of UNESCO instruments
in measuring countries’ power in the culture indicator?
As the basis for the analysis of these questions, two
soft power rankings were chosen: Soft Power 30 by
Portland Communications and the Elcano Global
Presence Index by Elcano Royal Institute.
Jonathan McClory, partner at Portland
Communications and an author of Soft Power 30, opens
his report from 2016, The New Persuaders. An
International Ranking of Soft Power with the words: The
ability to engage with and attract global audiences has
never been so critical to prosperity, security, and
international influence (McClory, 2016, p. 11). He presents
the ranking of 30 countries divided according to 6 different
indicators (labelled as ‘objective data’ and accompanied by
newly added ‘subjective data’: cuisine, tech products,
friendliness, culture, luxury goods, foreign policy, liveability). The method that he has been developing since
2010 in the British Institute for Government (later
transferred to his private company, Portland
Communications), complements Nye’s concept of soft
power with new indicators.16 The impact on the soft power
of countries, according to the latest edition, is determined
by ‘objective data’ such as culture, government,
engagement (here, public diplomacy), the level of
digitalisation, enterprise (which is understood by the
author in terms of competitiveness and innovative
character which make up the conditions for business, so
despite the fact that traditional economic issues are
classified as ‘hard power’, they also appear in the index),
and education (until 2015 hidden under the indicator
‘culture’).
The indicator of ‘culture’ (objective data) consists
respectively of the following elements: the number of
tourists that visit the country (data taken from the World
Tourism Organisation), the amount of money left by
tourists in the country (on average), the number of films
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that appear at major film festivals, the number of music
albums classified as ‘top five’ outside their country of
origin, the export of creative goods, the number of gold
medals won at the Olympic Games, the number of foreign
correspondents (journalists) in the country, the outreach of
a country’s language, the number of annual visitors to
museums on the list of the 100 most important museums
in the world, the place of a country’s football team in the
FIFA rankings and the number of sites on the UNESCO
World Heritage List. In 2016 an additional element
appeared: the quality of the national airline. If there is no
national carrier, a country's largest airline was used
(McClory, 2016, p. 32). The lack of taking the UNESCO
Representative List into account in the culture indicator
could thus mean that it is still not consolidated enough in
the common consciousness to be included in the index
(therefore it may still be too weak as a tool for building soft
power). What might also influence the fact of this absence
of the Representative List is that the author of the ranking
is British, and the whole team consists mainly of British
and American nationals (neither Britain nor the United
States has yet ratified the UNESCO 2003 Convention).

Apart from this, the ranking itself is not surprising. The
first ten places are occupied by, in descending order:
United States, United Kingdom, Germany, Canada,
France, Australia, Japan, Switzerland, Sweden and the
Netherlands.
The second report: the Elcano Global Presence Index,
developed since 2011, covers the global presence of a
selection of 90 countries in the 2016 edition. The selection
includes the first 85 world economies according to World
Bank data (nations with the highest GDP in US dollars in
2014) as well as countries with smaller economies but
which are members of the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) and/or the
European Union (Elcano, 2016, p. 44). The variables are
structured in three categories: military presence, economic
presence and soft presence, where the variable ‘culture’
appears as one among nine ‘soft presence’ indicators. The
others are: migration, tourism, sports, information
technology, science, education, development cooperation.
The culture variable is assessed by the indicator ‘exports of
audio-visual services’ (cinematographic productions, radio

EU Member States

Year of entry
into EU

Year of
ratification of
UNESCO 2003
Convention

Number of
inscriptions on the
Representative List
of ICH of Humanity

Soft power 30
ranking in 2016

Elcano Global Presence
Index in 2016

Belgium**

1958

2006

11

18

17

France

1958

2006

14

5

6

Germany

1958

2013

1

3

3

Italy

1958

2007

7

11

11

Luxemburg

1958

2006

1

-

33

The Netherlands

1958

2012

-

10

8

Denmark

1973

2009

-

13

32

Ireland

1973

2015

-

20

27

United Kingdom

1973

-

-

2

4

Greece**

1981

2007

4

25

37

Portugal

1986

2008

4

21

48

Spain

1986

2006

13

12

12

Austria

1995

2009

3

17

28

Finland

1995

2013

-

14

50

Sweden

1995

2011

-

9

22

Czech Republic

2004

2009

5

29

42
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Cyprus

2004

2006

3

-

84

Estonia

2004

2006

4

-

80

Hungary*

2004

2006

3

26

47

Latvia

2004

2005

1

-

83

Lithuania*

2004

2005

3

-

70

Malta

2004

2017

-

-

85

Poland

2004

2011

-

23

29

Slovakia

2004

2006

4

-

61

Slovenia

2004

2008

1

-

72

Bulgaria*

2007

2006

4

-

64

Romania

2007

2006

6

-

53

Croatia

2013

2005

13

-

65

(actual) soft power (McClory, 2016). Nevertheless, taking
Brexit into account, there is likely to be a negative impact on
global perceptions of Britain in the future soft power
rankings. Outside the EU, the remaining non-State Parties
to the 2003 Convention are: Australia, Canada, Russia and
the United States. Among the EU countries, only the
Netherlands, Germany, Finland and Ireland ratified the
2003 Convention later than Poland (2011), in 2012, 2013,
2013 and 2015 respectively. However, all of them rank
higher than Poland, e.g. in the ranking of Portland
Communications Soft Power 30: Germany – 3rd, the
Netherlands – 10th, Finland – 14th, Ireland – 20th, while
Poland remains 23rd (McClory, 2016). Interestingly, Croatia
could be considered the fastest-developing country in the
area of intangible cultural heritage within the EU (it joined
the EU in 2013). It already has 13 inscriptions on the
Representative List, which puts it in first place in terms of the
number of entries from south-east Europe, and together
with France (14 entries) and Spain (13 entries) they leave
the other EU countries behind. However, Croatia is rarely
taken into account in the soft power rankings – even though
its brand has been focusing on the cultural and natural
heritage and its image as a tourist paradise with a relatively
high number of UNESCO sites compared to the region as a
whole.18

Outside the European Union, occupying the first 10 places in at least one of the given soft power rankings
Australia

-

-

-

6

13

Canada

-

-

-

4

9

China

-

2004

30

28

2

2004

21

7

7

-

2

27

5

Saudi Arabia

2008

5

-

10

Switzerland

2008

1

8

18

-

-

1

1

Japan
Russia

United States of
America

-

-

* Member States of the Intergovernmental Committee of the 2003 Convention, term of office 2014-2018.
** Member States of the Intergovernmental Committee of the 2003 Convention, term of office 2012-2016.
Table 1
Intangible Cultural Heritage and the ‘Soft Power’ of Countries, ed. Hanna Schreiber.
Based on the websites: www.unesco.org, www.softpower30.portland-communications.com, www.explora.globalpresence.realinstitutoelcano.org [Accessed December 2016]

and television programmes and musical recordings), which
are accounted for by the data from the World Trade
Organisation ( International Trade Statistics), or data
obtained from Eurostat – when it comes to the assessment
of the global presence of the European Union as a whole
(the Elcano European Presence Index also takes into
account national sources). Interestingly, UNESCO as an
organisation providing data for measuring the global
presence appears in the field of education, but not culture
(Elcano, 2016, p. 45).
The following chart considers these rankings in
connection with the date of entry into the European Union

(where applicable), the date of ratifying the UNESCO 2003
Convention, and the number of ICH elements on the
Representative List. Non-EU countries, which appear in the
first 10 positions in at least one of two chosen rankings, e.g.
the United States, Canada, China, Russia, Australia, Japan,
Switzerland and Saudi Arabia have also been included.
Almost all of these countries have ratified the UNESCO
2003 Convention. The only exception in the European Union
remains the United Kingdom,17 however the UK’s soft
power is based on many other cultural elements, therefore
this absence does not significantly deplete English soft
power and it has a leading position in the rankings of
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The role ascribed to cultural heritage for the
international position of states, especially for small or
medium countries, (Włodkowska-Bagan, 2015, pp. 295-309)
does not always result in timely and effective actions at
government level. Poland is the best example, since it was
the 135th country to ratify the Convention, and the 20th
among the members of the European Union. Its culture
turned out to be the main factor for understating Poland’s
position. Regarding the ‘culture’ indicator, Poland ranks
23rd out of 30 countries in Soft Power 30 and occupies the
29th position in the Elcano Global Presence Index. It has the
best score in the ‘education’ indicator, however – it ranks
15th on Soft Power 30. As a result of this, it has been given
the 23rd place overall. Surprisingly, whereas its culture
indicator in 2015 was described as a weakness that had to
be improved, in 2016 it appears on the ‘strength’ side with
the comment: Since joining the EU, more and more tourists
across Europe and the rest of the world are getting a taste
of all the cultural assets Poland has on offer. With a rich
history, impressive architecture, and a wide range of
outdoor activities made possible through the surrounding
sea, mountains and forests, Poland welcomed 16 million

tourists last year. (McClory, 2016)
China, in turn, had already ratified the 2003 Convention
in 2004 as the 6th country in the world (after Algeria,
Mauritius, Japan, Gabon and Panama). The Representative
List thus currently contains 365 entries (as of December
2016), 31 of which come from China, placing it at the
forefront in terms of the number of inscribed elements of
intangible cultural heritage. In addition, China has up to 48
inscriptions on the UNESCO World Heritage List (UNESCO,
2015). Undoubtedly then, it is the leader in terms of
promoting its cultural heritage in the international forum,
which allows it to rise significantly up the soft power
ranking; this is quite unbalanced in the case of China,
particularly because of weak indicators for the
development of democratic institutions (29th place),
digitalisation (28th place) or education (28th place) which
all negatively affect Chinese soft power (McClory, 2016).
Increasing the strength of Chinese culture has most likely
allowed China a place in the ranking, although it is almost
at the bottom of the list – 28th place. It is thus effectively
the ‘culture’ indicator that has given China the high 9th
place in the culture field and kept China in the top 30
countries.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that among 30
countries in the worldwide soft power ranking, the
majority of them (16) are EU Member States, which in turn
affects the soft power of the EU itself. The European
Agenda for Culture19 and many other official documents
adopted by the EU20 have been open about the EU's soft
power and the importance of culture for its support:
The European Union is not just an economic process or a
trading power; The EU is already widely – and accurately –
perceived as an unprecedented, successfully implemented
project of social and cultural development. The European
Union is and must further strive to remain an example of
soft power founded on norms and values such as human
dignity, solidarity, tolerance, freedom of expression,
respect for diversity and intercultural dialogue; values
which – if they are retained and promoted – can provide
inspiration for the world in the future (The Council of the
European Union, 2013, p. 3).

The Elcano Global Presence Index measures the
specific position of the EU in the globalised world: the
objective is to measure the presence of member states
inside the European Union’s borders. It therefore includes
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the number of news items on each member state
generated by European news agencies (Reuters, AFP, EFE,
DPA, ANSA), though it excludes the country’s own agency
in order to avoid over-representation (Elcano, 2016, p. 40).

Conclusions
The concepts of ICH and soft power are linked by
‘intangibility’, ‘soft nature’, and the degree to which they
are subject to change, and as a result, there are obvious
difficulties in researching them.
Nevertheless, if in this way all entities can possess a
certain amount of soft power, what is the difference
between a country’s soft power, such as the United
Kingdom’s, and the soft power of international
organisations such as UNESCO? Their soft power has
distinct components which makes them impossible to
compare. For the EU, its soft power is not a simple sum of
the soft power of the states that form it, but an entirely new
quality that is measured in the regional context by the
Elcano European Presence Index (Elcano, 2016, pp. 11 and
19). The sole fact that it is an international organisation is
definitely not enough to compare it, for example, to the soft
power of UNESCO. Therefore the question that remains is
whether the concept of soft power is useful at all to
compare and rank the impact (global presence) of
international organisations. Maybe in their case it is only an
interesting rhetorical figure of speech? In 2015, the Director
General of UNESCO, Irina Bokova, at a conference
celebrating the 70th anniversary of the organisation,
stressed that especially today, in times of conflict, violence and
divisions, culture, education and science make for the soft
power that can win against hatred and destruction (Bokova,
2015). It appears, therefore, that not only UNESCO has its
soft power resources, but also culture, science and
education themselves possess it. The challenging task is
therefore to reliably examine and determine the essence of
this concept, which still remains quite unclear, and the
methodology of soft power rankings may also raise serious
doubts (see Wojciuk, Michałek, Stormowska, 2015, pp. 5-6).
These limitations, and the subjective character of these
rankings, are pointed out by the authors of the rankings
themselves: One of the biggest challenges to measuring soft
power accurately is its inherently subjective nature. Rather than
attempt to design against subjectivity, the Soft Power 30 index
embraces it (McClory, 2016, p. 29); the concept is also criticised
for this by many other researchers.21

This analysis has so far not revealed the existence of a
clear correlation between intangible cultural heritage
legitimised by UNESCO and the soft power of countries.
The leaders of the rankings, the United States and the
United Kingdom, are not parties to the 2003 Convention
and have therefore no inscriptions on the Representative
List. These two countries also remained outside UNESCO
for a long time. The United States, even though they were
founding members of UNESCO, left the organisation in
1984 due to growing political conflicts, and returned in
2003, only to reduce their subsidies again in 2011 after the
decision to withdraw substantial funds (22% of UNESCO’s
regular budget, approx. $80 million per year) covering the
costs of UNESCO activities, triggered by the acceptance of
Palestine’s application to be recognised by UNESCO.
Similarly, the United Kingdom left the organisation in 1985
and returned in 1997. One can also question whether the
number of properties on the World Heritage List affects a
country’s soft power at all. The United States has 23
inscriptions, and the United Kingdom 29 (UNESCO, 2016a,
2016b). Therefore, both are a long way from China which
has 46 inscriptions on the World Heritage List, and has
been part of the organisation since its establishment in
1945. However, China is ranked below both countries in
the soft power rankings (though the Elcano ranking is an
exception).

countries of low and medium rank. In their case, the
shortage of cultural soft power may translate into the
deficit of hard power. And instead of ‘smart power’, small
countries that ignore the potential of soft power will
remain small powers (Schreiber, 2016, p. 78). Thus, though
the relationship between intangible cultural heritage and
soft power generally remains to some extent a field of
subjective judgements, an awareness of this relation alone
may be enough to turn Intangible Cultural Heritage into
powerful ‘hard currency’ (McClory, 2016, p. 20) in global
politics.

All this means that states with strong soft power can
afford to pay much less attention to the importance of
heritage discourses (authorised and intangible), in which
UNESCO plays the role of an arbiter that legitimises
cultural heritage. The United States welcomed over 74
million international tourists last year, attracted by
America’s cultural output that is seemingly omnipresent
around the globe (McClory, 2016), without the help of
UNESCO. The United Kingdom’s soft power is boosted by
cultural institutions like the British Council and the British
Museum (McClory, 2016), both of them having existed for
far longer than UNESCO.
Cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible, is thus
an important component of soft power for all countries,
small and medium ones as well as ‘global players’.
However, only in the case of these powerful actors can
their potential be developed outside organisations such as
UNESCO. In a situation where the soft power of a country
is not great, ignoring this organisation can have a negative
long-term impact on its image, especially among
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ENDNOTES:

11 See UNESCO, 2016a.
12 Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage.

The research for this paper was carried out and financed within the project HEURIGHT14 - The Right to Cultural

13 Alongside it, based on the model of the 1972 Convention, arose the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in

Heritage – its Protection and Enforcement through Cooperation in the European Union, No. 30/DSAP-PF/

Need of Urgent Safeguarding (Article 17 of the 2003 Convention) and a list of programmes, projects and
activities aimed at protecting ICH, named the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices (Article 18 of the
2003 Convention). They are, however, much less popular among countries. The Register of Good
Safeguarding Practices has only 17 entries, and the Urgent Safeguarding List has 47 elements.
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/lists.
For more information about controversies associated with creating the Representative List, see
Hafsteinn (2009).
With his blessing, as evidenced by Nye’s introduction to the 2015 report of this ranking (McClory, 2015,
pp. 6-7).
F
 or an analysis of why Great Britain did not ratify this Convention, see Smith and Waterton (2009).
For further analysis, see Skoko and Kovačić (2009).
European Agenda for Culture in a Globalizing World, COM (2007, p. 242).
See, inter alia, The Council of the European Union (2013).
See, inter alia, Kounalakis and Simonyi (2011), Blanchard and Lu (2012).

HERITAGEPLUS/2015, ERA-NET Heritage Plus ‘Cultural Heritage and Global Change’, Horizon, 2020.
1 Best known are Simon Anholt’s Nation Brand Index (NBI) and Future Brands’ Country Brand Index (CBI).
However, Beata Ociepka points out that what the NBI measures largely corresponds with what the essence

14

of soft power is. According to NBI, it is possible to, among others, select the countries that are perceived as
“quality brands” because of the quality of their products, but also because of the culture, and attractive
national heritage. Among six channels of brand communication selected by Anholt (branded export, foreign
and domestic policy, investment and migration, culture and heritage, people, tourism) three of them could
be found as partially outside of the concept of country’s soft power, namely export (Nye classifies the
economy as hard power), partly investment and migration and tourism, as a branch of the country's
economy. See Ociepka (2013).
2 This term was proposed by the Croatian museologist, Tomislav Ṥola (1982), as an alternative to the
traditionally understood museology/museography as a discipline in which the object of study is, above all,
tangible objects (monuments). It indicates the need for a new paradigm of thinking about heritage as a
collective experience; a process in which tangible and intangible aspects are inseparably connected. The
definition of intangible cultural heritage is also heading in this direction, combining the two elements – cf.
Article 2 of 2003 Convention. See also Matić (2011).
3 E.g. in Akagawa (2015) or in a publication by Luke and Kersel (2013), which explores how this relationship
indicates the political entanglement of American archaeologists’ work after the invasion of Iraq and
analyses soft power as part of cultural diplomacy.
4 A good example of the lack of separate treatment of cultural heritage within Polish public diplomacy using
the concept of soft power is Ociepka (2013). The concept of ‘heritage’ appears in it only twice in the context
of national heritage as an element for communicating the country’s ‘brand’.
5 For a reconstruction of this mechanism, see Klekot (2014).
6 Lowenthal refers to the Alois Riegl’s speech from 1903, in which he described the social significance of
practices related to monuments as ‘the cult of monuments’ (Riegl 2002).
7 An important interpretation guideline formulated in line with UNESCO statements can also be found on the
website of the National Heritage Board of Poland and in the instructions for completing forms for a possible
inscription on the National ICH List: Intangible cultural heritage is both traditional, contemporary and
vibrant – it represents not only inherited traditions of the past, but also contemporary, creatively converted
practices in which we participate as representatives of various social and cultural groups. Phenomena of
intangible cultural heritage are evolving in response to a changing environment, forming a link between our
present, the past of our ancestors and the future of our children. As long as the core meaning that codifies
our value system remains intact in these vibrant, changing manifestations of intangible heritage, our
identity will survive. Intangible cultural heritage is not always original and unique. Every aspect of this
heritage is important and valuable to those who practise it and to whom it provides a sense of belonging to
their community. For this reason, every phenomenon deserves to survive, http://niematerialne.nid.pl/
Dziedzictwo_niematerialne/, 12.02.2016.
8 See article 15 of UNESCO 2003 Convention.
9 Additionally reinforced by the new ‘6th Chapter of the Operational Directives’ for the 2003 Convention,
entirely dedicated to the implementation of the concept of sustainable development adopted in 2015 at the
United Nations Agenda 2030 (Sustainable Development Goals).
10
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ABSTRACT
This paper aims to investigate the complex nature of
participation, collaboration and conflict between craftspeople
and museum professionals in the context of museums
engaging with craftsmanship. Multiple research methods (direct
observation, semi-structured interviews, and documentation)
were employed, focusing on the case of the Arts and Crafts
Museum Cluster (ACMC) in Hangzhou, China. The findings
suggest that the initial participation and continuing collaboration
of the craftspeople was motivated by their receiving a
sustainable income, spiritual satisfaction, and social awareness
and recognition. The museum professionals were rather more
market-oriented, seeking to satisfy visitors’ needs and interests.
The different interests of the two parties in terms of participation
and collaboration resulted in several conflicts, which were
resolved by a combination of negotiation and compromise
between the craftspeople and the museum professionals.
Through re-examining the community participation approach in
the intangible heritage practice of contemporary Chinese
museums, this research highlights the importance of active
participation and collaboration between the two parties through
the continuing process of negotiation and compromise.

Keywords
craftsmanship, craftspeople and museums, community
participation, Hangzhou, ACMC, China
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Introduction
The adoption of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003 (hereafter, the ICHC) was
a turning point for international cultural heritage practice that
had previously mainly focused on tangible or material cultural
heritage. Scholars and practitioners broadly agreed that
safeguarding intangible heritage should be distinguished
from safeguarding tangible heritage because of the unique
human-centred or community-centred nature of the former
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004; Kurin, 2007). However, how to
define, understand and value the roles that people or
communities play in the context of intangible heritage has
always been a controversial issue (Alivizatou, 2012; Smith,
2006; Smith and Akagawa, 2009).
The Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) that guides the
practice of intangible heritage emphasises the dominant role
of ‘the community of professionals’ (Smith 2012, p.25) in
constructing and interpreting intangible heritage (Smith, 2006
and 2012). More recently, critical analyses of the heritage
discourse have explored the participation of the ‘source
community’ (Peers and Brown, 2007, p.519) and critically
challenged the power of professionals and experts in
intangible heritage (Smith, 2006 and 2012; Chirikure et al.,
2010; Harrison, 2010). Source communities and communities
of professionals are often highlighted as the two most
significant parties in the process of heritage construction,
alongside other ‘cultural mediators’ (Arantes, 2013, p.39) and
organisations or institutions, including (non)governmental
organisations, cultural centres, universities and business
enterprises (Smith, 2006, 2009 and 2012; Watson, 2007; Blake,
2009; Munjeri, 2009; Harrison, 2010).
Along with the trend that has seen conventional objectcentred museums become an important sector in preserving,
presenting, interpreting and promoting intangible heritage,
much attention has also been paid to interactions between
the community of museum professionals and source
communities in the setting of the museum itself, whilst
engaging with intangible heritage (Bouchenaki, 2004;
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998 and 2004; Kurin, 2004 and 2007;
Fu, Kim and Zhou, 2014). Much of the existing literature in this
area is based on colonial or post-colonial contexts that expose
significant conflicts between the museum professionals of
western society (particularly those that are Euro-centric) and
the source communities of non-western societies (e.g. First
Nations peoples, and colonial peoples and their descendants
all over the world) (Chirikure et al., 2010; Harrison and
Hughes, 2010; Alivizatou, 2012). In addition, social power

relations within western societies affect the relationships
between museum professionals and source communities, for
example in relation to class, religion, ethnicity and/or gender
(Smith, 2006; West, 2010; Tibbles, 2012). The former have
more social power while the latter are comparatively
subordinate, suppressed, or marginalised. The sources of the
conflicts between the two sides can be their different
ideologies, understandings of local culture and its demands,
aesthetics, and the symbolic and functional values of
intangible heritage. Further complications also arise from
differing interpretations of national or international policies on
the safeguarding of intangible heritage.
Unlike in western literature, it is rare to find research into
the interactions and relationships between museum
professionals and the source communities in China. The
existing literature on museums that engages with intangible
heritage in China is often based on eco-museums that mostly
focus on ethnic minority cultures, far from the economically
developed coastal areas (see e.g. Stanley and Chung, 1995;
Su, 2008; Davis, 2011). However, due to the significant
differences in terms of politics, economies, and cultures
within China, museums are scattered around the country and
their heritage practices are very different. In most cities that
are majority Han Chinese, traditional museums and
intangible heritage practitioners are usually found working
independently or in collaboration with local governments (e.g.
Yu, 2013; Pan, 2014), and thus it is rare to see the two parties
participating in common causes and collaborating with each
other. However, this situation has gradually been changing.
The current study is based on such a case; the Arts and
Crafts Museum Cluster (hereafter, ACMC) in Hangzhou, a
coastal city in eastern China. In order to open up a new
window of research into the community participation
approach in the context of Chinese museums engaging with
intangible heritage, this study aims to examine how and why
the artisan community, the so-called source community, and
museum professionals participate in and collaborate with
each other in the practice of craftsmanship.

Intangible cultural heritage and the concept of
community
The ICHC has inspired extensive debates on the nature
and value of intangible heritage, which, to put it simply, may
include the extent to which intangible heritage is mutable or
static, object-based or process-based, determined or
negotiable, local or international, and past-oriented or
present-oriented (see e.g. Bouchenaki, 2004; Kirshenblatt-
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Gimblett, 2004; Matsuura, 2004; Smith, 2006; Smith and
Akagawa, 2009; Hafsein, 2009; Munjeri, 2009; Alivizatou, 2012;
Fu, Kim and Zhou, 2014). However, these debates are centred
around the fundamental issues of what intangible heritage is
and who owns it, or in Smith’s words, who has the ability to
speak for and about heritage (Smith, 2006, p.29). Most
scholars have suggested that intangible heritage is living
heritage (Kurin, 2007; Munjeri, 2009) because it is practised
and expressed dynamically through oral traditions,
performances, rituals, craftsmanship, and systems of
knowledge. It is not merely a ‘cultural product’ but is a ‘living
process’ (Seitel, 2001, p.13) that requires people to continue to
practise and transmit it, reflecting their knowledge, wisdom
and lifestyles in particular contexts. Thus, a community and its
people are defined as the centre of intangible heritage, unlike
natural or tangible heritage that focuses on things and
materiality (Blake, 2009).
However, one must ask, what is a community? Who
belongs to a community? Although various disciplines have
contributed to the interpretation and understanding of
community (such as the social and political sciences), the
concept of community and its connotations is still elusive,
vague and subject to great debate. This is because the
boundaries of a community cannot be easily defined. There is
no set standard; instead there are various contributing factors
in different socio-cultural contexts (Hall, 1993; Bauman, 2001).
In the context of intangible heritage, however, community
tends to be understood in terms of association with the place
where the community collectively resides (Blake, 2009). For
Murphy (1985), community is synonymous with place and is
comparatively stable and fixed. For example, in Africa,
communities that reside around heritage sites and
accordingly share common traditions, may claim ownership
of those sites and traditions. This assumes that all
communities defined by territory have equal opportunities to
participate in the political process of heritage practice (Cole,
2005). However, it is difficult to claim that all communities
within a given territory share equally the right to use heritage
as, in reality, such access is influenced by the unbalanced
power structures within communities, conflicts between
traditional custodians and legal custodians, interventions by
governments, and other factors (Blake, 2009; Chirikure, et al.,
2010). Scholars such as Cole (2005), Watson (2007) and Fu,
Long, and Thomas (2014) emphasise that the heterogeneous
and fluid nature of communities means that community
members do not always share the use of heritage and its
surroundings, due to their multiple and changing identities in
terms of class, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and other aspects.

The connection between community and place
manifested in UNESCO’s ICHC is that communities create
and transmit intangible heritage in response to their
environment, their interaction with nature and history (2003,
p.2). There are two implicit meanings of community, in this
case the ‘source community’ (Peers and Brown, 2007, p.519).
First, source communities create intangible heritage based
on their original homes and surrounding environments.
Intangible heritage thus reflects their understanding of and
adaptation to their surrounding environment. Second, as
source communities’ original environments are transformed,
e.g. by the decline of the rural environment and processes of
industrialisation and urbanisation, they (and their
descendants) may adjust the way they transmit their
(endangered) intangible heritage to adapt to the new
environment. Such adjustments may include the source
community becoming divorced from their original
environment and displaying intangible heritage in museums
or cultural institutions. For example, some Native American
folk artists leave their original homes where they learnt
traditional craft-making skills, and display their craftwork at
the Smithsonian Folk Festival (Kurin, 2004). Similarly in China,
minority ethnic people leave the remote mountain areas
where they learnt the traditional dances performed by their
ancestors and perform them instead in the Cultural Village in
Shenzhen (Stanley and Chung, 1995). When this happens, a
source community is no longer the only one controlling the
intangible heritage as they must work with other people or
institutions in order to support the transmission of that
heritage.
Some scholars therefore insist that multiple communities
are involved in the ‘cultural process’ (Smith, 2011, p.24) of
heritage construction or performance (see for example,
Watson [2007]; Jackson and Kidd [2011]; Smith [2011]).
Among the multiple communities, the community of
professionals, including museum professionals and heritage
experts, often plays a significant role in heritage practice, e.g.
interpretation, presentation, preservation, and management.
The AHD illustrates how museum and heritage experts exert
their influence on heritage practice (Smith, 2006). The source
community and the community of professionals may overlap,
which means that members of the source communities may
also be professionals or experts. For example, Benvenuto
Cellini was not only a famous goldsmith of the Renaissance,
but also a heritage expert in today’s terms, as he possessed
professional knowledge about traditional metalwork and gold
painting and wrote about it (Sennett, 2008). However, it is often
the case that the source community is independent of the
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community of professionals, with the former tending to work
with the latter in heritage practice. The professional identity of
experts is (re)presented in the process of engagement with
heritage, through which they control it (Smith, 2011). Various
communities of the public are also involved in such a cultural
process. For example, the response of tourists affects a local
community’s attitude towards their intangible heritage, and
this can affect the authenticity of that intangible heritage
(Stanley, 2011; Alivizatou, 2012).
Apart from the source community, professional
community, and visitors or tourists, other communities may
also be involved in intangible heritage practice, including
mediators and business people. Due to the complexity of the
process of heritage construction in contemporary society, it is
difficult to provide a general concept of community, especially
in the context of (intangible) heritage. A more useful way of
understanding communities would be to analyse them within
a particular context through fieldwork. This is supported by
Marcus (cited in Bruner, 1994, p.424), who said that: What we
need in this field is theory that constructs our objects so that
they may be studied by fieldwork and the more traditional
methods of ethnography.

The community participation approach in the
context of intangible heritage
Intangible heritage preservation and management has
become a key concern and the emergence of the community
participation approach has significantly shifted the paradigm
of heritage management practice across the world (Chirikure,
Manyanga, Ndoro and Pwiti, 2010). Heritage management
has long been criticised for excluding local demands and
aspirations, and for being dominated by the AHD (Smith,
2006), a manifestation of western or European upper-class
values and aesthetics, such as uniqueness, tradition and
authenticity (Brown, 2005; Churchill, 2006; West, 2010). In this
regard, community participation tends to be presented as a
more effective way for heritage management to encourage
local communities’ involvement and participation in a wide
range of activities relating to (intangible) heritage practice
(Blake, 2009). Such local communities are the so-called
‘source communities’ that create and transmit intangible
heritage.
A hierarchy of community participation exists in heritage
practice ranging from the dissemination of superficial
information to deep engagement, like project planning and
decision-making (Albro, 2007; Blake, 2009). The community

participation approach emphasises the deep and active
engagement of communities for their own empowerment
(Damm, 2005; Blake, 2009; Chirikure, Manyanga, Ndoro and
Pwiti, 2010). It means that the poor and oppressed should be
mobilised by external agents and encouraged to participate in
decision-making (Midgley, 1986, p.13) at the local level. In
other words, communities should have the power and
capabilities to define their own futures in a manner of their
own choosing (Blake, 2009, p.50) with regard to safeguarding
and managing intangible heritage. Unlike the institutionoriented approach, the community participation approach
emphasises the leading role that source communities play in
heritage practice, with governments, NGOs, and professionals
on hand to provide the necessary support and guidance.
Furthermore, the ultimate purpose of the community
participation approach is to achieve sustainable community
development through heritage practice, and thus it must first
guarantee the interests of source communities over those of
other parties.
As discussed earlier, multiple communities, such as
source communities, the professional community, and the
visitor community, are involved in heritage practice. The
community participation approach does not oppose the
participation of other communities and organisations such as
governments and non-governmental organisations. Rather, it
highlights the idea that any actions that aim to safeguard
intangible heritage must rely on collaborative efforts whilst
guaranteeing the core role of the source community and their
active participation (Blake, 2009). However, it is often the case
that source communities and professional communities
experience tensions and conflicts within their collaborative
practices. These tensions and conflicts arise over the
strategies and purposes of preservation and display, the
ownership of heritage (management processes), the
understanding of the authenticity of heritage, relationships
with visitors, the value of heritage, and other factors (Burden,
2007; Blake, 2009; Churchill, 2006; Harrison, 2010; Alivizatou,
2012).
Source communities are often marginalised or
underprivileged. For example, they include communities from
former colonies, indigenous peoples, diasporic and
immigrant groups, working- class people and LGBT
communities, whose heritage is preserved and interpreted
within the discourse of heritage preservation that is often
controlled by heritage or museum experts from western
white middle- or upper-class society (Peers and Brown, 2003;
West, 2010; Tibbles, 2012). Thus, source communities and
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professional communities often have different heritage
ideologies due to their intrinsic differences, including class, a
sense of place, belief, and nationality.
Since the late twentieth century, museums have engaged
with intangible heritage (Fu, Kim and Zhou, 2014), reflecting
the collaborative museum work undertaken by source
communities and museum professionals (e.g. curators,
museum educators and heritage experts in museums).
Source communities bring to museums their oral histories,
indigenous beliefs, traditional rituals and other elements that
are not usually accepted as part of conventional museum
collections, whereas museum professionals provide source
communities with conservation, presentation and education
services, and training programmes for safeguarding their
intangible heritage in the museum setting (Kurin, 2004 and
2007). Museums have been transformed from spaces
dominated by the didactic voices of professionals to dialogic
spaces, where grassroots or marginalised communities can
challenge the ideas of linearity, objectivity and elitism
(Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). Successful practices include
activities at the National Museum of New Zealand, Te Papa
Tongarewa, where Maori communities work with museum
professionals to exhibit Maori intangible heritage (Alivizatou,
2012), and the Afrikaans Language Museum in South Africa
where the Afrikaans-speaking community collaborates with
museum professionals to promote their language (Burden,
2007). In this context, museums are described as ‘contact
zones’ (Clifford, 1997, p.188) or ‘interactive theatres’ (Phillips,
2005, p.88), where museum professionals negotiate with
source communities. Although conflict and tension between
the two parties do occasionally arise, both Clifford and Phillips
point out that such a phenomenon is necessary and
significant for the construction of intangible heritage in
museums.
Eco-museums may be the best places for this kind of
engagement with intangible heritage practice. In the context
of eco-museums, source communities rely on local ecoenvironments to practise their intangible heritage (e.g.
craftsmanship, rituals and lifestyles). The value of the
community participation approach in eco-museums has
achieved a general consensus among scholars of heritage
studies, anthropology and tourism studies. However, in
practice, there are various forms, strategies and methods of
community participation to be considered. For example, a
democratic method of intangible heritage preservation is
more often used in Europe than in Asia (Davis, 2011), whereas
it is more common for top-down initiatives to be used in

intangible heritage preservation in the Asia-Pacific region,
especially in China, Japan, Thailand, and Indonesia. This is
because economics and the development of tourism tend to
be the primary purposes of intangible heritage preservation
and a precondition for community sustainability in those Asian
countries (Stanley and Chung, 1995; Hitchcock, Stanley and
Siu, 2004; Davis, 2011). In China, eco-museums began to
emerge in the 1990s (Su, 2008). Unlike in other countries,
most Chinese eco-museums focus on ethnic minority
cultures. It has been noted that they bring improvements to
the local economy and infrastructure used by minority
cultural groups. For instance, the transportation and water
supply facilities in some ethnic villages have been improved,
and the incomes of local minority ethnic people have
increased due to the presence of the eco-museums (Stanley
and Chung, 1995; Davis, 2011; Wang, 2012). However, Chinese
eco-museums are more often criticised for primarily serving
government policy, the local economy, and the tourism
industry, often raising other potential problems, such as a
kitsch approach to intangible heritage, the transformation of
living cultures into static exhibitions, a loss of authenticity, and
changes to the social fabric and values of ethnic minority
communities (Yang and Wall, 2009; Davis, 2011). Another
criticism is that the practices of eco-museums in China are
limited by the perspectives of scholars, and show little
understanding of the voices of source communities.
In recent years, other types of museums in China have
begun to engage with intangible heritage, including existing
traditional object-oriented museums and newly-established
intangible heritage-themed museums. However, they have
not attracted enough attention from academia. In such cases,
it is worth asking how museum professionals collaborate with
source communities. To what extent is the community
participation approach employed? Will the existing (mostly
western) literature on the community participation approach
be appropriate in the Chinese context? This study attempts to
enrich and improve the existing theoretical discussion on the
community collaboration approach by answering these
questions.

Intangible heritage and museums in Hangzhou
and the ACMC
Since the launch of the Intangible Cultural Heritage Law
of the People’s Republic of China (hereafter: ICHLC) in 2011,
laws and actions for the protection of intangible heritage have
gradually been adopted in Hangzhou. In terms of the
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governmental administration, a specialised hierarchical
system has been set up which consists of different
governmental organisations, including the Leading Taskforce
on the Protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage, the Division
of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and the Hangzhou Intangible
Cultural Heritage Protection Centre. They are responsible for
conducting surveys about intangible heritage in Hangzhou,
building a database, making declarations and evaluations
according to the ICHLC, and providing financial support for the
preservation and management of intangible heritage (Yu and
Pan, 2014; Wen, 2011).
In Hangzhou, museums primarily engage with intangible
heritage in two ways. First, conventional object-oriented
museums attempt to display intangible heritage apart from
their permanent object exhibitions. For example, the China
Tea Museum invites tea-makers to display their traditional
tea-making skills, while the China National Silk Museum
shows the crafts of silk tie-dyeing and painting. Second, new
museums and exhibition centres that focus on intangible
heritage have been established thanks to governmental
financial support. There are currently 53 museums and
exhibition centres of intangible heritage in Hangzhou, and a
further 33. 2 thousand square metre intangible heritage
exhibition centre will be established in the near future with an
investment of RMB 415 million (around US $70 million) (Pan,
2014).
Intangible heritage practitioners take an active role in
the practice of intangible heritage in Hangzhou, which, to a
large extent, is driven by local governments. Since 2011,
projects targeting intangible heritage practitioners have
been launched, for example, the project ‘Masters Teach
Apprentices’ (Pan, 2014). Some intangible heritage
practitioners have opened their own private museums with
local government support. For example, the paper
umbrella maker, Liu Yongquan, has established the Paper
Umbrella Museum. In addition, as both national and local
governments at various levels promote the so-called
‘productive protection’ (Xu, 2012, p.6) of intangible heritage,
that is, protecting intangible heritage in the process of
production, craftspeople are actively involved in various
production activities. As of 2013, 151 private enterprises and
56 private workshops have been participating in activities or
businesses related to intangible heritage in the Yuhang
district, one of the eight districts of Hangzhou (Yu, 2013).
However, the extent to which the ‘productive protection’
method can preserve intangible heritage, and the effects it
will have, are questionable.

The subject of this research, the ACMC, was established
in 2009. It was the first attempt by museums to engage with
intangible heritage in Hangzhou. The ACMC is located on the
western side of the Grand Canal in Hangzhou, which was
designated a UNESCO World Heritage property in 2014. Much
of the space upon which the ACMC was developed used to
house craft workshops and factories dating back to the late
nineteenth century that had been built beside the canal (e.g.
the 1889 Tongyi Cotton Factory). Therefore, the establishment
of the ACMC was initially regarded as a way of safeguarding,
re-using and promoting Hangzhou’s heritage of handicrafts
and the re-enactment of traditional techniques.
The ACMC consists of five museums, three of which focus
on object displays combined with new technologies and
exhibitions (see Plate 1), whereas the other two specialise in
living craftsmanship as intangible heritage. The three objectoriented museums are the Knives, Scissors, and Swords
Museum, the Umbrella Museum, and the Fan Museum,
which display the knives, scissors, swords, umbrellas, and
fans that were made by hand over the course of China’s long
history. The other two museums are the Workmanship
Demonstration Pavilion (hereafter: WDP) and the Hangzhou
Arts and Crafts Museum Master Workshop (hereafter: MW),
which focus on the preservation and presentation of living
craftsmanship as intangible heritage.

Plate 1
A scene in the Fan Museum of the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.
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Research methods

Findings

This study employed a combination of research methods,
namely semi-structured interviews, direct observation, and
documentation. The primary research data came from 13
formal semi-structured interviews and 38 informal
conversations. Table 1 shows the interviewees’ profiles. They
represent a mixture of craftspeople and museum
professionals, including museum planners, curators, and
museum staff. The interviewees were encouraged to have
open-ended discussions on two key questions: (1) why they
participate in the practice of craftsmanship in the ACMC and
(2) how they collaborate with each other during the process.
The authors also conducted direct observations in the
museums from September 2013 to March 2014. The direct
observations were expected to provide further information
about how craftspeople and museum staff work together in
the ACMC and how their constant collaboration influences the
presentation of craftsmanship there. A variety of documents
were collected and used in this study. They included
administrative documents, museum brochures and planning
proposals, evaluation reports, government reports,
photographs, and newspaper articles. Such documentation is
helpful to cross-check and understand the reasons for the
participation of, and collaboration between craftspeople and
museum professionals. Once the data had been collected
from the fieldwork, the raw data was transformed into words,
which was followed by processes of word coding and data
analysis.

The museums’ focus on living presentation and the
craftspeople’s demands
The ACMC’s policy is very different from that of conventional
object-based museums, as one of the ACMC planners, Mr.
Qiang, explains:

One of our aims is to present the development of artsand-crafts’ hand making techniques, including the
processes of producing, dealing with raw materials… and
the standards for evaluating the quality of arts-and-crafts
in different eras. We need to show visitors how objects
were made and how history and people’s wisdom were
developed through such processes … Currently, visitors
like living stuff … rather than piles of objects…Thus, this
objective should be realised through living presentations,
rather than objects…
It is clear that living presentation is one of the strategies
used by the ACMC to highlight the importance of its function
of satisfying the requirements of museum visitors. This is why
the ACMC’s planners and curators invited craftspeople to
make live presentations demonstrating their craftsmanship
as intangible heritage in the WDP and MW of the ACMC (see
Plate 2). To some extent, such a strategy reflects the influence
of new museological theory on museum practice, in which

Table 1
Details of the Semi-structured Interviews
Interview

Interviewees’ role

Pseudonym

Date

Planning Leader of the ACMC

Mr. Qiang

24 October and
16 November 2013

3

Director of the Exhibition Department of the ACMC

Miss. Xu

17 December 2013

4

Director of the Education Department of the ACMC

Mrs. Wang

25 April 2014

5

Staff member of the Exhibition Department of the ACMC

Mrs. Chen

22 January 2014

6-7

West Lake silk umbrella makers

Mr. Tu & Mr. Zhang

25 April 2012 and
23 April 2014

8

Wangxingji fan maker Mrs. Zhang

Mrs. Zhang

23 April 2014

9

Fuyang bamboo paper craftsman

Mr. Zheng

23 April 2014

Zhangxiaoquan scissor maker

Mr. Deng & Mr. Qian

25 April 2014

12

Boxwood carver

Miss. Chen

30 April 2014

13

Colour relief worker Miss. Dong

Miss. Dong

30 April 2014

1-2

10-11

Plate 2
An artisan making a bamboo basket to carry water.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.

Plate 3
Two artisans making a pair of scissors in the Workmanship
Demonstration Pavilion of the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.

Plate 4
An artisan making an umbrella in the Workmanship
Demonstration Pavilion of the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, June 2015.

conventional museums moved on from focusing on objectbased collections to encouraging increased interactions
between the museum and its visitors and the wider society
(Davis, 2011; Alivizatou, 2012). As Mrs. Chen of the Exhibition
Department of the ACMC highlights: Visitors are the most
important factor in running the museums … in this era of New
Museology … We need to make it [the ACMC] more attractive
to visitors. Thus, the practices of the ACMC reveal that
museums may have multiple reasons for engaging with
intangible heritage, whereas it was often assumed that they
were simply motivated by the need for preservation. It is worth
exploring the risks or after-effects that may emerge when
communities with differing aims participate in common
intangible heritage practice.

participation in the ACMC usually results from collaboration
between the ACMC and art-and-crafts enterprises. The
collaborative pattern between craftspeople and the ACMC is
described by the director of the Exhibition Department of the
ACMC in the following way:

The so-called source community in the ACMC is the
craftspeople, who can be grouped into two categories: the
independent craftspeople who work for themselves and the
craftspeople who are employed either full- or part-time by
arts-and-crafts companies. The latter have comparatively
more stable incomes and job security than the former. Their
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The ACMC provides craftspeople with a free space in
which to work, sell products and teach apprentices, and
with a sales team to support them, while the craftspeople
demonstrate how they make arts-and-crafts and teach
visitors if they want to learn from the craftspeople.
To a great extent, participating in the ACMC has helped
independent craftspeople cut costs and has relieved them of
the financial burden of running their own businesses. As one
of the silk umbrella makers, Mr. Tu, explains:

The cost of making one hand-made umbrella can easily
be more than one hundred Yuan [US $16]. With such a
high price, I cannot sell a lot… If I rent a working space, I
need to pay electricity, rent, student training fees and
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other costs … if I employ apprentices, how can I give them
wages? In Hangzhou, the lowest wage is 1,310 Yuan [US
$209] per month. How can I manage all this?...That is why
I do appreciate that the museums [ACMC] give me a
space to make silk umbrellas on-site.
The operation of the ACMC primarily depends on annual
funding from the government(s), as is the case for most public
museums in China and in many other countries (Kurin, 2007;
Alivizatou, 2012). A comparatively stable income and a secure
working space provide financial support to the craftspeople
working there. Furthermore, the craftspeople who were
granted Chinese Intangible Cultural Inheritor status received
extra subsidies from the ACMC, according to Zhangxiaoquan
scissor-makers, Mr. Deng and Mr. Qian.
As well as the material and/or financial benefits, the
craftspeople working in the ACMC also gained higher spiritual
satisfaction and social recognition. One of the craftspeople,
Mrs. Zhang, described how her child changed her attitude
towards her job as a craftsperson after visiting the ACMC:

experts and curators of the ACMC did not specifically claim
that the preservation of craftsmanship was their primary
function. Nevertheless, the ACMC did make a significant
contribution by providing material and spiritual support to the
craftspeople to help them preserve and continue their
craftsmanship. It seems unlikely that there would be any
other effective way of preserving the continuity of
craftsmanship without the help of museums like the ACMC.
However, the extent to which they can maintain the
sustainable development of the craft community is
questionable, given that in this case, the policy was initiated by
the ACMC whose main purpose was to attract museum
visitors rather than to support the craftspeople. Although such
a practice does include the participation of the source
community, we do not consider it to be an example of the
community participation approach which highlights the active
participation of the source community and their role as
initiators, and is believed to lead to more sustainable
development for the source community and intangible
heritage (Blake, 2009; Munjeri, 2009; Davis, 2011).

My daughter is in Grade 5. She has never watched me
make a fan by hand before. After visiting here, she and her
classmates think I am terrific. She is proud of me… She
likes telling everyone [that] her mother is a craftsperson
working in a museum … Actually most people do not
know my job well … But working in museums has helped
me a lot [in this regard].

Museums’ promotional strategies, interruptions
by visitors, and the craftspeople’s working
processes

In ancient China, craftspeople were usually regarded as a
low social status group; this has not changed much over time,
as demonstrated above. As museums often enjoy high public
recognition as educational institutions (Kurin, 2004 and 2007),
the craftspeople working in museums and their works that
are collected by museums encourage wider society to
re-evaluate and appreciate them and their work. Their
participation and continuing collaboration with museums has,
therefore, created a new social atmosphere in which
craftspeople receive improved social recognition from their
families, friends, and other members of society. This will lead
to the affirming and strengthening of their identity and their
social and cultural importance as craftspeople.

We don’t intend for our museums to be places that only
have cabinets full of collections, that visitors never come
to …We need to make it [the ACMC] more attractive to
visitors by, for example, conducting interactive activities,
strengthening promotions. The display of living
craftsmanship is the biggest attraction of the museums.

Because of this, the craftspeople have a strong motivation
for ensuring their survival by participating in the practice of
craftsmanship in the ACMC. This reflects the fact that
craftsmanship is currently endangered in Hangzhou and,
indeed, more broadly throughout China. By contrast, the

The ACMC pursues a visitor-focused promotional and
operational strategy, as do most contemporary museums
(Conn, 2011). As Mrs. Chen of the Exhibition Department of
the ACMC emphasises:

In order to attract more visitors, the professionals at the
ACMC had two key strategies embedded into their promotions
and operations. The first was to ask the craftspeople to work
in authentic conditions, as much as possible like their
individual workshops, rather than to give a ‘staged
performance’ (MacCannell, 1973), as the director of the
Education Department of the ACMC, Mrs. Wang explains
below:

I do not like the idea of performances, by which I mean
fake activities. If the craftspeople wanted to give a
performance, they would not be very serious. The visitors’

68

experience would [consequently] be really bad.
Therefore, I emphasise that the craftspeople need to
work in authentic conditions, producing something
like what they do in their actual workplaces…
The second strategy employed by the museum
curators involved strengthening interaction between the
craftspeople and the visitors. According to Miss. Xu:

We asked the craftspeople to communicate with the
visitors and …teach them how to make the products
if they wanted to learn. Visitors prefer that sort of
interactive process.
Such visitor-oriented promotion strategies and
operations are made primarily from the perspective of
museum management, although Miss. Xu insisted that
these strategies also coincided with the safeguarding
measures listed by the ICHC, which include promoting
intangible heritage to the public (UNESCO, 2003).
However, at least for the craftspeople, making craft
work tends to be a complete process. Thus, visitors’
demands to learn and interact with them while they
were working had a significant impact on the quality of
their work and on their workload, as explained by fanmaker, Mrs. Zhang:

I am here to work, which is also what the ACMC
wants. I do not like being interrupted by visitors. I
used to teach them if they wanted to learn. But now I
don’t want to teach them anymore. It’s difficult to
resume my work if I am stopped by a visitor … you
lose your train of thought … In addition, my income is
closely related to how many fans I make. But they
[visitors] always disturb my work…
Such interviews demonstrate that the visitor-based
promotion strategies of the ACMC can directly affect the
quality of work and the workload of the craftspeople,
causing tension between them and the ACMC. The
ACMC prioritises visitors over the concerns of the
craftspeople because the primary motivation of the
ACMC professionals is not the preservation of
craftsmanship but attracting visitors. Thus, the different
motivations behind different stakeholders’ participation
in intangible heritage have caused conflict. Following
lengthy negotiations between the two sides, visitors are
now being charged a small amount in learning fees,

which limits the number of visitors who are able to learn
arts-and-crafts-making at any particular time, and
consequently increases the income of the craftspeople.
Although the curators and staff at the ACMC insisted
that the craftsmanship presented in the museums was
authentic, there can be no absolutely objective
authenticity because of the interventions of the curators,
the participation of visitors, and the compromises that
have to be made by the craftspeople. Within museum
spaces, the authenticity of heritage is constantly (re)
negotiated and (re)constructed. As proposed in Jackson
and Kidd’s (2011) edited volume, Performing Heritage,
museums are like the theatre, where heritage is
performed by actors, including curators, heritage
experts and visitors. However, it is worth asking if all of
the actors involved understand each other’s existence
and functions. In this study, the craftspeople did not
always understand that museum visitors play a role in
the performance of craftsmanship. If they had, they
would have been more supportive of the visitor-based
promotion policy of the ACMC. Endangered heritage
often needs the support of visitors and
commercialisation, e.g. the purchasing of arts and
crafts (Cohen, 1988). Museum professionals must help
the source community understand the complexity of
heritage practice in museums; this will contribute to a
smoother process of collaboration between the two
sides.

The nature of craftsmanship and visitorcentric museum management
Craftsmanship is a process that ranges from the
preparation of raw materials to the final product, which
reflects the living nature of intangible heritage. How to
preserve this within the conventional museum space
has been a challenge for both the craftspeople and
museum professionals at the ACMC. The following is
from a silk-umbrella maker at the ACMC, Mr. Zhang:

It [craftsmanship] is not only about sitting there
making stuff by hand, but also about obtaining
proper raw materials … We need to go outside to
look for raw materials … For example, a lot of places
have bamboo, but the ones that are suitable for
umbrella-making are limited. Furthermore,
sometimes we cannot find enough raw materials in
one place and have to collect them from different
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places. So it is impossible for us to always stay
inside … But the museum asked us to work from
morning to afternoon like office workers, because
visitors are there during those periods … They do not
understand our job well…
Similar comments were also made by other
interviewees, including boxwood-carvers and people
doing colour relief work. For these craftspeople, the
professionals at the ACMC did not fully understand the nature
of craftsmanship and its complexity, and this resulted in
conflict between the two sides.
However, the museum professionals answered such
comments from their own perspective, as follows:

The ultimate purpose of running museums is to serve
visitors. Our museum has opening hours from Tuesday to
Sunday. Visitors come during the opening hours to see the
craft work. If there is no-one working in the space, what
do they see? Craftspeople who decide to work in the
museums should understand this.
This clearly shows that the museum professionals
consider the visitors to be their priority, despite the fact that, in
theory, the source communities should be at the core of
safeguarding intangible heritage (Blake, 2009). Similar
phenomena have also been documented in other studies,
highlighting how source communities often do not control the
practice of intangible heritage in Chinese eco-museums and
cultural villages (Stanley and Chung, 1995; Davis, 2011).

Plate 5
A scene in the Knives, Scissors, and Swords Museum of the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.

Furthermore, the approach of management at the ACMC
remains similar to that in conventional museums that deal
with static objects. The fixed nature of object-based
collections allows museum professionals to pursue rigid, unidirectional management policies without any problems.
However, the living nature of craftsmanship means that its
presentation and preservation cannot be limited to museum
spaces, and thus museum professionals must develop
bi-directional and more interactive methods of dealing with
living ‘people’ – i.e. the source community of intangible
heritage. The empirical evidence in this study supports
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s (2004) view that museums should not
copy the method of conserving material objects when
preserving intangible heritage, for example by locking a
material object behind a display window. Although the
museum professionals at the ACMC attempted to present the
living state of craftsmanship as intangible heritage within the
museums, they had not fully developed a suitable method for
managing it.
The craftspeople and the museum professionals have
recently attempted to solve the above conflicts between them.
They concluded that each group of craftspeople (e.g. the
colour relief group, the umbrella- making group, etc.) should
ensure that at least one of their people was ‘on duty’ in the
working space at the ACMC, so that other members of their
group could go out to find and prepare raw materials for
production. Such an agreement helped the craftspeople
protect and maintain their traditional use of raw materials,
one of the key aspects of preserving traditional craftsmanship
(UNESCO, 2003). This solution is the result of continuing

Plate 6
An exhibition at the Hangzhou Arts and Crafts Museum Master Workshop of
the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.

negotiation and compromise between the two sides. The
craftspeople, as the source community, did not passively
participate in the practice of intangible heritage. Rather, they
pro-actively exerted their influence on it, which is an
important feature of the community participation approach
(Damm, 2005; Blake, 2009).

Discussion and conclusion
The current study differs from most research into
museums that engage with intangible heritage in China, and
it demonstrates that intangible heritage is constructed or
performed by multiple communities (Jackson and Kidd,
2011; Smith, 2011) through the process of negotiation and
compromise.
The findings suggest that the community of craftspeople
and the community of museum professionals at the ACMC
were driven to collaborate by different motivations and
interests. The professionals at the ACMC were keen to
attract more visitors and thus dispensed with the
conventional strategy of displaying static objects
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998 and 2004) by inviting
craftspeople to offer presentations of living craftsmanship in
the museums. The planning of the ACMC demonstrates that
its development is in line with ‘the second museum age’,
which emphasises the connection between visitors and
museums (Philips, 2003, p.83). For the craftspeople at the
ACMC, their collaboration with the museums was an
effective strategy to ensure their survival, given that the
museums usually receive government funding and gain

Plate 7
A showcase in the Umbrella Museum of the ACMC.
Photo: Ruohan Mao, April 2015.
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higher social recognition (Kurin, 2004 and 2007), thus
making it more likely they would receive sustainable
incomes and spiritual satisfaction. This differs from the
earlier studies that emphasised that safeguarding intangible
heritage as a common goal promotes the collaboration of
different stakeholders in heritage practice (Blake, 2009;
Alivizatou, 2012). The Chinese community of craftspeople in
this study was marginalised from mainstream Chinese
society because of their low incomes, low social status, and
endangered craftsmanship. Thus, this study confirms that
collaboration between the source community and the
(museum and heritage) professional community is
necessary in order to preserve the continuity of intangible
heritage.
However, it also found that the different motivations of
the two communities caused tensions and conflicts. Two
types of conflict were highlighted. First, the focus on visitors
had an adverse impact on the work of the craftspeople
because the visitors were encouraged to interact with them,
which distracted them and affected the quality of their work,
added to their workload, and ultimately reduced their
income. One of the solutions to this particular conflict was to
charge visitors a small fee in an attempt to compensate the
craftspeople for the inconvenience of having to deal with
them. Second, the visitor-orientated policy required the
craftspeople to be permanently on display and this conflicted
with the nature of craftsmanship because it ignored the fact
that craft is a ‘living process’ (Seitel, 2001, p.13), and
prevented the craftspeople from going out to look for the raw
materials they needed. The solution to this was for every
group of craftspeople to guarantee that at all times at least
one of their members would be working in the museums.
The process of solving the conflicts in this study revealed
that partnerships in heritage practice are not easily
constructed, but rather involve complex and difficult
on-going negotiation and compromises between the parties
(Arantes, 2013). The influence of craftspeople as source
communities on the process of solving conflicts also
demonstrates that their active participation in the practice of
intangible heritage was not considered superficial, but was
in fact a form of community empowerment (Damm, 2005;
Chirikure, Manyanga, Ndoro and Pwiti, 2010). However, it
cannot be concluded that the community participation
approach worked particularly well in this case, because it was
the museum professionals who initiated the project, which
then relied on their interest, whereas the craftspeople did not
play a core role in setting the policy.
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Similar issues have been found in intangible heritage
practice in other museums and cities in China (Stanley and
Chung, 1995; Davis, 2011). This is related to the political and
cultural fact that China is not as democratised as western
countries where the heritage industry is usually controlled by
governmental administration (and public institutions that are
administrated by governments). If, in China, source
communities cannot achieve a key, leading position in
intangible heritage practice in the short term, it is important to
encourage them to be active in interacting with governments
and experts in pursuit of their own interests, rather than
criticising the extent of their participation in China from a
western democratic perspective.
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UNESCO aims to establish a legal framework for the
protection of cultural heritage. From the 1970s onwards, it
had a defining impact in setting the framework for the nature
and value of natural and cultural heritage. At the same time,
the UNESCO conventions have covered two important
concepts, that of ‘shared heritage’ and its ‘universal value’.3
The 1989 Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional
Culture and Folklore, the Universal Declaration on Cultural
Diversity and the 2002 Istanbul Declaration were UNESCO’s
final efforts leading to the 2003 Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. The intention
to safeguard the ICH on an international level is demonstrated
with the establishment of the Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, and the List of
Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding.
The Representative List also contains all those elements that
had been previously declared as Masterpieces of the Oral and
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity between 2001-2005.

Maria Ktori

MA, Cardiff University, Cyprus

ABSTRACT
In September 2009, Cyprus applied to include Lefkara
embroidery in the Representative List under the name
Lefkara lace or Lefkaritika. Lefkara embroidery merges
different elements and has evolved over time without losing its
original character, technique and creativity. The learning
process starts at a very young age and takes a long time before
an embroiderer can become fully competent in the craft. The
local stakeholders are currently, or have been in the past,
actively involved in educational programmes related to Lefkara
embroidery, as a means of safeguarding. These programmes
have common characteristics and a clear focus on transmitting
to younger generations the knowledge of Lefkara embroidery.
The paper explores the different programmes and discusses
their success and potential, as by educating the public about
Lefkara embroidery, the stakeholders have made a significant
step towards creating an environment of appreciation to
tradition and national ICH.

Keywords
Lefkara embroidery, Lefkaritika, Cyprus, educational
programmes

Introduction
Heritage is often thought to be the residue of static
traditions.1 Yet socio-political transformations make people
readdress and reassess their past culture, allowing for a more
dynamic analysis of culture and heritage. As the idea of heritage
is complex, it intertwines with issues of race, authenticity and
identity, with the latter being expressed in both tangible and

intangible cultural heritage. Moreover, heritage clarifies the
past by infusing it with present purposes2 as Intangible Cultural
Heritage (ICH) is living heritage connected with all the
members of a community. It is transmitted from one
generation to another, which gives a unique perspective on
community traditions, beliefs and local history.
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In September 2009, Cyprus’ nomination to include
Lefkara embroidery in the Representative List under the
name Lefkara lace or Lefkaritika was approved by the 4th
Session of the Intergovernmental Commision at Abu
Dhabi.4 Additionally, the Cyprus Research Centre created
a Register of Elements of ICH, based on the Centre’s
existing Oral Tradition Archive,5 while the Cyprus National
Commission for UNESCO aims to establish a National
Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Cyprus.6
The local stakeholders have been actively involved in
educational programmes on Lefkara embroidery. In view of
recent developments in ICH educational programmes, it is
reasonable to reassess them. They are presented and
discussed along with the activities carried out by the local
stakeholders. By educating the public about Lefkara
embroidery, the stakeholders have taken a significant step
towards creating an environment in which tradition and
national ICH is appreciated. Lefkara embroidery has been at
the core of several educational programmes going as far back
as the 1970s, so its inscription in the Representative List was
entirely appropriate.
Weaving and embroidery have a long tradition in Cyprus,
which can be traced back to the Frankish Period (1192-1489).
The establishment of workshops producing silk, woollen and
gold embroidered fabrics is well-attested in historical sources.
The demands of western markets for Cypriot fabrics gave the
necessary impetus for development. The import of fabrics
from the East and trade relations with the Greek islands that

produced lace and embroidered fabrics had a multifaceted
impact on local production. Taglienti’s reference to punto
ciprioto is one of many indicators of the developments that
took place and of the high quality of the finished material. Late
19th and early 20th century foreign travellers have left detailed
descriptions of how delicately and artistically embroidered
Cypriot fabrics were, although the medieval fabric production
is long forgotten and lost. Astreou-Christophorou and
Hadjigavriel consider that the production of high quality local
fabrics is the main reason behind the development of such
high quality embroidery.7

Lefkaritika, or Lefkara embroidery as it is now known,
holds a prestigious position amongst types of Cypriot
embroidery. It is the most characteristic and best-known of
them all, and is mainly produced at Lefkara village. Lefkaritika
developed from an older type of embroidery called
asproploumia.8 The simple geometric patterns used for
asproploumia were preserved and evolved further as part of
Lefkaritika, as attested by samples of embroidery from the
transitional period.9 Astreou-Christophorou’s research on
such transitional pieces has shown that they have significant
similarities with Venetian embroidery, both in design and
nomenclature.10
The cultural value of Lefkaritika is confirmed by its
longevity, and it is a product synonymous with the history of
Lefkara. This particular type of embroidery merges different
elements and has evolved without losing its original character,
technique and creativity.11 Moreover, it was one of the most
important products Cyprus exported to Europe, Egypt and
other areas.12 In the early 20th century the Lefkara
embroidery merchants, known as kentitarides, would travel
abroad to sell their goods, the Lefkaritika that were locally
produced by embroiderers, the bloumarisses .13 The
nomenclature of bloumarisses reflects the embellishment of
the final product, as the Greek verb bloumizo means to
‘elaborately embellish an object’.
The embroiderers use linen as their base material and
cotton thread for the designs. The difficulty of this type of
embroidery lies in the technique itself, as it involves cutting
some of the threads and ‘drawing’ them to form specific
designs. These consist of four basic elements: hemstitch
(ghazi), cut work (kofto), satin-stitch fillings (gemisma), and
needlepoint edgings (telioma), which are grouped together in
different ways to form geometric patterns or floral designs
and result in intricate motifs.14 (Plate 1) Various types of
hemstitch are used to define the edges of the cloth or to finish
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Plate 1
A curtain with a daisy design on the left.
Source: http://www.mcit.gov.cy/mcit/chs/chs.nsf/All/9B678B56B0
83CA77C225747A002D184A/$file/lefkbig6.jpg?OpenElement
[Accessed 17 March 2017]

a piece, which the embroiderers call bloumi (embellishment).
Other basic elements also come in various types and
complement the most complicated of the geometrical
patterns, the ‘river’ (potamos).15 (Plate 2)
In 2009, the Intergovernmental Committee concluded that
Lefkara embroidery fulfilled the criteria for inscription on the
Representative List, but it was clear that this age-old
tradition was under threat.16 Embroiderers begin to learn
their craft at a very young age as it is laborious and it takes a
very long time before an embroiderer is fully competent to
execute the most difficult motifs.17 Furthermore, not all
embroiderers can achieve this level of skill unless they wish to
express themselves artistically.18

The stakeholders and the educational
programmes
The UNESCO 2003 Convention mentions on multiple
occasions ‘who’ is involved in ICH, referring to them as
communities, groups, and individuals, without providing
any further definition. It is clear that those are the
interested parties, i.e. the stakeholders. This issue was
addressed in the 2006 Expert Meeting organised by the
Intangible Heritage Section of UNESCO and the Asia /
Pacific Cultural Centre for UNESCO (ACCU).19 For this
paper, the stakeholders involved in the safeguarding and
promotion of Lefkara embroidery were identified and
interviewed.20 These were:

Plate 2
A tablecloth with the river design (potamos) dividing it into sections, filled
with floral and geometric designs.
Source: http://www.mcit.gov.cy/mcit/chs/chs.nsf/All/79970053EAFBDCD0C2
25747A0028C1C9/$file/lefkbig2.jpg?OpenElement [Accessed 17 March 2017]

- the Ministry of Education and Culture (MoEC)
- the Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO
- the Ministry of Agriculture, Rural Development and
Environment (MoARDE)
- the Cyprus Handicraft Service
- Lefkara municipality
- private workshops and artists
- the Association for the Production and Promotion of
Lefkara Embroidery.
These stakeholders are currently, or have been in the past,
actively involved in educational programmes related to
Lefkara embroidery. It became clear that they had
fundamental differences, leading to varied perspectives on
promoting Lefkara embroidery as reflected through their
respective programmes.
The first four stakeholders are governmental bodies,
fulfilling different roles related to the safeguarding and
promotion of ICH. Therefore, they have different goals and
approaches but the organisation of educational
programmes is one they share. Starting from the first two,
one should note that the Cyprus National Commission for
UNESCO functions under the Ministry of Education and
Culture. It implements all UNESCO programmes and
resolves all issues relating to them, has a very specific
mandate and serves both as an advisory body to the
government and a liaison between the various
governmental departments, semi-governmental bodies,
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NGOs and other groups. Its unique character gives it a
distinct focus on promoting and safeguarding ICH,
especially through educational programmes and cultural
activities.21

and crafts as a way of promoting and safeguarding ICH. The
ICH is, of course, only one of the courses of action set by the
service, as is the case with the MoEC and MoARDE.

The MoEC focuses on education at all levels: primary,
secondary and tertiary, through schools, colleges and
universities, and vocational education through adult learning
centres. Its primary aim is to provide general education and
gradual specialisation to students in order to prepare them for
their academic or professional careers. The school curricula
include discrete modules (e.g. Greek and History) and
interdisciplinary courses (e.g. Health Education),
complemented by extra-curricular activities aiming to provide
students with a well-rounded education. Consequently, there
is significantly less focus on adult education, although adult
education centres have been operating since 1952. The
Ministry’s approach to ICH is fundamentally different from that
of the Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO because it
has a different role to fulfil. However, ICH has been promoted
to an extent through school curricula since the 1960s.

The Lefkara Municipality is one of the main stakeholders.
The municipality has implemented a series of measures since
the 1980s - the publication of Olga Polemitou’s doctoral
dissertation on Lefkara embroidery, collaboration with various
organisations and governmental bodies, the organisation of
the annual Lefkara Festival, co-organising and hosting
educational programmes, the establishment of the Lefkara
Handicraft Centre, and more recently, the establishment of
the Association for the Production and Promotion of Lefkara
Embroidery. All these efforts revolve around the creation of a
new nucleus of Lefkara embroiderers and this is evident in the
curricula of the educational programmes. The primary goal is
to teach the techniques of a dying craft and transmit it to
younger generations. Ultimately, it is hoped that the young
embroiderers will carry on the craft and revive it, which is a
very ambitious target.

The MoARDE was initially established as the Department
for Agriculture in 1896, during the British administration, and
remains responsible for the national agricultural policy and
the sustainable management of natural resources. It also
monitors the development of rural areas and has
implemented a series of measures over the years to combat
urbanisation. The Rural Development Programme that ran in
2007-2013 reflected this effort. A third priority was to diversify
the rural economy and improve the quality of life in rural
areas.22 This was based on the promotion and preservation of
rural heritage to encourage tourism, along with the
revitalisation of rural communities as an incentive for
population growth. The Vocational Scheme for Lefkara
embroidery reflects the ongoing efforts of the MoARDE to
combat urbanisation and develop new job opportunities for
young people.

Since the early 20th century, there have been several
Cypriot artists who have incorporated elements of folk art in
their work, re-interpreting them and bringing a fresh
perspective. Of these, Julia Astreou-Christophorou has
chosen weaving and embroidery as the means to create and
recreate contemporary pieces inspired by traditional crafts
and folk art designs. Her research on woven fabrics,

The Cyprus Handicraft Service was established in 1976 as
a department of the Ministry of Energy, Commerce, Industry
and Tourism. At the time, its main aim was to provide
employment for refugees who had experience in various
crafts, and to systematically revive folk art based on modern
handicrafts, with funding from UNHCR. Today, the service has
broadened its horizons in terms of the crafts it promotes
through the Handicraft Centre and its present-day goals.23
The Service actively fights urbanisation, an effort which
running in tandem with a general endeavour to revive folk arts

Plate 3
Julia Astreou-Christophorou with some of her work.
Photo: Author, 19 March 2016.
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that have been introduced in junior high schools since 2011,
the appreciation of Cypriot folk art is now part of the
curriculum.26

Plate 4
The embroiderers at the Lefkara Handicraft Centre.
Source: http://www.lefkara.org.cy/portals/0/Images/Kentro%20Xirotexnias/
oie_21172834GVa66hZl.jpg [Accessed 17 March 2017]

embroidery, lace, and garments has allowed her to use
traditional weaving and embroidery as an artistic medium.
(Plate 3) She regularly hosts educational workshops which
reflect her particular perspective: traditional crafts as an
artistic medium that promotes ICH.24
The Association for the Production and Promotion of
Lefkara Embroidery was created in 2013, as part of the efforts
of the Lefkara Municipality to establish the Lefkara Handicraft
Centre.25 There are currently 70 embroiderers registered with
the Association, and they are involved in the various activities
organised by the municipality. Those involved in the Lefkara
Handicraft Centre can offer guidance and educate those
interested in learning Lefkara embroidery, participating in
exhibitions and cultural events, and promoting the cultural
heritage of Lefkara. (Plate 4) However, since the Association
has only recently been established, it does not yet have any
other educational activities.

In the past, students were taught how to create their own
piece of Lefkara embroidery. The practical part of the class
was accompanied by an introduction to the specific
embroidery techniques, the motifs and a very brief historical
background, all included in the student textbook.27 The
purpose was to introduce the students to Lefkara embroidery,
its elements and characteristics, to perform a typological and
chronological classification of pieces of embroidery, and to
help them understand the importance of folk art and
tradition.28 Although this was a programme about embroidery
techniques, it also offered a substantial amount of information
about Lefkara embroidery with its thorough description of the
stitches, patterns and structural elements, along with a series
of informative drawings.
Today, Lefkara embroidery remains on the curriculum of
Home Economics but with limited information, and is
addressed to students registered in the 2nd grade of junior
high school (14-year olds). Home Economics is a compulsory
course for all students, therefore they all have access to the
information about Cypriot traditional culture in general, and
Lefkara embroidery in particular. Between 2010 and 2016, a
total of 46,973 students attended the course, with an average
of 7,829 students per year.29 (Figure 1) Lefkara embroidery is
taught during a single, 40 minute lesson, along with
Fythkiotiko, another type of Cypriot embroidery. The
information given to the students is limited compared to the
previous approach, and they are only required to complete a
worksheet and have some basic knowledge of the subject,

The Lefkara embroidery educational
programmes: children’s education
1. The Ministry of Education and Culture and the
school curricula
Lefkara embroidery was taught in schools as part of the
high school curriculum for Home Economics until the 1980s.
Home Economics has always been a practical subject that
initially focused on teaching children basic cooking and
handicraft skills. Based on the new analytical programmes

Figure 1
The registered students in 2nd grade (junior high school) per year, who also attend
the compulsory Home Economics class and learn about Lefkara embroidery.
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instead of creating a piece of Lefkara embroidery
themselves.30 One can argue that this reflects the aims set
by the MoEC and the underlying difficulties in teaching ICH
to children. The Vice-Director of Secondary Education
commented that students should understand and embrace
every aspect of their national folk art.31 Additionally, the
analytical programme for Home Economics simply focuses
on students recognising each type of embroidery and not
on issues of ICH,32 reflecting the current view of the
Ministry.
One could argue that the junior high school curriculum
could be used as a way of exposing students to issues
related to ICH through a wider and more comprehensive
analysis of Cypriot folk art and culture. The option of junior
versus senior high school is further related to the Cypriot
educational system, as school attendance is only
compulsory until the final grade of junior high school. As
ICH is a complex concept, children find it difficult to
understand it without tangible evidence.33 Such abstract
concepts are better suited for older, more mature students
who have developed the necessary critical thinking and
understanding. However, there are significant advantages
in teaching teenage students: the information is
transmitted in the context of formal education and reaches
almost 8,000 students a year.

2. The UNESCO Associated Schools (ASPnet)
The UNESCO ASPnet was established in 1953, aiming
to encourage contact between young people in member
states of the organisation. Another goal was to strengthen
co-operation between students and teachers to contribute
effectively to the implementation of UNESCO’s vision.34
Cyprus has participated in the network since 1969-1970,
and 20 public and private schools are currently included in
the network. Each year, there is a different theme and a
series of related activities. For the school year 2011-2012
the main theme was raising awareness about Intangible
Cultural Heritage. In 2014-2015, it was the ‘elements of
ICH of Cyprus’, and in particular those currently registered
in the Representative List.35
The network members co-operate with people and
bodies involved in safeguarding the ICH, aiming amongst
other things, to transmit knowledge by using new
technologies in recording, utilising oral history and visiting
museums, workshops and cultural areas that are related
to the ICH elements under study. The annual change of

theme makes it difficult for both teachers and students to
focus firstly on ICH, and secondly, on Lefkara embroidery.
The thematic areas are chosen directly by UNESCO and are
applied by the 9,000 educational institutions that participate
in the scheme across 180 countries.36 Therefore, schools
can only implement the instructions given by UNESCO.
Despite these difficulties, the ASPnet context is ideal, as
students are exposed to various concepts and issues
related to tangible and intangible cultural heritage. The
participation of every school across the island would be
desirable, as the ASPnet context would be combined with
the existing curricula for mutual benefit.

The Lefkara embroidery educational
programmes: adult education
Educational institutions have nowadays included
several activities for children in relation to the promotion of
ICH. The pioneer educators who introduced oral history into
education were the same people who had earlier
participated in oral history programmes for communities.
Later on, it became evident that adult learning
programmes should also be developed, as adults had been
cut off from their roots and were unable to transmit their
knowledge to the rising generation. The 1972 UNESCO
Convention says that adults learn to embrace and actively
participate in their culture when involved in traditional
activities.37
Adult education is about people managing their
personal free time, co-operation, the role of the community
and culture and ecology, in a landscape of more
‘anthropocentric’ and less ‘econometric’ choices.38
Educating adults plays a crucial role in the development of
society, as noted in the First International Conference on
Adult Education in 1949 and reaffirmed in 1976, with the
approval of the Nairobi Recommendation on the
Development of Adult Education. The 1976
Recommendation expresses the promotion of adult
education as a core element of a country’s educational
system within a life-long learning scheme. 39 Adult
education has evolved since then and is now seen as
central to economic, political and cultural transformation,
whether that is of an individual, a community or a society.
Most importantly, although the interpretation of adult
education still varies widely, one cannot disregard the fact
that the evolution from education to learning is an
important conceptual change.40
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1. Educational centres run by the Ministry of Education
and Culture
The MoEC Educational Centres were first established in
1952, and they run annual programmes in urban and rural
areas. These are currently the largest programmes for
general adult education (age 15+) via the life-long learning
scheme. Their general purpose is the all-round development
of the personality of each individual and the social, economic
and cultural progress of both citizens and society. They also
aim to provide life-long learning opportunities to Cypriot
citizens to mitigate educational inequalities and fully integrate
them in the social nexus.41
Lefkara embroidery was offered as a subject until 2015,
and the students took a total of 24 weekly, 90-minute
classes. The aim was for the students to produce their own
pieces of embroidery, and usually the first introductory class
gave the participants some background information about
the craft.42 These courses taught embroidery and only
offered a fraction of the wealth of available information about
Lefkara embroidery. They were taught in all major cities and
the very low cost (55 euros) facilitated the participation of
people from all socio-economic backgrounds.
In 2015, the two embroidery courses offered by the
Educational Centres at Nicosia and Paphos were merged
into one under the name ‘Cypriot embroidery’.43 The
Educational Centres at Larnaca and Famagusta no longer
offer the courses, while the Centres at Limassol offer a
course on Lefkara and Karavas embroidery.44 The changes
are mostly related to the low numbers of participants, while
a course wholly dedicated to Lefkara embroidery is not
currently viable. Given the island-wide range of the scheme,
a revised course including a component about the various
difficulties and threats faced by ICH would be more effective.
The language in which the courses are taught should also
be considered, as courses offered in English would give
foreigners the opportunity to participate and embrace both
the craft and Cypriot ICH.

traditionally done by women. The aim was clear: the creation
of a new nucleus of Lefkara embroiderers to preserve the
craft. To that end, in 2010, there were also groups for
primary school and junior-high school students in an effort
to preserve the dying craft.46 Although the vocational
scheme came to an end for financial reasons, it was noted
that it did promote Lefkara embroidery.47 The scheme also
demonstrated that the term ‘embroiderer’ has a very
different meaning than it had in the early 20th century.

3. T
 he Cyprus Handicraft Service, Lefkara embroidery
programme
The Service has a social, cultural and economic role in
modern-day Cyprus. The promotion of traditional crafts has
an economic impact, offering an incentive to continue the
production of local products, and supports small handicraft
businesses.48 The promotion of ICH is done in numerous
ways, ranging from hosting annual educational programmes
in rural areas, to exhibitions and participation in cultural
events. The Centre offers the following educational
programmes and training courses:
a) Retraining: this type of course is requested by people or
groups who have partial knowledge but wish to expand
it (craftsmen, teachers from primary and secondary
schools, organised groups).
b) Training for people without any knowledge of a
particular craft: the courses are offered annually, they
are government-funded, and take the participant’s skill
levels into consideration.

Plates 6 and 7
Some of the finished products on display at the Cyprus Handicraft Centre.
Photo: Author, 27 March 2015.

c)Specialised training for professional craftspeople; the
service hires them and trains them to make products
for the Handicraft Centre Souvenir Shop.
The Centre offers Lefkara embroidery classes through
the embroidery workshops (Plate 5), which are solely focused
on training the participants to become a new nucleus of
embroiderers. The workshop’s embroiderers are highly
skilled and act as tutors for the classes. When not teaching,
they continue their daily embroidery activities (making new
pieces or experimenting with new concepts). (Plates 6 and 7)
These particular classes are strictly for learning the craft and
focus on embroidery techniques rather than the underlying
ICH background. Moreover, they are available only in Greek,
which poses significant limitations regarding their potential
outreach. Thus far, the participants have only been women.
The fact that they are run on an annual basis, charge low fees
and give the participants a good grounding in Lefkara
embroidery techniques, makes the classes effective and
popular. They are currently the most successful examples of
craft-based courses on Lefkara embroidery, while the Cyprus
Handicraft Service Director said that the approach to the
curriculum will not change as it serves its purpose well.49

2. The Ministry of Agriculture, Rural Development
and Environment vocational scheme

4. The Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO

The MoARDE collaborated with Lefkara Municipality and
offered a Vocational Scheme dedicated to Lefkara
embroidery that ran in 2010-2012. Both beginners and
advanced learners could participate, while those under 40
were entitled to a daily allowance of €18.45 This was another
course teaching the craft, and in this particular case the
target group was young women, as Lefkara embroidery was

In 2013, the Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO
organised a pilot programme on Lefkara embroidery in
collaboration with Lefkara Municipality. The 7-day course took
place at Lefkara in September 2013, with 6 participants from
diverse background (archaeologists, artists and others). The
participants were tutored by 3 embroiderers, who were also
their hosts.50 (Plate 8) The participants had a unique

Plate 5
The Lefkara embroidery workshop at the Cyprus Handicraft Service building.
Photo: Maria Ktori, 27 March 2015.
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opportunity to learn the craft of Lefkara embroidery in
Lefkara itself, understand the transmission of the craft across
generations, its development according to modern needs and
the personal approach of each craftswoman.51
The 2013 pilot programme was successful and was
repeated in 2014. This time the target group was different as it
was aimed at primary school and high school art teachers, as
well as artists.52 The main goal of the 12 participants and 6
embroiderers was to formulate proposals to incorporate
Lefkara embroidery in art classes through worksheets and
instruction manuals. Another goal was the creation of an
e-book with ideas and applications that could be used by the
teaching community.53 In addition, the programme aimed to

Plate 8
The 2015 Lefkara embroidery short course of the Cyprus National Commission
for UNESCO.
Source: http://www.unesco.org.cy/ImageStream.aspx?ObjectType=Document&
ObjectID=4859&ImageName=Image.jpg&Width=0&Height=0 [Accessed 17
March 2017]
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help the participants acquire basic Lefkara embroidering
skills and to offer a socio-economic incentive to recognised
embroiderers for transmitting their skills and knowledge.54
The necessary theoretical background was offered in a lecture
by Mrs. Androula Hadjiyiasemi, who gave an overview of
Lefkara embroidery and showed works by Cypriot artists that
have been inspired by it.
The programme was repeated in 2015, with a different
target group: undergraduate or graduate students of Fine and
Applied Arts. The participants created works of art that
incorporated and reflected Lefkara embroidery, which they
elevated and transformed into new artistic and cultural
elements (Plates 9 and 10). The works were displayed in an
exhibition in October, as one of the European Days of Cultural
Heritage events.55
 he Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO had set
T
specific goals for the programme:
a) To propose new and viable ways of transmitting oral
traditions and traditional crafts.
b) To educate the public and professional groups about
the importance of ICH through experiential learning.
c) To provide professional groups with the necessary
knowledge to embrace, be inspired by, and reproduce
traditional crafts in their own disciplines.
d) To encourage interaction between the embroiderers
and the participants, to understand and appreciate
Lefkara embroidery through experiential and oral
learning.

Plate 9
Asproploumistres (Antigoni,Nedi, and Eurydice) ceramic sculptures by Anastasia
Lambaski-Onisiforou.
Source: Polyneiki, 2015: 28.

e) To
 promote the involvement of the local community in
preserving the craft through activities that provide
socio-economic stimuli.
f)To nurture the development of on-going contact and
co-operation between the embroiderers and the
participants.
g) To facilitate the development of oral traditions and
crafts into novel artistic and cultural traditions that
enrich the cultural heritage of modern Cyprus.56
It is a unique programme that primarily promotes
Lefkara embroidery as an element of ICH, and further
reinvents the concept of the craft through dynamic
experiential teaching. Each year, the Cyprus National
Commission for UNESCO pushes the boundaries further
and tries to enhance the multi-faceted experience offered
through the course. The programme is targeted but is
open to both men and women as it does not seek to
create an all-female nucleus of embroiderers. It would
be worth exploring other options, such as hosting
courses in major urban centres which would include
weekly classes, specialised lectures on ICH and Lefkara
embroidery, and day trips to Lefkara. The lectures could
deal with a variety of issues, such as the history and
evolution of the craft, Lefkara embroidery within the ICH
context, Lefkara embroidery and the arts, as well as
lectures on Lefkara embroidery and education. As
funding is generally limited, such a course could be
offered for a small fee, but the proposed structure and
frequency of the classes would enable a larger number

of people to participate. Moreover, by focusing on
education and cross-curricular links, Lefkara
embroidery would acquire a higher profile and the
knowledge could be more effectively transmitted to
students, young and adult alike.

5. The Lefkara Municipality and the Association for
the Production and Promotion of Lefkara
Embroidery
As mentioned above, the three programmes
organised by the Cyprus National Commission for
UNESCO were held at Lefkara in collaboration with the
Municipality. In his interview, the Mayor gave a clear view
of the current situation of the embroiderers and Lefkara
embroidery. The Municipality launched a survey in the
village in an effort to create a new nucleus of
embroiderers. This was followed up by the establishment
of the Association for the Production and Promotion of
Lefkara Embroidery, which has 70 registered members.
Unfortunately, there are no young women interested in
Lefkara embroidery, as the competition from the
Chinese market which produces cheaper products, is
overwhelming.57
To counter this, the Municipality carried out a series
of actions, aiming to promote and safeguard Lefkara
embroidery:
1. The digitisation of about 4,000 photos, articles,
interviews and other material related to Lefkara
embroidery.
2.The creation of a handicraft centre, which opened
on 27 April 2015 with students from the United
Kingdom, Greece, Spain, Austria and the Technical
School of Larnaca. The embroidery classes were
taught by local embroiderers.
3. The MoARDE vocational scheme.
4. The Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO
Lefkara embroidery programmes.
5. The organisation of the 35th Lefkara festival.
6.E fforts to reinstate the teaching of Lefkara
embroidery in schools.
In this case, the promotion of Lefkara embroidery will
be mainly done through the Lefkara Handicraft Centre.
The Centre will function as a ‘Lefkara embroidery
learning centre’ which is directly related to a series of
actions that need to be taken to ensure the success of
this initiative. More specifically, these actions should be:

Plate 10
Mare Nostrum and Lefkaritiko [oil on canvas and cotton thread] by Nitsa
Hadjigeorgiou.
Source: Polyneiki, 2015: 34.
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a) The employment of professionals who will be both
embroiderers and embroidery teachers.
b) Hosting weekly Lefkara embroidery classes for
beginners and more experienced embroiderers.
c)The production of Lefkara embroidery when the
embroiderers do not have teaching duties.
d) I nsistence that the production of Lefkara
embroidery must be based on national standards58
and must be branded as genuine.
Although these classes have not yet been implemented, the
Municipality and the Association are aiming for a
comprehensive approach to the subject, including discussion
of Lefkara embroidery as an ICH element.59

6. Private workshops and artists: the case of Mrs. Julia
Astreou-Christophorou
Julia Astreou-Christophorou is a textile designer, artist
and researcher based in Nicosia. She has worked for the
Cyprus Handicraft Service for 21 years and has done extensive
research on Cypriot textiles, and was the textiles advisor for
two films on traditional Cypriot weaving and Lefkara
embroidery (Weaving Ladies of Cyprus, 2008; Lefkara Lace,
2012). She created the Cyprus Textile Route website and
booklet in cooperation with the European Textile Network, and
has represented Cyprus in many textile art exhibitions.60
Mrs. Astreou-Christophorou established her workshop in
2003 [Plate 11], and has been promoting ICH since then by
participating in conferences, the International Triennial of
Tapestry, exhibitions, and giving public lectures in Cyprus and
abroad. She has also taught weaving and embroidery to
women who are interested in these crafts, organising

Plate 11
Examples of Julia Astreou-Christophorou’s work displayed at her workshop-cumshowroom.
Photo: Author, 19 March 2016.
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intensive 3-day courses. During those, the participants had
the opportunity to attend lectures on traditional crafts and
issues related to ICH, before delving into the practical part.
Mrs. Astreou-Christophorou hosted the first specialised
workshops on Lefkara embroidery in October 2016, with the
collaboration of experienced Lefkara embroiderers. Those
workshops consisted of theoretical lectures on the craft by
Mrs. Astreou-Christophorou and practical sessions, all aiming
to give the participants comprehensive knowledge of Lefkara
embroidery. The first workshops have served as the basis for
future ones, as they provided the necessary feedback
regarding structure, content, and duration. One should note
that these are craft-oriented workshops where the student
has a unique opportunity to receive personal, almost private,
tuition on what is a very complex form of embroidery.61

Conclusions
The development of educational material related to ICH
has been piloted by UNESCO through the project Promoting
ICH in Education for Sustainable Development in Palau,
Pakistan, Uzbekistan and Vietnam. The project aimed to show
teachers how to incorporate local elements of ICH and
principles of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
into teaching and learning practices. In all cases, UNESCO
believes that the material should correspond to the specific
needs of each country, with appropriate local guidelines and
materials for teachers being essential. As a preliminary
thought, the material related to Lefkara embroidery is diverse
and could easily be integrated into history and art classes.

disciplines and bridge the gaps. This particular programme
offers both the theoretical background and the empirical
knowledge of the socio-historical context in which Lefkara
embroidery has developed and continues to exist.
The Lefkara embroiderers are carriers of ICH, giving the
participants of the various programmes a unique perspective.
They are motivated to safeguard their knowledge and promote
their heritage, while the final hand-made products express
aesthetics and also embody information derived from the
experience of countless people from past generations. As
previously seen, all stakeholders strive towards the protection
and promotion of Lefkara embroidery through various
activities and programmes. The educational programmes
have a core practical segment, i.e. the participants learn how
to embroider, and all focus on transmitting the knowledge of
the craft. This is done at various levels depending on the
specific needs and goals of each programme. In realising the
importance of the promotion and safeguarding of Lefkara
embroidery, the stakeholders have expressed their
determination to support this effort in various ways. The
analysis of all the educational programmes demonstrated
that by educating the public about Lefkara embroidery,
stakeholders have taken a significant step towards creating an
environment in which folk art and tradition and the national
ICH are appreciated.

The difficulties of developing educational materials for
students and the complexity of describing the ICH-related
issues are less of a factor in the case of adult educational
programmes. The Cyprus National Commission for UNESCO
is a great example of how one can bring together various
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ABSTRACT
Digitisation is a sustainable means of heritage 1
preservation. It protects valuable heritage resources
from deterioration and provides worldwide access to the
diverse cultures of the world’s heritage, while ensuring
their safety for future generations. Digitised heritage can
derive either from digitally created documents or from
digital surrogates of similar documents. In OAPI States,
ministries in the field of culture, substitute and for,
tourism and several cultural institutions have adopted
digital heritage as a tool for safeguarding the
communities’ cultural patrimony. Data authenticity in
heritage digitisation raises some concerns based on the
fact that digitisation as a tool to express the content of
heritage products affects the entire spectrum of heritage
preservation. Issues arise from the multiple applications
of digital technologies on the heritage data used. From
converting the data used, to processing it with a different
shape, character or design, there is a long list of ways in
which the authenticity of a digitised heritage work could
be affected. Digital technologies could negatively affect
the information environment by allowing the processing
of inauthentic data. In this context, Mira Burri describes
the process of the digital reduction of material to zeroes
and ones through which the digital representation
radically modifies the characteristics of the content. One
click of the mouse can create perfect copies, transform,
alter, or create multifaceted adaptations of the heritage
data; this constitutes a tremendous threat to the data’s
authenticity. If no appropriate legal boundaries are set,
this invasive tsunami of new possibilities could deceive
the public about the authenticity of heritage data from
OAPI communities. This paper gives a pictorial overview

of traditional cultural expressions in central and West
Africa and scrutinises the sustainability of copyright as a
means to enhance the authenticity of heritage data in the
course of its preservation in the digital realm.

The processes of globalisation, which have been
facilitated by the rapid development of information and
communication technologies, afford unprecedented
conditions for enhanced interaction between cultures. Even
though digital technologies have enabled the cultural
patrimony of OAPI States2 to be promoted and exploited
commercially, and have helped sustain cultural diversity,
they nevertheless imperil the very existence of cultural
heritage in the States. The digital realm has tremendous
potential for the sharing, transfer and reproduction of data,
but it has also exposed heritage data to the related risks of
mutilation and unfair attribution. This constitutes a
significant challenge to heritage authenticity as the bedrock
of human capacity and a foundation of cultural diversity.
Intellectual property (IP), as the branch of law protecting
the creation of works of the mind, plays, under the
umbrella of copyright law, a sustainable role in
preserving the originality of cultural expressions. It is
therefore important, as part of our analysis, to envisage
how adequate copyright protection for digital cultural
materials could prevent the dissemination of inauthentic

data; firstly within the system of ‘moral rights’
established under the Berne Convention, and secondly
in the field of digital copyright with specific tailored
legislation.
An analysis of the applicability of these two regimes
in OAPI States will be necessary to envisage maintaining
the authenticity of heritage data in the region. This
paper will discuss and provide possible solutions to the
unprecedented challenges faced by the copyright
system in the enforcement of heritage copyright in the
digital realm, be it economic or moral. Digitisation in
itself raises fundamental questions about the
recognition and proper protection of traditional cultural
expressions and traditional knowledge under an
adequate legislative system. This paper will therefore
explore the issue of the suitability of the copyright
regime and the use of the term ‘folklore’ in OAPI
intellectual property law to enhance protection of
traditional cultural expressions and traditional
knowledge.

First, this paper analyses the authenticity of heritage data
under ‘moral rights’ protection in the digital field. Light is
shed on the risks related to the digitisation of heritage
when no proper intellectual property measures regarding
the origin of the work in the digital realm are in place.
Then, the paper considers how adequate digital copyright
protection could constitute a way to protect the
authenticity of digital heritage and encourage the use of
digitalisation in the preservation of cultural heritage in
general. The paper concludes by making some
suggestions about how to balance the risks of digitising
heritage in a global world. An adequate system of
copyright law could make use of the new dynamics of the
digitally networked environment to promote the
authenticity of heritage, and also to promote the
mobilisation of cultural heritage through the use of
digital technologies. Finally, the establishment of a
protocol for the digitisation of heritage - with the goal of
preserving authenticity - is envisaged as a means to
serve the same purpose.

Keywords
digitisation, digital copyright, tradition bearers, traditional
rights holders, ‘moral rights’, governance, Berne
Convention, codes of conduct, customary laws, intellectual
property, OAPI States
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Plate 1
Masks from West Cameroon.
Photo: Cameroon National Festival of Arts and Culture, November 2016. Yaoundé,
Cameroon.

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 95

Copyright and data authenticity

Plate 2
Traditional performers in West Africa.
Photo: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Enugu State, Nigeria. June 2013.

Plate 3
Traditional musical instruments (wooden flute, drums, gongs) in West Africa.
Photo: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Enugu State, Nigeria. June 2013.

Plate 4
Traditional dancers in West Africa.
Photo: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Enugu State, Nigeria. June 2013.

Plate 5
Traditional hair style.
Photo: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Enugu State, Nigeria. June 2013..

I. O verview of traditional cultural
expressions in Central-West Africa

Matters related to the intellectual property of those states
are governed by the Bangui Agreement, which acts as the
regional code of intellectual property law. 3

Digitising ICH supports the computerisation and distribution
of ICH material through the internet. There are many
advantages, among which are the advertisement of national
cultural patrimony, cultural and economic empowerment, and
the potential for the development of tourism. However, this
transformation into a digital format means that ICH is not only a
cultural product, but also becomes a source of knowledge. This
raises concerns in relation to the authenticity of data when it is
accessed and used by non-custodians. One example in the
OAPI digital heritage collection is the private sector initiative in
western Cameroon under the leadership of the National
Ministry of Culture. Several digital projects have been developed
to preserve forms of intangible cultural heritage heritage rooted
in the western communities. One of the missions of the Ministry
of Culture in Cameroon is to protect, preserve, enrich and
promote the nation's cultural, artistic, and cinematographic
heritage.

folk poetry, folk songs and instrumental music, folk dancing
and entertainments, also the artistic expressions of rites and
productions of folk art.7 What the regional intellectual code
protects here is not the creativity per se, but the cultural
heritage.8

Some of the cultural expressions that constitute ICH in
Central-West Africa can be seen in the illustrations
accompanying this paper.

II. ‘Moral Rights’ as a tool to enhance the
authenticity of heritage data in a digital
framework.
Digitisation allows the movement and dissemination of
heritage data through digital channels and the internet. It is
important that, as the data moves from the terrestrial to the
digital realm, its authenticity is preserved. Intellectual
property protection has the advantage of enhancing the
recognition of the author and the control over created works
under digital copyright. This section reviews ‘moral rights’ as
a tool to enhance authenticity in digital copyright laws in
OAPI States.

A. The concept of heritage in OAPI States – aspects of
heritage digitisation
OAPI is the ‘Organisation Africaine de la Proprieté
Intellectuelle’ which includes almost all the Frenchspeaking countries of Africa – Benin, Burkina Faso,
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Cote d’Ivoire,
Democratic Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Guinea
Bissau, Gabon, Mali, Mauretania, Niger, Senegal and Togo.

The present paper considers the term ‘heritage’ in its
intangible aspect, which means the practices,
representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as
the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces
associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in
some cases, individuals recognise as part of their cultural
heritage.
Digitising ICH elements helps create a repository of
cultural and historical tangible heritage, and therefore
allows its immediate preservation for coming generations.
Many kinds of ICH related works could be digitised, including
oral traditions, stories, rituals, and festivals. Communities’
languages could also be digitised since they represent an
oral form of ICH.4 Social practices, rituals, and festive events
constitute another category. The ICH domain also contains a
combination of musical works (songs, lyrics, etc.), artistic
works (paintings, comics, etc.), and dramatic and
choreographed works (plays, dances, etc.), as well as crafts,
arts, traditional fashion and manufacturing methods, which
could all be digitised.5 The digitisation of ICH is one of the
safeguarding measures prescribed by the UNESCO 2003
Convention. Digitising ICH ensures the viability of intangible
cultural heritage as part of the world’s heritage.
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B. Limited recognition of ICH as category of right under
the Bangui Agreement
Even though the Bangui Agreement has integrated the
protection of cultural heritage in its dispositions, the recognition
of these categories as creations is nevertheless not appropriate.
The Bangui code includes under the term ‘Expressions of
folklore’, all the production of characteristic elements of the
traditional artistic heritage developed and perpetuated by a
community or by individuals recognised as meeting the
expectations of such a community.6 These include folk tales,

Figure 1
State of ratification of international copyright conventions by OAPI
States, © Caroline Joelle Nwabueze

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 97

Copyright and data authenticity

Plate 6
Traditional designs from Igbo Land, Nigeria.
Photo: Ministry of Culture and Tourism, Enugu State, Nigeria. June 2013.

Intellectual property is supposed to reward creativity,
which implies proper recognition of all the elements of
creativity represented in the cultural patrimony. The features
of the traditional mask in Western Cameroon (See Plate 1)
could, for example, be considered individually and assigned a
particular IP protection under design law. Equally, the art of
weaving traditional costumes for dancers could be recognised
as such.9 This recognition of different categories of elements
by the Bangui Agreement as the regional code of intellectual
property will promote creativity in traditional communities,
beautify the traditional cultural sector, valorise the recognition
of intangible heritage and enhance economic developments,
as traditional rights holders will have economic returns from
their creativity by virtue of IP rights enforcement.
Plate 6, for example, shows a textile dyed using traditional
designs, traditional dancing instruments tied around the
waist, and the dance performance itself. It is unfair to have
those three elements of creativity protected under the broad
category of ‘Expression of Folklore’. The performance could be
protected as a related right, with the process of traditional
textile dyeing and the techniques for making traditional
dancing instruments protected under patent law. The name of
the dance could be used as a certificate mark – as, for
example, Korean ramie is protected.10

C. Unprecedented challenges faced by digital heritage
in the digital realm and the online environment
In its intangible aspect, cultural heritage, be it practices,
representations, expressions, objects, artefacts, etc. is usually
transmitted from generation to generation by communities,
using traditional means. Such methods of dissemination
create significant challenges, including the risk of the
expression disappearing. It is in this sense that digitisation
has been seen as a means to disseminate intangible cultural
heritage products in a faster and more effective way. However,
digitisation could also endanger the digitised heritage by
allowing inauthentic content.
(i) Significant features of digitisation in the field of heritage
preservation: easy capture/spread of heritage data
Digitising ICH preserves archival materials and supports
the development of metadata standards. However, digitisation
also increases the instant spread of ICH-related information
and allows easy appropriation through downloading.
New technologies and the internet are of increasing
interest for safeguarding cultural heritage. Digitised ICH is
used through the ICH digital library, ICH archives, recordings
in electronic form, digital archives of craft techniques, digital
archives in collecting repositories, cultural websites which
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upload and broadcast ICH data, etc. Also, digitisation
facilitates the creation of digital copies of ICH expressions
through downloading, scanning, ripping, or other means.

incentive to create, IP also protects the integrity of the
work, together with the reputation and right of
accreditation of the original author of the work.12

(ii) The easy manipulation/modification of digitised
traditional documents and records
With digitalisation comes the risk that some parts of
ICH will be distorted or manipulated. Digitisation can be a
threat to ICH. The cultural data is exposed and easily used,
which may affect its authenticity because of the
possibility that it can be altered, reworked, or reused as
it spreads round the world. Consequently, the ease with
which digitised ICH can be transmitted and reproduced
could result in the immediate global availability of
inauthentic heritage materials. Digitising heritage may
therefore increase the amount of inauthentic ICH on
online cultural websites, digital databases, digital ICH
archives, etc. It is highly feasible that heritage data will
be easily and frequently copied through the use of digital
tools. This could generate a big business in making
illegal copies of digitised heritage materials in countries
where intellectual property safeguards are weak. Parts
of several digitised ICH products could be combined and
used to make new cultural products, which although not
authentic, would give rise to the possibility of new
innovations.11 This capacity for infinite reproduction, and
therefore for the dissemination of false copies,
frustrates the maintenance of the authenticity of
heritage data in digital repositories.

D. Security granted to ICH digitisation under the
Bangui Agreement
If the internet constitutes a fertile ground for
traditional rights holders, museums and cultural
institutions to communicate their ICH to the public
worldwide, it equally entails the potential for digital
abuses. New issues arise almost as fast as technology
develops, and new online technologies require careful
application of rules written at a time when such
technologies were yet unimagined. 13 The existing
Bangui Agreement laws on digital copyright in general
date back to 1999, and as such, do not adequately
provide for digital infringements of ICH on the internet.
The regional IP code must be tailor-made and cover the
different types of ICH infringements offered by contemporary
information communication technologies,14 including
illegal records corresponding to digital objects from

Intellectual property protection has the advantage of
enhancing the recognition of the author and the control
over created works under digital copyright. In this case,
the existence of digital cultural materials with adequate
copyright protection could prevent the dissemination of
inauthentic data, especially when the cultural heritage
bearers’ rights are well-identified in the digital realm.
Along with providing authors of works of art with an

Plate 7
A musician plays traditional African music during the closing ceremony of
French RECAMP-concept (reinforcement of African peacekeeping capacities) in
Douala, 23 November 2006.
Source: DefenseImagery.mil, 061123-F-0560B-482 Author: U.S. Air Force by Staff
Sgt. Jason T. Bailey (Released)
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Copyright must evolve with digital advances. Evolution
and equilibrium capture the foundations of copyright - the
old supporting the development of the new, and of the
challenges that accompany any growing process.21 Some
countries, like Lithuania, have decided to make electronic
resources available online for public access collected
automatically by a harvesting method, while in Slovenia, the
Common Technological Requirements define what kind of
web content will be transferred and preserved.22

Plates 8 and 9
Toghu cloth is the traditional cloth worn in the Northwest region of Cameroon.
Source: https://za.pinterest.com/pin/447897125413361081/

cultural databases/repositories, infringement on google
search words by specialised users regarding ICH
bibliographical information, counterfeiting digital
contents originating information sources such as SBN,
external digital libraries, online cultural catalogue, etc.
The list of ICH misuse under ICT is long… (See http://
ec.europa.eu/information_society/newsroom/image/
document/2016-43/2013-2015_progress_report_18528.
pdf)
Plates 7, 8, and 9 represent some elements of the ICH of
Cameroon that have been digitised and made available
online.

III. The WIPO Copyright Treaty protection of
the integrity and paternity of works in
the digital realm
The Berne Convention (Article 6) grants to authors of
works the right to authorship and the right to integrity.15
‘Moral rights’ so defined are subsequently divided in two
groups:
- The right to claim authorship of the work or the right
of paternity;
- The right to object to any distortion or modification of
the work, or other derogatory action taken towards
the work, which would be detrimental to the author’s
honour or reputation, otherwise called the ‘right of
integrity’.16

These two rights form the fundamental counterparts of
moral rights under the copyright regime, and ensure the
authenticity of the work in relation to its author.
Reconciling copyrighted and digitised ICH in the field of
moral rights could critically enhance the authenticity of
ICH data. Moral rights enhance acknowledgement to the
author/tribe, and therefore, give credibility, accuracy,
recognition, and overall quality to the content being
developed by the licensee.17 In 1994, when the internet
was truly in its infancy Paul Sapho, in his article entitled,
‘It’s the Context, Stupid,’ stated that:
The rarest and most valuable commodity in the internet
environment would not be the content or the means by
which to distribute it, but instead would be the
contextualisation of the content. Due to the massive
amount of content available, consumers will hunger for
any means by which they can sort through, gather, and
evaluate the content that they have been able to amass.
The future belongs to neither the conduit or content
players, but those who control the filtering, searching and
sense-making tools we will rely on to navigate through the
expanses of cyber-space.18

A. Situation under the Bangui Agreement
It is important that the value of those rights be
represented under OAPI States legislation to enhance the
authenticity of heritage data in the course of preserving
those works.20
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Plate 10
Traditional sculpture from Cameroon.
Photo: Cameroon National Festival of Arts and Culture, November 2016, Yaoundé,
Cameroon.

For the moment, the copyright protection granted by
the Bangui Agreement to ICH has remained terrestrial,
while the infringement has gone virtual. This unsatisfactory
situation has led some Member States to adopt some digital
laws to address the rising number of infringements in the
digital sector – for example, the Cameroonian law on
electronic commerce.19 The rights granted by the Bangui
Agreement under Copyright law are too weak to counter
digital infringement. Communication of a work to the public
for example is limited to:

… making a work accessible to the public by means
other than the distribution of copies. Any process
required to make a work accessible to the public, and
which so permits, shall be a “communication” and a
work shall be deemed “communicated to the public”
even if nobody in the public for which the work is
intended actually receives it, sees it or hears it.20 (Bangui
Agreement, Article 2 (xii) Annex VII)

Digital Copyright could play a fundamental role in
sustaining authenticity through the digital dissemination of
cultural heritage materials. The WIPO Copyright Treaty (WCT
- otherwise called the WIPO digital treaty),23 grants to
authors of works rights applicable for the storage and
transmission of works in digital systems, the limitations on,
and exceptions to rights in a digital environment and
technological measures of protection, as well as rights
management information. This treaty has been ratified by
nearly all the States Parties to the Bangui Agreement, the
regional code for intellectual property in OAPI. 24
Nevertheless, the treaty refers to the bedrock of copyright in
the international framework, the Berne Convention, for all
moral rights-related aspects of the work in the digital and
online environment.25 Article 6bis of the Berne Convention
specifically legislates on the right to claim authorship of a
work and to object to any distortion, mutilation or other
modification of, or other derogatory action in relation to, the
said work. The Berne Convention therefore ensures the
honour and reputation of the work (and by extension that of
the author) in the digital field, protecting it against any
prejudicial action that might infringe its authenticity.

B. The shadow of the Berne Convention in OAPI
States’ copyright legislation.
Even though cultural works are intangible goods, digital
technology and the internet make it difficult to trace
copyright. However, the advance of digital technology has
increased the importance of copyright. The OAPI regional
community of intellectual property laws has legislated on
this question. The Bangui Agreement, which is the regional
community law of States members of the African
Organisation of Intellectual Property, specifically mentions
that rights relating to the fields of intellectual property shall
be independent national rights subject to the legislation of
each of the member States in which they have effect.26 This
implies that States’ national copyright laws are adequate to
deal with the issue of moral rights.

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 101

Copyright and data authenticity

The national copyright legal framework of most OAPI
States grants moral rights to the owner of a work. Moral
rights, from an intellectual property law perspective,
enable one to distinguish the source of the item in the
digital realm. They follow the instructions in the UNESCO
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural
Heritage (2003) that safeguarding must always be
developed and applied with the consent and involvement of
the communities involved.27 Under the right of paternity
and the right of integrity, moral rights thus have the
capacity to prevent individuals from misusing digitised
heritage. The requirement for the author’s prior approval
ensures the authenticity of works. In certain cases,
institutional intervention to safeguard a community’s
heritage may be undesirable since it may distort the value
such heritage has for its community. The ‘Carpets Case’ M*, Payunka, Marika & Others v Indofurn Pty Ltd 28 is an
example. In this case, imported carpets reproducing the
copyright works of indigenous artists were found to be
infringements of each of the indigenous artist’s works. The
artistic works embodied pre-existing cultural clan images
that were, in some instances, altered by the carpet
manufacturer, thereby distorting their cultural message.
The artists brought a copyright action against the company
which had imported the carpets, Indofurn Pty Ltd,
successfully winning their case.29 The protection against
moral rights violations is equally evident in OAPI States
copyright legislation. For example, the attached pictures
representing the traditional statues represented on the
website of the Cameroonian National Festival of Arts and
Culture under the ministry of tourism,30 are represented
with proper incorporation of the community / tribe names
from which the objects originate.
Under Cameroonian copyright law, for example, moral
implications are linked to the person of the author, and are
perpetual, inalienable and cannot be proscribed. The law
punishes as forgery any infringement of moral rights
through violations of the right of disclosure, as well as the
right of authorship or the right to respect of a literary or
artistic work.31 The same applies to any infringement of
the right of authorship and of the right of integrity of a
performance.32 The country’s copyright law confers on the
author of a work the right to decide on disclosure and to
determine the procedures and conditions of such a
disclosure,33 as well as the right to defend the integrity of
his/her work by objecting, especially to its distortion or
mutilation.34

Under Gabon copyright law, moral rights are granted to
the author of a work and consist of the right of the author
to decide on the disclosure of his/her work, as well as to
determine the mode of disclosure, to claim authorship and
defend the integrity of the work.35
Under Burkina Faso copyright law, the author retains
the copyright of his/her work, including (i) the right to
disclose the work and to decide the procedure and
conditions of this disclosure; (ii) the right to claim
authorship over the work; and (iii) the right to respect for
the work.36

C. Policy formulation and digital abuses in OAPI
states
Digital technology and the internet revolution present
one of the most difficult problems regarding the
implementation of intellectual property rights. 37
Information and communication technologies (ICT) and the
internet require there to be urgent changes in framing
intellectual property law and policy for the 21st century.
There is a failure in policy formulation in OAPI States
regarding the preservation of cultural heritage in the digital
realm, and on the internet. This has implicated a largely
deficient intellectual property law, firstly for the IP moral
right in itself, and secondly concerning the very recognition
of heritage-related works.
(i) Lack of digital protection in the traditional copyright
protection of cultural heritage
With digital and online media, copyright works are freely
accessible, malleable and transferable at a speed unknown in
the history of copyright use, thereby undermining the
structure of copyright law in relation to the copyright owner’s
control vis-à-vis the exploitation of his/her work.38 The moral
rights related to traditional cultural works were not
specifically formulated for the digital realm. The traditional
structure of copyright law in the States has not factored in the
tremendous levels of access and dissemination of heritage
works through digital and online media. Those rights have
mainly referred to terrestrial methods and have not taken into
account the digital framework. In France, for example,
internet websites are protected by the intellectual property
code against works that are not original. Under the French
code, a website which does not fulfill the requirements of
originality does not constitute a protectable work.39 In the
case Design Sportswears et MmeY. / Luna40 the French high
court has reaffirmed the fact that the mention of a name on a
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particular work presumes authorship. There have been
numerous attempts to include ICT-related infringements in
the protection of works in OAPI. The Gabon copyright act for
example, limits its scope to reproduction ‘by all means’:

The exclusive right to authorise exploitation of his work,
afforded to the author, shall cover:
- recitation, performance and public execution of his
works by all means or processes, known or as yet to be
discovered;
- public transmission by any means of the recitation,
performance and execution of his works;
- diffusion of his works or their public communication by
any other means serving to diffuse by wireless means
the signs, sounds or images;
- public communication, either by wire or by wireless
means, of the broadcast work where communication is
effected by an organisation other than the original
organisation; 41
The ICT/internet revolution has affected traditional
copyright law. For example, the US Digital Millennium
Copyright Act 42 treats the circumvention of
technological protection measures as infringement of
copyright. With the increase in digital abuses, national
legal systems are compelled to introduce additional
standards of protection on the internet and similar
networks. The law must be rephrased accordingly in
order to counteract abuses in the field of digital
copyright: it is important for OAPI nations to measure
the new technological subject matter against new
technological uses and to include them in copyright
protection. In the meantime, some countries in OAPI
are nevertheless equipped with laws on ICT and the
internet which may be used in the case of online /
digital infringement.
(ii) T he existence of specific ICT/internet tailored
legislation
Some of the OAPI nations have laws and decrees,
which deal with communications and
telecommunications. Electronic commerce has been
regulated in the Republic of Cameroon in Central
Africa,43 as have cyber security and cyber-crime.44 The
country’s authorities specifically regulate the modalities
of protection for electronic communications’
consumers.45 This decree clearly states that when it
comes to electronic services, the consumer is entitled to

have his or her protection kept private. According to
section 5(1) of the Cameroonian e-commerce law, any
electronic advertising that is visible through an online
service shall clearly mention the actual person or
corporate body for whom the advertisement is made.
The country of Senegal is also equipped with a
cyber-crime law.46 The preamble describes ICT and the
internet as tools to enhance commercial transactions
and good governance, while at the same time they may
encourage reprehensible acts that damage the interests
of both private individuals and the general public.
Senegalese law criminalises - among other offences
specific to ICT - interference with the rights of the
individual relating to the processing of personal data.47
Even though those general laws can be used in
enforcement proceedings against digital copyright
infringement concerning digitised heritage, their scope
is too broad in terms of the sustainability of intellectual
property rights. At the international level there have
been many approaches, with WIPO treaties streamlining
the existing copyright framework in terms of the
exclusive rights, anti-circumvention measures and the
protection of rights-management systems within the
digital and online environment. The result has been an
expansion of the scope of copyright to satisfy the
demands of the digital environment.
The existing copyright framework in OAPI States
makes it difficult for ICH copyright holders to enforce a
variety of digital and online-based actions that are now
prevalent in the cultural industry. It is important for OAPI
to address these challenges via the channel of the
Bangui Agreement and States’ governmental authorities
under their national copyright systems.

IV. The inadequacy of copyright frameworks
to protect heritage data in OAPI
Professor Adebambo Adewopo has made it clear that
WIPO represents a new era in the international phase of IP
for a number of reasons that are critical to the development
of today’s imperatives.48 WIPO’s Traditional Knowledge
Division has engaged international attention regarding the
protection of traditional cultural expressions. WIPO thus
plays an important role in the normative development of
traditional cultural expressions. The WIPO
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Intergovernmental Committee for the Protection of
Traditional Knowledge created in 200049 has been given a
mandate by the Assemblies of Member States of WIPO to
continue intensive negotiations geared towards the
establishment of international legal instruments that will
ensure the effective protection of genetic resources,
traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural expressions.50

A. The incompatibility of heritage and copyright
Copyright forms a bridge providing several benefits to
heritage bearers, including the right to disclosure,
reproduction, dissemination, and paternity. This helps
communities maintain control over the authenticity and
integrity of their ICH. However, the authors of intangible
heritage are usually unknown or inaccessible. Even when
they are known, there is a basic difference between the
origins of heritage and the copyright of a creative process
when it comes to protection. Meanwhile, copyright categories,
such as authorship, originality and creation do not fit well into
this context.51 It is basically an author-centric and individualoriginality regime, as opposed to an impersonal and
community-based one. The creator of ICH is often a
community, and the creative contributions have come from
successive generations. The individual-creativity copyright
standard is confronted by a community based form of
property-inheritance,52 while individual authorship is the
opposite of collective participation. Copyright is traditionally
concerned with the creations of individuals rather than the
cumulative creations of an ethnic group or region.53

B. WIPO-IGC Negotiations-based Texts and national
legal systems
In order to remedy the numerous problems in the
current legislative framework protecting tradition-based
works, WIPO-IGC Current Negotiations-based Texts are
taking into consideration key points about the protection of
traditional works, including:54
(i) what to protect?
(ii) why protect?
(iii) who will benefit?
(iv) how to protect?
Two solutions have been envisaged in the course of the
negotiations:
(i) positive protection in acquiring intellectual property
rights in order to meet the objective of protecting
traditional works;

(ii)d efensive protection to prevent others from
acquiring IP rights in TK/TCEs.
The African Organisation of Intellectual Property has
participated actively in WIPO sessions. Basically, OAPI
States recognise that ICH is a source of tradition-based
intellectual creations which may have economic value, and
therefore their intellectual property rights should be
protected. It is important for OAPI as an organisation, and
the States Parties as guardians of their communities’
heritage, to implement and adopt an appropriate regime
for the management of traditional cultural expressions.
This has become an urgent need for tradition bearers’
rights, especially in a context where the Bangui Agreement
and States Parties are still dealing with the protection of
traditional works under copyright laws which are
incompatible with the very nature of such works.55 To help
solve the numerous issues raised by the preservation of
digitised heritage, some countries are already working on
legal reforms to cover digital preservation. The UK Gowers
Review, the US Section 108 Study Group Report and recent
changes to Australian copyright laws are examples of
this.56

C. Obstacles related to the accessibility of materials

communities’ systems ‘freeze’ preservation and
access
Access is an important issue in preserving institutions’
and holders’ rights. The geographic location sometimes
represents a fundamental impediment to acquiring
heritage data from communities in remote areas.
Sacredness/secrecy rules surrounding some forms of ICH
may also restrict access. An example of this is described
by Gaura Mancacaritadipura, a UNESCO cultural heritage
expert in Indonesia, when he talks about Angklung Buhun,
a type of traditional bamboo musical instrument. This
instrument is played by the Baduy people of Kanekes
village in Banten Province, Indonesia. According to
traditional law, outsiders are forbidden to enter Kanekes
village. Therefore, to interview the Baduy people who play
Angklung Buhun and to record their playing as part of a
nomination file of Indonesian Angklung for inscription on
the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity, the nomination research team had
to invite some of the villagers to meet them outside
Kanekes village, and get their permission to record their
Angklung Buhun music and then to do the recording away
from the village.58

Cultural institutions have many difficulties in accessing
ICH material, from the tracing of the author(s) to the
accessing of heritage data.

In practice, local communities have become more and
more reluctant to allow access to their cultural heritage.
This constitutes a real obstacle to the authentication of
digital heritage.

(i) Difficulties in tracing the author
The advance of digital technology has increased the
importance of copyright. At the same time, the digital
revolution has made copyright infringement much easier 57
even though cultural works are intangible goods. And the
internet makes it hard to trace copyright. Technological
measures could control access to content, and the copying
of content. Also, in the course of preservation activities, and
in order to ensure the authenticity of materials, cultural
institutions have a responsibility to trace the authors of
works. This implies that they must inquire as to whether
the work is in the public domain, whether the author is
known or unknown, etc. There are several issues related to
this difficulty. For example, sometimes it is impossible to
identify the ICH bearer of the materials to be digitised; in
law, in some countries certain ICH materials are part of the
public domain; in the case of orphan works, numerous
difficulties arise in relation to work/author authenticity due
to the impossibility of identification.
(ii) D ifficulties in accessing ICH data information:

(iii) The issue raised by shared heritage
Trans-boundary ‘shared’ heritage is another issue that
arises in the course of the digital preservation of cultural
expressions in OAPI States, especially in a social context
where the communities in several OAPI States share the
same cultural heritage background; this includes language,
performances and customs. There are identical or similar
expressions of the traditional culture of indigenous peoples or
communities crossing the borders of two or more countries.
There is an example on the West African Coast where textiles
such as Bogolan are woven in the border regions of Burkina
Faso, Mali, and Cote d’Ivoire.59 According to the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, contracting
parties should take effective measures to recognise and
protect the exercise of indigenous peoples’ rights to maintain,
control, protect and develop their cultural heritage, traditional
knowledge, traditional cultural expressions and their
associated IP rights.60 Benoît Müller suggests several legal
measures which could help authenticate the origin of the
heritage in such a case, including:

104

(i) National copyright or sui generis laws;
(ii) B ilateral or regional sui generis or ad hoc
agreements;
(iii)Traditional systems of values and customary
activities;
(iv) Rules governing the rights and obligations between
indigenous communities and their people;
(v) All forms of IP protection are complementary and
subject to a strategic utilisation by their
beneficiaries.61

V. The imperative need of a governance
model: balancing interests
Access is an issue both for institutions trying to
safeguard ICH, and for the tradition bearers. There is a
need for a balance between their interests.62 To support
this, several countries have opted for an amendment of
copyright and related laws. Sui generis regimes have been
enacted and offer an intermediate system of protection.
The standards of intellectual property protection and
enforcement granted to digital heritage need to be
constructively reviewed in the light of prevailing realities
including the particular nature of the data, communities’
customary rules about issues of sacredness / secrecy and
the future development of the law in itself. A governance
model should accompany the production, use and sharing
of digitised cultural products in order to maintain integrity
as regarding their origin, but also to build up cultural
diversity. Governance implies the management of
intellectual property of the product(s), but also the
ongoing community relations within the virtual world.63
Balancing conflicting interests could help support
data-authenticity while granting outsiders access to
digitised heritage collections. Also, guidelines which
recommend implementing communities’ rights to
management through customary laws could be a
sustainable stepping stone in the process of
authenticating digitised heritage data. Copyright law
encourages a balance between the author’s IP rights to
ownership and the public right to have access to advances
in the field of culture.64 The individual contribution on the
one hand and public interest in ICH on the other, should
be recognised and rewarded through copyright protection.
The right of members of the public to access
advancements in the field of culture should also be
protected as part of the right to freedom of information,
therefore there have to be some limitations to the
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copyright protection of ICH bearers. Individual bearers’
rights in the digital world need therefore to be balanced
with limitations and exceptions in order to enhance the
public right to cultural information.

Limitations imposed by the sacredness and secrecy
of certain elements will affect their preservation and
access to them. On the other hand, a monopoly will
encourage freeloaders,69 and ‘freeze’ the ICH element,
preventing such heritage being shared.

The necessary complement of protocols
and codes of conduct

Drafting contracts with communities on the topic of
heritage management has been criticised for being
one-sided in the sense that communities are often
deprived of knowledge related to their natural
resources, which opens door to various abuses.

The community of rights’ owners largely depends on the
formulation of public IP enforcement machinery. It is
therefore important that the law takes the communities’
wishes into account. The management of the interests of
hundreds of communities cannot be taken into account in a
single document, so it is important to consider drafting
protocols and codes of conduct for the management of
digitised heritage.

A. Digital preservation best practices.
According to the International Study on the Impact of
Copyright Law on Digital Preservation, an independent
report related to the copyright and related laws of Australia,
the Netherlands, the UK and the US, a number of different
preservation projects exist around the world and address
copyright concerns in various ways.65 Some simply focus on
materials in the public domain to avoid copyright problems.
Others, such as the Internet Archive, take advantage of
existing exceptions like ‘fair use’, while others like Portico
and Koninklikje Bibliotheek’s e-Depot rely on cooperative
arrangements with rights’ holders.66
Unfortunately, such practices cannot solve all the
copyright issues concerning the digital preservation of
heritage, in the sense that they only represent a partial
approach to the management of digital cultural works.

B. IP guideline legislating relationship holders-users
of digitised heritage
In the face of numerous limitations and partial solutions,
legal reform is necessary to protect these cultural products
from unauthorised duplication and distribution. Some
countries have opted for digital rights management as a form
of copy protection. Such systems tie the ‘ownership’ of digital
goods to a particular user account or to a certain device which
is then verified by a connection to a remote server on the
internet.67 In Nigeria, for example, the Optical Disc Legislation
has been used as a new tool to combat digital piracy. The
legislation prevents replicating plants which churn out optical
discs into distribution channels.68

To remedy this and secure the integrity of heritage
data, protocols or guidelines should be drafted and
enacted by the communities themselves, prescribing
codes of conduct for access to and use of digitised ICH.
Trademarks could be another tool to ensure heritage
authenticity under customary laws. ICH bearers could
use trademarks to designate the origin of their goods.70
The adoption of the trademark standard in digital
heritage collections would protect cultural institutions,
stakeholders, and the public in general against the risk
of confusion as to the origin of heritage.

Conclusion
A significant part of the profitable investment in the field of
traditional works resides in the areas of tourism, the
advertisement of cultural patrimony, and digital heritage, all
considered as the bedrock of the future for many OAPI
nations. The culture industry depends largely on an
enforceable copyright system and effective IP management of
communities’ rights. The twenty-first century is facing the
unprecedented challenge of a world confronted with the
emergence of a new information environment in which
individuals are free to take a much more active role than was
possible in the information economy of the twentieth
century.71 The web, as a new communication platform,
implies increased user-autonomy and increased userparticipation. Those phenomena affect the digital preservation
of cultural heritage. From a protection and management
perspective, the inability to revise IP law to take into account
communities’ interests is not consistent with the realisation of
the importance of IP in the region. The introduction of an
adequate copyright law in the context of cultural heritage and
the digital environment will be of immense importance.
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ABSTRACT
According to the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of UNESCO, creating inventories
and making them accessible is a specific obligation for the
States Parties. These activities are complex and require
methodological tools to integrate the different
backgrounds, competencies and skills needed to succeed.
In this paper we will present a framework for the
complete management of multimedia information
systems related to Intangible Cultural Heritage, that we
applied to the design and implementation of the
Ethnography and Social History Archive of the Lombardy
Region in Italy. We describe the characteristics that
distinguish our unified approach, within a broader context
of the methodological design of web applications,
emphasising the innovative features of the online systems
developed. We present the environments for managing,
searching and browsing ICH data, with a final comparison.

are examples of on-line intangible cultural heritage
archives in Scotland, France and Spain, created following
the Convention, while South Korea, Japan and China had
defined strategies for safeguarding their traditions well
before the UNESCO Convention was ratified. According to
the Convention, various actions, aims and people with
different backgrounds, competencies and skills need to
be involved in creating archives and inventories for the
management and protection of intangible heritage in an
integrated and organic manner.
Open source software with various applications is
available to manage collections of tangible heritage. For
intangible heritage inventories, whose characteristics are
roughly defined in the UNESCO Convention, stakeholders
(such as cataloguers, institutions, tradition holders,
tourists, ethnographers, communities, etc.) can choose
between various solutions for searching and browsing
online inventories and catalogues, but tools and systems
for complete data management are not yet available, to
the best of our knowledge.
Our research aims, presented in this paper, are:
1. To study and implement an effective and efficient
data structure able to manage all the information
related to ICH, considering both the requirements of
expert cataloguers and ethnographers and the
tradition bearers.
2. To create an environment in which to experiment
with new tools for research, navigation and the
visualisation of multimedia and real data.

1. Introduction
In recent years, there has been increasing interest in
the preservation and enhancement of traditional cultural
heritage with particular regard to themes like rural
culture, daily life, minority arts and crafts. There are
numerous ethnographic museums all over the world and
virtually on the web, the twin effects of globalisation and

official support have created an interest in local identities.
In this scenario, the emphasis recently has been on the
so-called immaterial or intangible heritage, as defined by
UNESCO in the Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of 20031, with particular
regard to the protection of dialects, local cultures, music,
dance, theatre, customs and traditional knowledge. There
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· C
 oordinate and integrate: the activities of a large
working team, involving researchers, ethnographers,
ICT (Information and Communication Technology)
and UX (User Experience) experts, technicians, social
media specialists, etc. as well as communities and
tradition bearers, can be performed in a common
control room synergistically.
· Participation: communities and tradition bearers
play a vital, central role, as required by the 2003
UNESCO Convention, throughout the life cycle of the
entire system, integrated with experts’ skills.
· Evolution over time: the system is able to manage
any multimedia information containing data that
evolves over time, as for example is the case with
historical buildings and tangible artworks;
· Extended use: the system has been implemented
and is not only in use in parts of Italy, but also forms
the basis of the first supra-national inventory of ICH,
developed within the Interreg project ECHI2
(Ethnography Swiss-Italian for the promotion of
intangible heritage. P.O. Cross Border Cooperation,
Italy, Switzerland 2007-2013).

· Framework analysis: define a starting point and a
common arena for use by researchers, ethnographers
and others interested in preserving, safeguarding
and understanding intangible cultural heritage.

· Novelty:
- an integrated environment in which there are
appropriate methods and tools to manage and
retrieve each type of data.
- t he possibility of adapting solutions already
implemented as necessary, even in the light of
technological updates, for example by adding or
restricting information, inserting new search and
visualisation tools and integrating new functions
and data.

· Integrated tools: different tools for managing,
querying and visualising multimedia information are
provided in a unified and organic way.

Here we present a framework born from the
collaboration between the National Research Council
(CNR) and the Ethnography and Social History Archive of

3. To implement a framework to enable the complete
management of the ICH on the web.

Keywords
multimedia ICH database, innovative tools, ICH data
structure, visualisation, searching and browsing of data,
AESS, Cremona Luthiery, Lombardy region

· Different points of view: ICH inventory requirements
are considered by different experts (such as UNESCO
experts, ethnographers, tourists, web users,
designers, etc.) and to fulfil different aims (e.g.
safeguarding, transmission, conservation, study,
etc.).

The significance of the research is as follows:
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Lombardy Region (AESS) for the management of multimedia
information systems related to ICH. The framework is
composed of three environments for data input and navigation.
We describe them within a methodological approach for
designing applications, focusing on technological aspects. We
omit aspects related to the semantics of cataloguing, as these
are the responsibility of experienced ethnographers.
The paper is structured as follows: after a description of
the UNESCO Convention of 2003 and of the issues that arise
for the management of ICH, we will describe the framework,
with a detailed view of the features we investigated, and the
implemented environments for data entry (a brief overview),
searching and browsing of data, with a final comparison.
Then, after a brief analysis of related works, we conclude with
a discussion of the system presented and describe possible
future developments.

2. The UNESCO Convention
According to the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, the
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) — or living heritage — is
defined as:

 the practices, representations, expressions, as well as the
…
knowledge and skills, that communities, groups and, in some
cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage.
ICH is manifested in the domains of oral traditions (including
languages), performing arts, social practices, knowledge,
traditional craftsmanship and is transmitted from generation
to generation, constantly recreated by communities and
groups in response to their environment, their interaction with
nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of
identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural
diversity and human creativity.
Drawing up inventories is one of the specific obligations
outlined in the Convention and can be seen as a process
composed of 3 steps:
1. Recognition: made by the communities, groups or
individuals who decide which specific heritage is worthy
of being identified, maintained and transmitted.
2. Identification: consists of describing one or more
specific elements of intangible cultural heritage in
context and distinguishing them from others. This
process leads to inventorying.

3. Inventorying: is recording information in a suitable way to
preserve and safeguard the identified heritage.
Inventorying should be done ‘with a view to safeguarding’,
applying measures to ensure that intangible cultural
heritage can be transmitted from one generation to
another.
The Convention focuses on the role of communities and
groups (tradition bearers and practitioners) in recognising and
safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. It leaves each State
Party a great deal of freedom to draw up inventories but, in
spite of this freedom, requires community involvement. Since
communities are the ones who recognise and (re-)create
intangible cultural heritage and keep it alive, they have a
privileged place in safeguarding it.

3. Framework for ICH on the web
A framework for intangible cultural heritage is a
multimedia complex information system, able to manage the
entire ICH life cycle, from content definition to database design,
from data population to searching and visualisation tools, from
valorisation to the involvement of communities and tradition
bearers. The first stage is to analyse what is required, in order
to create and correctly identify the necessary data structure,
functionalities and tools for this composite system:
· Content: the system should be able to accomplish, in a
simple and straightforward manner, different ways of
populating it, readily accessible for different people, from
cataloguers, historians and ethnographers whose
information is largely theoretical, to communities and
tradition bearers who have practical hands-on
knowledge, and tourists who see an event, enjoy it and
take pictures.
· Identifying users:
- experts: people who use the web only for specialist
consultation, or study purposes
- c ommunity: people with hands-on knowledge
- tourists: people who want to be informed about events,
fairs, carnivals and so on around them, to enrich their
knowledge and have new experiences
- web users: people who consult the on-line system,
looking for materials of interest, and browsing through
available information, jumping from one topic to
another
- young people wanting to learn how to practise the
tradition or activity
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· Objectives:
- target search: to find specialised information
- category search: to be used when users have no
specific idea of what they are searching for (e.g.
carnivals or food fairs)
- local: what is happening in my area? Are there
events for children? Something to do outdoors?
- s tudy: when users are looking for in-depth
information
- safeguarding and transmission

- integrate different sources of information on the web
- d evelop innovative tools for visualisation and
information access on the web: e.g. story-telling,
timeline browsing, games, 3D, augmented reality,
etc.
- design and implement content-based retrieval and
clustering algorithms; recommendation and similar
to/suggestion tools, search by colour, mood, texture,
shapes, etc., automatically extracted from text and
multimedia

· D
 evices: there are always new devices of different
sizes and resolutions, and this must be taken into
account, but it is also important to understand the
different purposes and needs for which people visit
a site. For example, if you are consulting an ICH
archive from an office desktop PC, the aim may be
to study and deepen your knowledge, but if you are
using a smartphone, typically during a trip, the
purpose may be to discover something new.

Finally the system should ensure collaboration, from the
design phase to when the system is up and running, to
allow specialists, researchers and tradition bearers, to
enter, expand, modify and delete any entries, even on the
same information at the same time: the system must be
designed to allow concurrent access to data while keeping
information safe and secure.

Therefore, users may have different backgrounds, they
may browse and search data at different levels of detail, in
different places and with different devices and aims. So a
framework should be able to offer them all exactly the
tools they need.
As mentioned above, UNESCO permits the freedom to
define an inventory according to local needs. To identify
the minimum information set, they suggest the following
outline:3
1. Identification of the element
2. Characteristics of the element
3. Persons and institutions involved with the element
4. State of the element: viability
5. Data gathering and inventorying
6. References to literature, discography, audio-visual
materials, archives
With respect to traditional web sites, ICH calls for
innovative and inclusive tools for searching, visualisation
and browsing: as for museums (Lopotovska et al., 2013,
pp. 1-4; Lopotovska, 2015, pp. 191-207), the ICH web sites
/ app could integrate several tools to:
- p
 rovide easy access to data through standard
search tools, adapted for PC, tablet and smartphone
- facilitate access with tags and keywords

 eneral requirements to be followed by frameworks
G
for ICH are:
· Usability: users must be able to use the system
without any technical knowledge or prior training.
The search engine must be interrogated in a simple
and intuitive way (Nielson and Landauer, 1993, pp.
206-221; Nielson, 1999).
· Accessibility: information should be accessible to
everyone, even and especially to people with
disabilities. In particular, the website and the
services provided should be browser-independent.
The Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) of the World
Wide Web Consortium (W3C)4 has defined rules and
made tools available for assessing the accessibility
of websites.
· Scalability: the data structure must be planned to
allow for the continuous updating of both the web
and technology, so that the system can adapt to new
needs and to new technological solutions as they
become available.
· Interchange and compatibility: the system must
allow the export of data, choosing the appropriate
level of semantic description. It should also take into
account the existing standard, such as metadata
standards (Gill. 2008; Doerr, 2003, p. 75; EAD, 2015),
SKOS (Miles and Bechhofer, 2009), etc.
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· M
 ultilingual: the system must incorporate
information architecture that is language
independent. The list of available languages should
be updated at any time, depending on the needs of
the project, where the same entry can be inserted
and made available in multiple languages, through
links from one language to another, as well as for
the data entry and search interface.
In the following sections we illustrate our proposal, a
unique framework for the management of intangible
cultural heritage on the web, developed and applied to the
huge archive managed by Lombardy Region: the
Ethnography and Social History Archive (AESS).

4. The AESS framework
From a technical point of view, the AESS multimedia
information system (Artese and Gagliardi, 2014a, pp. 132137), designed for the Lombardy Region ICH archive,
combines well-established web searching tools with
innovative tools which aim to put the user, whether expert
or not, at the centre of an integrated environment for
inventorying, browsing, searching and viewing sections,
allowing also for the conservation and safeguarding of
intangible cultural heritage.
The AESS archive has dealt with information
pertaining to the oral history of the Lombard Region since
1972: the data concerns mainly popular songs and other
audio and video records describing popular traditions
handed down generation by generation, such as
traditional fairs, and customs, performed songs,
interviews, and so on. Linked with multimedia data (audio,
video, image, pdf) are books, journals, discs, DVDs, files,
etc., on which this information is stored (printed,
recorded, etc.). The latest changes in structure happened
in 2011 (within the INTERREG project ECHI) with the
establishment of an inventory card for Intangible Cultural
Heritage (ICH card in Figure 2): from now on we call AESS
this complete data set, managed through a DataBase
Management System, in our case Oracle and MySql.
In defining the data structure we started from the
requirements of the UNESCO Convention, combining both
information to be stored and involving tradition bearers
and communities. AESS documentation also involves the
use of different recording formats and tools: e.g. a
carnival can be recorded through videos, photos and

audio, as well as through interviews with the people who
participate, or make food or costumes or sing traditional
songs, together with their lyrics and sheet music. This
documentation may be added to year after year, to show
how the carnival has evolved over the years, or how it has
remained the same. In recent years, the availability of
social networks and apps has changed the way in which
community members can interact and communicate
intangible heritage with other people.

from being able to add comments or materials to
objects already present in the database, in a blog
style.
3. professional users: experts, ethnographers, and art
historians who need a simplified interface to interrogate
the system for their study and research activities, but
are accustomed to a specific card terminology.
4. educators and teachers who need a user-friendly and
attractive interface to make local history and tradition
available to schools and young people.

4.1. Users, data and aims
To manage the AESS archive in a unified and
multimodal way - that is data input, web browsing and
search, users, organisations, and database - a framework
has been designed and implemented that makes the
database available online through a customisable website.
The framework software includes different environments
developed in multilingual mode, in relation to the different
organisations / users who access it. Identified users are:
1. L
 ombardy Region staff and other institutional users:
directors and technicians who have specific
competences and requirements for their own work data-entry and updating, data quality control, etc.

5. generic users without any competence in ethnography
or in browsing the web, who therefore require a further
simplified interface to use the system to satisfy their
amateur interest and curiosity.
6. tourists who want to know what to see and enjoy
nearby, and can decide when to make a trip by looking
at the event calendar.
7. community / tradition bearers who have knowledge of
particular elements of heritage, help in creating and
recreating it, and are willing to participate in the
inventorying.

Figure 1 shows the AESS framework: we can see the
back-end and front-end environments, with a further
segmentation for web navigation and search facilities. The
cataloguers and supervisors are at the top, with different
possible activities depicted, and the users are at the
bottom.
The information system has been structured (Artese
and Gagliardi, 2014b, pp. 657-668) to store and maintain
all the information selected by ethnographic
cataloguers, not only for users browsing the web, but,
above all, to preserve the traditions of Lombardy and
other territories through the production and storage of
digital documents.
The main characteristics of AESS data are:
· Size: the amount of data handled can be huge and is
constantly increasing. This requires proven tools for
data management, such as Oracle or MySQL
databases, and may require finer and more selective
modalities for interrogating and visualising.
· Multimedia: a lot of images, audio and videos
together with textual data give information in a more
direct way, and also show how the traditions change

2. c ataloguers belonging to other Italian regions, public
or private bodies or even individuals who have
photographs or other ICH materials of interest for
AESS staff: they need a simplified interface to upload
files to store in the archive. They would also benefit

Figure 1
The AESS system.

Figure 2
The AESS data structure.
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over time. The same event can be represented by
images, video and photos taken years apart: the
changes in the traditions should thus be clearly
visible in a timeline.
· Complexity: data is interrelated and interdependent.
Strategies for the integration of elements, both in
searching and visualising, should be provided. The
data structure highlights the circularity of data, the
most important entities are related each other and it
should be possible to reach any of them through a
few clicks of the mouse.
· Detail: both ethnographers, social history experts,
etc., and tradition bearers will search the catalogue,
so there have to be different depths of information.
· A
 live: according to UNESCO, ICH is constantly
recreated by its bearers, and no two manifestations
are ever totally identical. ICH elements are
continuously evolving, from manifestation to
manifestation, while being transmitted from person
to person and from generation to generation.
· M
 ultilingual: the framework should be languageindependent, with two levels: one level is related to
the interface, while the second is concerned with
data content.
· M
 ultiagency/different datasets: different
organisations, public and private companies may
enter data into the database, thus providing different
datasets: they can be displayed along with Lombardy
Region ones, or on the web by themselves, using
different host names and a customised interface.

Two different archiving strategies need to be carried
out in the AESS database:

t o be managed in a unified manner through the data
entry system.
Data quality is ensured by the control and card validation
performed by experts and Lombardy Region staff. The input
of tradition bearers and community members guarantees
that the data stored is chosen and ‘authorised’ at grass roots
level.

4.2. Data structure
The main AESS database entities (Atzeni et al.,
2006) are shown in Figure 2 which depicts the
complete structure we defined. The ICH, related to the
first activity above identified — inventory cataloguing —
describes the intangible cultural elements as a whole,
related to the five UNESCO domains: oral traditions
and expressions; performing arts; social practices,
rituals and festive events; knowledge and practices
concerning nature and the universe; traditional
craftsmanship.
An ICH card can be seen as a virtual container, which
may be linked to detailed descriptions stored in the
database by ITEM cards, and is added to year by year, for
instance with new images or videos of the latest event. All
information linked to the ICH card allows the user to
reconstruct and show the evolution of the event over the
years, showing both its textual descriptions and its
MULTIMEDIA timeline. The ITEM card is used to store a
document significant to an intangible tradition: it is the
minimum unit of information that can be catalogued (for

1.Detailed inventorying: intangible cultural heritage
elements are described as a whole - images, videos
and / or interviews are attached to describe the
events.
2. In-depth cataloguing: each song, interview, ballad or
recipe is described in detail, and in this case, images,
videos or audio are attached to describe the object.

Figure 4
'Cremona Luthiery' detailed card.

example, a song, an interview) — for in-depth cataloguing
— and is described by title, the first few words of the text,
abstract and keywords. In most cases it is accompanied
by audio, video, texts, etc. The TOKEN is the particular
structure used to describe the various articulations of the
ITEM in relation to the SUPPORT, representing the
physical objects (or the digital files) containing the
information. An ICH card can be linked to different ITEMs
(to integrate multimedia) or MULTIMEDIA CONTENT can
be connected directly to it, supplying information such as
title, author, data and locality for each item of content.
The AESS database today has 73,900 ITEM cards
related to 51,700 SUPPORT cards, 1,098 ICH cards, in 4
different languages, and 39,210 MULTIMEDIA CONTENTS
of which 29,723 are images, 6,565 are audio files, 1,734
are video files, 1,072 are text files and 115 are pdf files
with music pentagram. Among other things we also have
8,805 Person / Group cards, 615 Bibliography cards, 217
Fund cards.

Figure 3
Circularity of data in the AESS data structure.
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Figure 3 shows in a simple way how data is connected.
ITEMs, ICH (and RESEARCHes) can be supplied with TAGs,
which are keywords related to the semantic contents of the
objects. Tag structure allows one to insert keywords in any
language the database is arranged for and, in the search
phase, all the objects containing the tag searched for will be
retrieved, no matter what language is used for the tag.
A practical example of how the Cremona Luthiery,
inscribed in the Intangible Cultural Heritage List of
UNESCO, is structured and stored in the AESS database is
shown in Figure 4. There are 4 ICH cards for Cremona
Luthiery, one for each language available — Italian, English,
German and French — linked to each other. Each of them is
linked to 59 ITEMS, which are represented by TOKENs of
different types, in this case both images and videos. ICH cards
are also linked to 54 Authors, each of them with his/her role
specified, 5 Tags are given in the language of the ICH card and
other specific Multimedia documents, in this case there are
5 video files.
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According to the UNESCO Convention, communities
play an important role in safeguarding intangible
cultural heritage, so several tools have been developed
for them:
- c ross-border local communities may suggest the
inventorying of a practice or a popular tradition,
adding a recommendation in ICH COMMUNITY
SUGGESTION. When these suggestions are judged
to be useful, a new ICH record is created in the
database by the Lombardy Region staff, also storing
information about who made the suggestion.
- o
 utside the database, a YouTube channel and a
Facebook page have been created to collect
suggestions in the form of audio, videos and photos
of intangible cultural heritage not yet integrated in
the database, or by supplying more information.

One of the peculiarities of AESS data arises from the
relationship between documents (ITEMs) and their
physical supports (SUPPORTs), so the following may
occur:

1. the existence of several versions of the same
document, for example, the same song performed by
different singers with little local variants, that leads to
the production of different documents and supports.
2. the presence of the same document on different
supports, for example the same image in negative
and on file, that leads to the creation of different
TOKENs and supports.
3. fragments of the same document on different
supports, e.g. a part of an interview on one CD and
another part on another one.

Figure 6
Data entry validation and home page.

Figure 7
Data entry specific tools for users.

Figure 5
Logical schema of the AESS framework.
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5. AESS on the web
The database structure and the aims of the system
have called for different web sites, either performing
different scopes (such as data entry and searching /
browsing) on different datasets (such as the complete
database or data subsets belonging to different
organisations, or ICH cards with multimedia objects). In
designing navigation and interaction for users we keep in
mind that:
1. A
 ESS web sites have to adhere to internet standards
both the codified ones and de facto ones (Follow
Web Convention) (McGovern et al., 2002).
2. Our target users have very different backgrounds
and aims that may vary from ethnography to
musicology, from cultural history to simple interest,
and so on (Design for the reader).
3. B
 ecause of the complex nature of data and of their
interaction, we provide users with information about
where they are, where they come from, where they
are going, and what kind of data is related to each
object they open.
Developed interfaces provide context tips to help
navigation and make it easy to identify links and other
helpful elements.

Figure 8
Data entry form for the ‘Cremona Luthiery’, section one.

navigate ICH data from a macro point of view,
through indexes and free text searches, displayed
on a map.

5.1. Back-end: Data Entry
The AESS logical schema is composed by the
following environments (as shown in Figure 5):
1. D ata entry, the back-end for data input and
management, according to the AESS data structure.
All datasets are stored in a single database (the
AESS Central database) in order to keep them
consistent, up-to-date and to avoid unnecessary
duplication.
2. W
 eb navigation:
- AESS Search (now Lombardy Digital Archive), the
front-end, is the search engine created to display
data related to the whole AESS Lombardy Region
database or to other virtual data subsets
automatically created.
- ICH Search (or Intangible Search), another frontend module, is a specific engine thought to

The data entry system has been implemented to allow
Lombardy Region experts and cataloguers belonging to other
organisations to input their own data. It is an on-line system
which provides tools for cataloguers and supervisors, and is
useful for facilitating data integration and managing
multimedia content, and creates connections between data,
control, analysis, validation and data publication to ensure
quality. The data entry system handles all types of AESS Data
structure cards: users enabled to manage data are provided
with logins and passwords and all data is added into the AESS
Central Database. It is foreseen that the interface will be
customised for the various user levels, e.g. administrator
versus cataloguer and full data versus ICH card.
Figure 6 shows the Data Entry, with the user logging in
(steps 1 and 2) and in step 3 there is the home page with
all available cards in the top navigation bar, database
information in the middle and user tools on the right.
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Figure 9
Data entry form for the ‘Cremona Luthiery’
card, end section.

Specific tools for cataloguers are: a detailed view of
the cards, connections management, multimedia
upload, tag creation and selection, and controlled
vocabularies. Moreover, supervisor users can access
tools to validate cards, manage vocabularies and tags,
validate data, and manage users and the web (see
Figure 7). Figures 8 and 9 show ‘Cremona Luthiery’
managed by the Data Entry, with the textual
information and multimedia documents.

5.2. Front-end: web navigation
For the front-end we developed two different websites to
search and navigate the AESS data structure, according to
different user needs, knowledge (of the topics) and ability.
Both of them extract data from the same database albeit at
different levels, but they differ in the type of information they
offer for the interactivity and participation level, and for the
integrated tools for browsing and searching. They are
oriented to different types of users:
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Figure 11
Different search strategies.

Figure 10
Pages from the AESS ‘Search’ site, customised for different
associations.

- A
 ESS search is a website mainly dedicated to
ethnographers, experts, and Lombardy Region staff
- ICH search is a website oriented to the general public
In the following sections the front-end web sites will be
described in detail, and their different characteristics are
compared in a table.

5.2.1. AESS Search
The entire complexity of the data structure is offered to
users, to allow ethnographers, Lombardy Region staff, and
other regional specialists to perform complex searches to
retrieve exactly the objects they are searching for. Multimodal

means of navigation and retrieval have been designed and
implemented. The website5 provides a standard search
interface, simple and powerful, which allows users to perform
searches on different card types, on fields chosen by the
ethnographic experts of Lombardy Region. Specific interfaces
for different user categories have been made, providing tools
that allow online consultation both to specialists and a wider
audience. According to the multi-agency criteria, it is possible
to customise the web site for each organisation, extracting data
automatically from the AESS Central Database and applying
proper options, e.g. logo, colours, graphic style, data level
visualisation, etc. Figure 10 shows the home page for AESS
and other organisations: pages share the same structure, but
the data, colours, logos, images, style, etc. are different.
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The home page of AESS search (now updated to
Lombardia Digital Archive) offers several search strategies
intended for different types of user (see Figure 11):
·S
 earch indexes: the database can be explored using
keywords (indexes) belonging to 6 categories, which have
been identified by experts as the most significant. Each
click leads to the page containing the ITEMs retrieved
under the selected term. Clicking on the green arrow,
available for Author, Funds and ICH keys, leads to the
corresponding card, from which, thanks to data
circularity, the user can explore all the types of
documents related to the object selected.

· Free text search: the system performs the search
created by the search text input by users. Boolean
operators AND, OR and NOT are available as in a
standard Google search. It is possible to limit the search
to a particular type of item, e.g. by choosing the ‘video’
button the system will return only documents with
videos.

· G uided tours: in the ‘Highlights’ section the
system offers search ideas prepared by experts, a
click on each suggestion runs a pre-packaged
search with results and other news relating to
these pre-defined searches.
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Figure 13
Guided tour for ‘Canto Narrativo’.

Figure 12
Image results for ‘Cremona Luthiery’.

· S
 earch on Map: specifically designed for ICH
documents, it shows them as points on a map.
Search results are shown in the middle of the page: we
find here documents that match the query, divided into
the five domains covered by the system: audio, video, text,
images, and pentagram. In Figure 12, it is possible to
see results from our pilot example, this is the page
obtained when clicking the link ‘Cremona Luthiery’ from
the index section on the home page ‘Intangible
heritage’: all documents linked to the ICH card are
shown, together with a small abstract, and there are
different ways to access the results.

absence of a multimedia attachment available
online. The left side of the results page is dedicated
to the index section, where users can find the index
subsets got from documents retrieved, like a faceted
query (Basu et al., 2008, pp. 13-22): by selecting
values it is possible to refine the current search, and
make it more specific by narrowing the retrieved
documents set. Faceted searches aim to combine
navigational and direct searches to achieve the best
of both approaches. Figure 14 shows images with
the tag ‘luthiery’, taken by refining the previous
query ‘images from the photographer Ernesto
Fazioli’.

Figure 13 shows the typical result of a guided
search: the icon closest to each document states its
type, while the icon colour shows the presence or

Figure 15 shows an example of results from the
AESS website customised for another organisation,
the ‘Archivio Sonoro Puglia’.
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Figure 14
Refining a search with the tag ‘luthiery’.
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5.2.2. Tools
Different multimodal navigation and retrieval tools have
been designed and implemented, according to different
kinds of information and identified users (Figures 18, 19
and 20 show these tools integrated into early versions of
the AESS search site):
1. retrieval in SQL standard, on different cards,
designed to allow different users to interact with the
system: three different search levels are offered
(Guided, Free, Advanced).
2. similar audio retrieval: the user can navigate among
the most similar audio documents based on their
acoustic similarity. We used the Audio Information
Retrieval TreeQ (Foote, 1999) to compute audio
similarity. In this system, every audio file is
represented by a histogram derived from a
quantification tree built to maximise the information
among all the files in the search set. The acoustic
similarity index between two files is estimated by
computing the d+istance cosine between the related
vectors: the closer the index is to 1, the more similar
are the acoustic features of the two files.
3. similarity-based textual descriptions: once the user
has obtained a document list resulting from a query,
s/he can apply the similarity link algorithm to
retrieve the most similar objects according to their
description (Gagliardi and Zonta, 2001, pp. 155-162).

Figure 15
Guided tour for ‘Matteo Salvatore’ on the customised website
‘Archivio Sonorodella Puglia’.

4. similarity image retrieval: the user can perform a
similarity search in order to retrieve similar images
based on their pictorial content. The similarity
image retrieval tool, which has been designed and
created by the Image and Vision Laboratory of Milano
Bicocca University, is based on the QuickLook image
retrieval system (Ciocca and Schettini, 2006, pp.
81-103).

By selecting each document retrieved in the results
page, its detail is shown, with semantic, structural
(contents/container) and similarity links, together with
the associated multimedia. Figure 16 shows a
document of image type from the ‘Cremona Luthiery’
search.
Figure 17 shows other document types: above a video
document is shown, together with images automatically
extracted to form the video index while below an audio
interview is shown, in which each topic is covered by an
item extracted from the database, as indicated by the
green arrow on the right of each subject heading.

Figure 17
Details of different document types: a video above and an
audio interview below.

Figure 16
Details of a document card of image type.
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5. clusters of audio files: the user can choose among the
available audio files, clustered by the algorithm defined
in (Gagliardi and Pagliarulo, 2005, pp. 248-50). The
functionality of audio clustering is performed by
supplying information about the similarity of files in
general, that is, not by reference to a particular file. The
intensity of colour representing a cluster indicates its
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Figure 20
Above cluster audio, and below cluster audio with colour adjustment.

Figure 18
Audio document indicating documents that are ‘acoustically similar’, the list is
shown open in the right hand image.

size. A further experiment has been done in which the
colour represents not only the number of items
contained, but also gives some hints as to the content so similar colour clusters represent music or songs that
are acoustically similar (Zuffi and Gagliardi, p. 606109).
There is more detail of these tools in Schettini et al. (2008) and
Ciocca et al. (2010, pp. 85-118).
To facilitate searching, mainly in a multilingual
approach, a tool has been designed, implemented and
integrated (Artese and Gagliardi, 2014b, pp. 657-668), in
an experimental way, both in the data entry and in the

Figure 19
Image document indicating ‘similar images by description’ results on the right.

search and navigation environments, which is able to find
automatic associations between tags and the on-line
multi-lingual thesaurus and lexical databases, such as
MultiWordNet, AgroVoc and DBPedia. This tool will help
cataloguers to structure terms appropriately and to have
the proper translations and relevant descriptions they
need to input into the AESS archive. The MultiWordNet
(MWN) database, AgroVoc thesaurus and DBPedia provide
accurate and complete facilities and translations for
terms, as well as the necessary definitions. Figure 21
shows this experimental integration: it displays the tag
family (famiglia in Italian) with the various synonyms and
meanings which can be used for navigating a search.
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Figure 21
MultiWordNet integration on the AESS ‘Search’ page.
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5.2.3. Intangible Search
The web site Intangiblesearch6 is the result, together
with the ICH card, of the ECHI project, which was funded
by INTERREG with the aim of designing a Register of the
intangible legacy of trans-border Italo-Swiss heritage, in
line with the new heritage paradigm proposed by
UNESCO. Intangiblesearch is able to manage the
complexity of the ICH database and make it simple,

usable, easily accessible, interesting and even fun for the
categories of users identified in the analysis phase. In the
designing phase, particular attention was paid to the
Ubiquitous Web Application paradigm, that is an anytime /
anywhere / anymedia paradigm. The web site is
responsive and usable through tablet and mobile devices,
taking into account the ‘weight’ of images, audio and video
for mobile users.

Figure 22
Home page of IntangibleSearch.it.

Figure 23
Results in map form: the colours represent the 5
UNESCO domains of ICH.

Figure 24
‘The Violin Craftsmanship of Cremona’ card and timeline from IntangibleSearch.it.
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Table 1
Comparison between the two front-end web sites

Figure 25
Community page with a suggestion opened on the right.

Intangible Search offers its interface in 4 languages:
documents are shown in the language of the interface, if it
exists, otherwise they are in Italian. Web 2.0 tools are
integrated, with links for Facebook, Youtube and the
community of Cultural Heritage.
The navigation flow of the web site is:
· Search: predefined queries related to the UNESCO
domains, protagonists (people who play a role in the
intangible heritage), tags (with a description) and
free text search are available to users (see Figure 22)
· Results: users can get results in map form or in list
form (Figure 23)
· Details: a detailed description of the ICH card is
provided, great importance is given to multimedia
links which are shown as a timeline/slideshow at the
top of the page. For in-depth navigation, a link to the
corresponding card in AESS Search web site is
provided. Figure 24 shows the card and timeline for
‘Violin Craftsmanship of Cremona’, in which
multimedia objects date from 1929 to 2011.

available in the Intangible Social bar, at the top of the
page. There is also an online publication, the Intangible
Magazine9, where it is possible to find news about events,
interviews and reviews concerning the intangible heritage.
The Intangible Search web site also offers
communities, people, etc. the possibility of actively
participating in developing the archive, by suggesting new
assets or adding materials and stories to existing ones.
The Community section of the website, is, in fact, a
specific page where one can find community suggestions
and stories: the command ‘Suggest’ offers a simple form
to be filled in in order to communicate with Lombardy
Region experts and let them know about a new heritage
element by using images, videos or simply telling a story.
The same action can be applied to the assets in the
archive: it is possible to add multimedia materials by
using the command ‘Tell us about it’ that can be found in
each detailed card when opened. People who have images
or videos concerning any of the assets present in the
Intangible Search archive can upload and share them with
others contributing in this way to updating cultural
heritage transformation and keeping it alive (Figure 25).

5.2.4. Participation

6. Discussion

Social media and participation tools have been
investigated to disseminate information to a larger
audience: Intangible Search is directly linked to its
Facebook page7 and YouTube channel8 by the icons

Table 1 compares the two front-end web sites, with
their main characteristics. AESS Search strengths are
mainly related to the management of the complex data
structure and large amount of data:
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FEATURES

AESS DATABASE

ICH DATABASE

ADDRESS

http://aess.regione.lombardia.it/ricerca

http://intangiblesearch. it
or http://intangiblesearch.eu

DBMS

Oracle

MySql

TARGET USERS

Experts, community, teachers

Web surfers, tourists, young...

SCRIPT LANGUAGES

PHP + Javascript + Jquery

Bootstrap Framework + PHP + Javascript

DATA UPDATE

Automatically every night

Manually, when necessary, through a
procedure

CARDS

All

ICH, Authors, Bibliography

LANGUAGE

Italian

Italian, English, German, French

WEB 2.0

None

New ICH suggestions, Facebook, YouTube

SEARCH MODES

Predefined query, text search and highlight, with choice of
data type: audio, video, image, text, pentagram

Text search, highlighted ICH cards, UNESCO
domains, persons, tags

QUERY REFINEMENT

2 step

1 step

ICH ON THE MAP

Yes

Yes

RESULTS ON THE MAP

Yes

Yes

SIMILARITY SEARCH

No

No

TIMELINE

Yes

Yes

RESPONSIVE

No

Yes

- Database used: Oracle
- The Intangible Heritage data structure: the complete
AESS data structure
- Similarity search tools are integrated
while Intangible Search is related to the fruition of data:
- Multilingual user interface and data
- Multimedia fruition
- W eb 2.0 characteristics: user suggestions,
comments, Youtube and Facebook links
- Based on open source software
As both the systems get data from the same database,
they offer a high quality of data, in currency, consistency,
clarity and structural effectiveness (Bolchini and Garzotto,
2007, pp. 481-492). Completeness, richness and multilevels are managed to provide adequate levels of
information for target users. Multimedia is the same,
although presented in a different way, and Intangible
Search contains tools allowing for the participation of
communities and tradition bearers, as requested by
UNESCO in the Convention.

7. Related works
Since 2003, when UNESCO ratified the Convention
for the protection and valorisation of cultural legacy,
online archives have proliferated for the inventorying
and cataloguing of cultural heritage (Artese and
Gagliardi, 2015). This is the result of the UNESCO
requirement that in order to inscribe an ICH into lists,10
it has to be present in an inventory. States Parties’
policies are different, the results also depend on
whether or not they have ratified the Convention and/or
have specific laws for intangibles. Scotland, France and
Switzerland, among others, have created inventories
with different levels of interactivity and the bottom-up
participation of communities. Japan, South Korea and
China, because of their traditions and history, enacted
specific laws to identify and protect intangible cultural
heritage long before the UNESCO Convention was
drawn up. They have created inventories with the aim
of both spreading knowledge of skills, dances, songs
and so on, and of safeguarding these traditional
heritage elements. The South Korean website,
‘Ichpedia’, offers different search strategies as data
size and content depth are increasing, so users can
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face serious difficulties in finding exactly the right
information among a large mass of ICH data (Lee et al.,
2015, pp. 679-685).
The Library of Congress11 ‘American Memory’ site
provides free and open access through the Internet to
written and spoken texts, sound recordings, still and
moving images, prints, maps, and sheet music that
document the American experience. It is a digital record
of American history and creativity.
Besides these specialised web sites, the EU portal
‘Europeana’12 rolls out not only intangible heritage, but
also books, audio and film material, photos, paintings,
maps, manuscripts, newspapers and archival material
into one digital website combined with Web 2.0 features.
It offers direct access to digitised European cultural
heritage. Users can search and explore different
collections in European cultural institutions in their own
language in virtual form, without having to visit multiple
sites or countries. The digital objects that users can find
on Europeana are not stored on a central computer, but
remain with the cultural institution that owns them and
are hosted on their network. Europeana collects
metadata about the items, including a thumbnail image.
A further extension of Europeana is the ‘AthenaPlus’
project (Minelli et al., 2015, pp. 20-36), that gives
innovative access to cultural heritage networks, and
develops open source tools, such as MOVIO and
CityQuest, to manage both front-end and back-end and
to create digital exhibitions and storytelling within
Europeana.

8. Conclusion
In this paper we have presented a framework for the
management of the entire life cycle of Intangible
Cultural Heritage information. The design and
implementation of the framework, begun in 2007, has
been completed, and now the environments for data
insertion and fruition are in use. Several issues have
been faced in developing this project:

- the implementation of three different environments
- the highlighting of the vitality of ICH
- the use of social media to disseminate information to a
large audience
The preliminary results have been encouraging: in
the near future, and in view of the reshaping of AESS
Search to accommodate new devices and technological
advances, the System Usability Scale test (SUS),
(Brooke, 1996, pp. 4-7; Bangor et al., 2008, pp. 574-594)
will be administered to different types of users, both
those already planned, and new ones to broaden the
audience of potential users. Furnas et al. (Furnas et al.,
1987, pp. 964-971) note that the keywords that are
assigned by indexers are often at odds with those tried
by searchers, so in the future, an updated version of the
content-based retrieval tools described in the Tools
section will be integrated into the front-end websites.
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ENDNOTES
* All the websites were consulted on 14 December 2016.
1. UNESCO, 2003. Convention for the safeguarding. of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. Available from: http://portal.
unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=17716&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
2. E
 CHI (Ethnography Confederatio Helvetica Italy) available from: http:// www.echi-interreg.eu
3. [UNESCO ICH] Inventories: identifying for safeguarding. Available from: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/
inventorying-intangible-heritage-00080
4. WAI of W3C. Available from: https://www.w3.org/WAI/
5. AESS Search (now Lombardia Digital Archive) or available from: http://www.aess.regione.lombardia.it/ricerca
6. Intangible Search. Available from: http://www.intangiblesearch.it
7. Intangible Search Facebook page. Available from: https://www.facebook.com/IntangibleSearch

We are developing an app for smart phones to help
users to create healthy menus based on traditional
ingredients and recipes that can be found in ICH data
(Gagliardi and Artese, 2015, pp. 195-196): the
application, after recognising the cards related to foods,
can identify the main ingredients through the
integration of database / open data on foods and
nutrients. The users on the web can, in a simple way,
interrogate the ICH inventory and obtain recipes and
data about foods, together with information about
traditional ingredients.
Innovation offers the most viable strategy to sustain
traditional culture. Intangible cultural heritage will only
survive in so far as it retains meaning and value to its
source communities. This requires the freedom to
reinvent tradition creatively to keep it relevant. On the
other hand, the ability to preserve traditions in a virtual
way allows them to be passed on to coming generations
in an effective and lasting way.

- the need to coordinate the activity of a large working
team
- the ‘real’ bottom-up participation of tradition bearers
- the definition of the complex data structure
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8. Intangible Search YouTube channel. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/user/ECHIproject/featured
9. Intangible Magazine. Available from: http://www.aess.regione.lombardia.it/site/intangible-magazine/
10. Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity and List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need

of Urgent Safeguarding
11. American Memory of the Library of Congress. Available from: http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html
12. Europeana portal. Available from: http://europeana.eu
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ABSTRACT
The argan tree, endemic to Morocco, is generally regarded
as the last barrier against the encroaching Sahara desert.
For centuries, argan oil extracted from the fruits has also
played a unique role in the diet, rituals and personal care
of the Berbers, an ethnic group indigenous to North
Africa. In 2014, … argan, practices and know-how
concerning the argan tree was inscribed on the
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity, thus making the tree a rare instance of worldwide natural and cultural interest. The aim of this paper is
to examine how the Berber women and the co-operatives
they form have helped in transmitting the wealth of
argan-related skills, knowledge, and material culture. We
conclude that several actions are needed to enforce the
safeguarding of this ICH element. Firstly, although the use
of millstones is integral to traditional oil-making, their
use is, by and large, not continued in the co-operatives.
Research should be conducted to document the
craftsmanship of millstone-making. Secondly, at present,
little attention is being directed towards the management
side of the co-operatives, but to ensure the widest
possible community participation, co-operatives must
strive to reach sustainable growth. Thirdly, the rising oil
price has caused many Berbers to be sparing in their use
of the oil. The government should keep a close watch on
the annual production and exports of the oil to further
analyse changes in consumption, and they must find a way
to bring the oil back into the life of the Berbers.

Keywords
Morocco, argan oil, Berber women, co-operatives, hand
mill, millstones, azrg, empowerment, Ajddigue, Amal,
Tighanimine.
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The argan tree (Argania spinosa (L.) Skeels) is a relic of
the Tertiary Period and endemic to the arid south-west of
Morocco, primarily within the provinces of Agadir,
Taroudant, Essaouira and Tiznit. With its deep, extensive
root system to stabilise the soil, this tenacious tree
functions as an irreplaceable ecological buffer against the
desertification of the region, a habitat for thousands of
species (UNESCO, 2002). The tree has also proved
extremely valuable to the indigenous Amazigh people,
commonly called the Berbers. A recent excavation
indicates that as early as the 11th century, the argan tree
was exploited by the Berbers in the Souss Plain as a
source of wood for construction, fodder for livestock and
edible oil (Ruas et al., 2011, p. 419). The earliest known
written record of argan oil by foreign travellers was from
approximately the same time (Ruas et al., 2015, p. 122).
For centuries, argan oil was a staple in the diet, rituals
(Westermarck, 2013, p. 216) and personal care of the
Berbers. As the argan tree defies domestication and grows
only in this part of the world, it is exclusively and
inextricably linked to Berber life both naturally and
culturally.
Despite its unique role in environmental sustainability,
the size of the argan tree forest shrank significantly
between the middle of the 19th century and the Second
World War. The demand for firewood, conversion of land to
economic crops, over-grazing by livestock and urban
encroachment were all to blame for the loss (Lybbert,
Magnan, and Aboudrare, 2010, p. 442; Ruas et al., 2015, p.
114). Increasing aridity further caused the density of the
forest to decline by 44.5% between 1970 and 2007 (Le
Poain de Waroux and Lambin, 2012, p. 777). To step up
conservation efforts, in 1998 UNESCO designated
2,560,000 hectares of this area a Biosphere Reserve. The
main goal of the designation was to conserve as well as to
research the physical and socio-economic environment of
the tree (UNESCO, 2002). In 2014, an aspect of this
environment, argan, practices and know-how concerning
the argan tree, was nominated by Morocco (file number
00955) for inscription on the UNESCO Representative List
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity and was
successfully inscribed, thus making the argan tree a rare
instance of world-wide natural and cultural interest. The
inscribed practices and know-how specifically refer to the
traditional methods for extracting oil, the use of this oil, the
pharmacopoeia, and the crafting of tools used (UNESCO,
2014, p. 4), and they span four intangible cultural heritage

domains: oral traditions and expressions, knowledge and
practice concerning nature and the universe, traditional
craftsmanship and ‘other’. The ‘bearers’ or practitioners of
this ICH element are identified as the Berber women who
live in the Biosphere Reserve. The ICH nomination file also
points out that the ‘argan women’ have organised
co-operatives and associations to perpetuate the tradition
and capitalise on the fame of the oil, the first African
product to be granted PGI (Protected Geographical
Indication) status. At Expo 2015 Milano, Morocco
responded to the theme ‘Feeding the Planet’ and proudly
brought the argan oil products made by the co-operatives
to international attention.
With their embedded ‘female empowerment’ narrative,
the co-operatives have become the showcases of a
fledgling industry that in 2011 produced 4,000 tonnes of oil
over 20 million working hours (Rai Expo Milano, 2015). But
as of today, there is no consistent body of literature that
extends the argan-related discourse beyond the tree’s
biochemical or eco-systemic properties to include the
co-operatives. Skog’s investigation of the co-operatives and
the ‘argan women’ working in them is one of the few works
that have attempted to explore the subject from a socioeconomic viewpoint (2013). There is even less discussion of
it in a cultural context. The aim of the present paper is
therefore to examine the argan oil co-operatives from the
perspective of ICH: to see how the co-operatives, as the
ICH bearers, have helped in transmitting the wealth of
argan-related skills, knowledge and material culture.
Three co-operatives have been chosen for the study:
Ajddigue and Amal, located 25 and 70 kilometers south of
Essaouira respectively, were two of the first argan oil
co-operatives in Morocco. As the landscape of argan oil
sales has changed immensely since 2005 (Charrouf, 2016),
Tighanimine, established in 2007 near Agadir and also the
first fair-trade argan oil co-operative, has also been
selected for this study.1 Our interview-based fieldwork was
conducted in 2013 and 2016 with the assistance of Berberspeaking (Tamazigh) interpreters.

Oil extraction tools and techniques
(Plate 1) The argan fruit is an oval berry, the shape of a
large round olive. (Plate 2) Inside the pit of the fruit are
between one and three kernels, each about the size of a
sunflower seed and containing a white oleaginous
endosperm. As the thorny trunk of the tree discourages
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Plate 1
The argan tree grows mostly in Morocco. Its fruit is an oval berry, the shape of a large and round olive.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

Plate 3
A pounder and an anvil are needed for de-pulping.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

Plate 2
From left to right: dried argan fruits, pits and kernels.
Photo: Author, September 2013.

Plate 4
Pits have to be cracked open with a hammer stone to retrieve the kernels inside.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

the hand-picking of the fruits, in the past it was goats that
climbed up the trees to devour the fruits. Village dwellers
then collected the indigestible pits rejected by the animals
from their manure and crushed them with stones to recover
the kernels. Over time, a more hygienic method was
adopted. The ripe fruits which have fallen to the ground are
harvested from June to August and sun-dried. The dried
casing and pulp, hardened after 7 to 10 days under the
scorching sun, is then removed to feed the livestock, while
the pits (akkayn in Berber) are prepared for cracking open.
(Plates 3 and 4) Several stone instruments are needed: a
pounder and an anvil for the de-pulping (affiach), and a
hammer and an anvil for the pit-cracking. Both tasks are
understandably labour-intensive; a practitioner has to hold

the pounder or the hammer in one hand to smash the fruit
or pit which is placed between the thumb and index finger of
the other hand. Cracking pits is especially tiring. It is said
that the shell of the pit is 16 times harder than that of the
hazelnut (Skog, 2013, p. 75), so cracking it requires a degree
of force - though bashing the pit too hard may send it
skidding away or may squash the kernels, mistakes
commonly committed by novices. Once the kernels are
retrieved intact, they are ready to be made into either
cosmetic or culinary oil, but for the latter the kernels need to
be roasted for half-an-hour to eliminate the anti-nutritive
argenine, an important characteristic of the argan tree
(Cayuela et al., 2008, p. 1159). (Plates 5 and 6) The kernels
are next put into a grinding mill (azrg) to make a brownish
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paste, which is mixed with lukewarm water and kneaded
constantly until the emulsion separates from the solid
dough. Lastly, the emulsion is decanted and filtered to obtain
purified oil. Dried argan fruits can be kept for a long time. At
home, argan oil is produced in small batches, usually by
several Berber women singing and sharing the workload
together. They may also use their millstones to mix argan oil,
honey and almonds to make amlou, the quintessential
Moroccan bread spread.
As most ICH elements cannot be realised or
manifested without the instruments, objects, artefacts,
cultural space associated therewith, the 2003 Convention
for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage asks

that these tangible forms be considered together with the
ICH itself (UNESCO, 2003). In this instance, a FrenchMoroccan team has compared archaeological discoveries
with present-day argan oil material culture (Ruas et al.,
2015), and by cross-referencing these with the ancient
texts (Ruas et al., 2011), we can conclude that the
traditional extraction tools and techniques are still being
used in the 21st century.
Most of the artefacts used in the process are everyday
objects that do not require further modification or
customising. For example, through our fieldwork we found
that the pounder, hammer and anvils are all river pebbles
or stones which are free for the picking. Although
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and ground. Usually stonemasons who make millstones
for dried goods also make millstones for argan oil. But in
the case of the argan oil millstone, because the rotary
motion turns the pulverised kernels into a thick viscous
fluid, a shallow groove around the rim and a spout are
added to the bed stone to facilitate flowing and pouring.
Moroccan authorities acknowledge that in this femaledominated oil story, men play an exclusive part in the
manufacture of the hand mills … It is a fairly rare trade that
also requires particular know-how and skill (UNESCO,
2014, p. 4). Indeed, the manufacture of millstones is itself
within an ICH domain: traditional craftsmanship, and it
is also a little-documented craft.
Fifteen argan oil millstones were found in an 11th-12th
century Moroccan ruin (Ruas et al., 2015, p. 124), evidence
of the age of the millstone-making craft. But very scant
information on the production or producers survives. Like
most traditional crafts, there is no manual or handbook to
follow. Given that educational opportunities are scarce in
the rural areas of Morocco (Islam and Azam, 1996, p. ix)
where stonemasons are based, learning through practice is
all the more important for the passing of skills and knowhow from generation to generation. Nonetheless, the

Plate 5
Berber women milling, pit-cracking and pressing are depicted on a cooperative’s wall.
Photo: Author, September 2013.

Plate 6
Pressing is consistently kneading the dough until the emulsion separates from the solid dough. The emulsion is then
decanted and filtered.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

experienced women know what weight or shape of stone is
best, there is no difference between home and professional
tools. The baskets and bottles are also everyday ones, and
no alteration is needed to make them fit for purpose. The
only exception is the grinding millstone. Morocco’s ICH
nomination file addresses the issue of material culture only
briefly, but when it mentions the crafting of the tools used
(UNESCO, 2014, p. 4), it almost certainly means the
making of millstones.

dwindling number of stonemasons may already be
threatening the existence of the craft. A millstone can be
found in most of the houses here, yet there are no
stonemasons still working in any of the villages that we
visited, or in their catchment areas; even souks (market
stores) rarely stock millstones nowadays. The closest
person to a stonemason we could find was a deceased
stonemason’s grandson who had watched his grandfather
working. According to this interviewee, his grandfather was
apprenticed in Ait El Farsi and learned his craft in a Jewish
settlement, but any village with access to a good quarry, for
example, those near the Jebel Sahro (or Saghro)
Mountains, has the potential to thrive on stonemasonry.
Stonemasons are usually not equipped with any formal
geological knowledge and have only a handful of mallets
and chisels at their disposal. Therefore the first thing they
have to learn is how to choose the right sort of stone. Only a
certain type of stone lends itself to millstone-making: it has
to be tough enough to withstand the wear and tear, but not
too hard to be cut and shaped without industrial equipment.
When the stonemasons relocate, this empirical knowledge
is all they can rely on to find suitable stones in unfamiliar
terrains. It may take a veteran stonemason several weeks
to fashion the open-textured stone into a perfectly balanced

Plate 7
A millstone comprises a runner stone lodged on top of a bed stone, but millstones for dried goods (first from the left) or for argan oil are shaped slightly different.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

The millstone is a common Berber household item
used for grinding wheat, barley or cumin. (Plates 7 and 8) It
comprises a runner stone and a bed stone. The runner
stone, with a handle on the side and a hole through the
centre, is lodged on top of the bed stone, which has a short
narrow wooden spindle that can be inserted into the hole.
The bed stone remains stationary when the runner stone
rotates, and through the ‘eye’ (the open entry of the hole) in
the runner stone, the grains or spices are funneled down
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Plate 8
The bed stone remains stationary when the runner stone rotates, and through the ‘eye’ in the runner stone, the kernels are funneled down and ground.
Photo: Author, January 2016.
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Tools

Ingredient added

Operations

Products

1

None (hand picking)

Harvesting

Ripe fresh fruits

2

None (air drying)

Drying

Dried fruits

3

Stone pounder*, stone anvil

De-pulping

Cleaned pits

4

Stone hammer*, stone anvil

Cracking

Kernels

5

Brazier or stove, pan, sheep
scapula as spatula

Roasting

Roasted kernels with thin skins

6

Wicker sieve

Winnowing

Cool and cleaned roasted
kernels

7

Millstone*, basin with a spout

Milling

Brown slurry

8

Basin with a spout, water jar or
bucket

Mixing and hand pressing

Oil, pressed cake (dough)

9

Funnel, container such as
plastic bottle

Oil filtration

Cleared edible oil

Boiled lukewarm water

Table 1
Contemporary tools for extracting argan oil step-by-step (adapted from Ruas et al., 2015, p. 120). Artefacts like those marked with an
asterisk have been found in an 11th-12th century settlements in the Anti-Atlas Mountains, Morocco (ibid., 124).

wheat or oil hand mill weighing 20 to 25 kg, but the toil
pays off. Millstones are costly and can last for years, and
they are generally regarded as family investments or gifts
for newly-weds. A lady who showed us her millstone said it
was bought some 20 years ago from the grandfather of our
interviewee at the price of MAD 400 or 500 (Moroccan
Dirham. MAD 11 was about EUR 1 as of early 2016); it
could easily fetch MAD 1,000 these days. As the need for
replacement is low, the businesses depends very much on
a steady stream of first-time buyers, but industriallyground flour and similar products are now readily available
in small packs and this has inevitably reduced the
consumers’ demand for millstones. Although argan oil
millstones are only sold in southwestern Morocco, and
selling those alone cannot sustain the stonemasonry trade,
if being inscribed on the UNESCO’s ICH Representative List
can strengthen the visibility of argan oil, it may also help
raise public awareness of the declining crafts of millstonemaking, a fundamental part of this heritage.

Co-operatives and the ‘argan women’
The argan tree is praised as ‘the tree of life’ by the
Berbers. In the 1990s, research by Professor Zoubida
Charrouf of Mohammed V University, Rabat, verified
scientifically for the first time that argan oil is rich in

tocopherols, anti-oxidants and unsaturated fatty acids
which can reduce the risk of cancer and cardiovascular
diseases. The obscure oil was catapulted into the spotlight
and its cosmetic, culinary and medicinal virtues were soon
extolled by multi-national companies which advertised the
oil as the most expensive edible oil in the world and as an
elixir du jour for skin and hair ailments (Lybbert, Barrett,
and Narjisse: 2004, p. 418). A lucrative market for this
‘liquid gold’ was emerging, and under Professor Charrouf’s
guidance, the first women’s argan oil co-operative, Amal,
was founded in 1996.
Many ICH elements - dancing or performing, for
example - do not have identical outcomes. Within a given
framework, different practitioners may give individualised
interpretations of the element, and even the same
practitioner may create different versions. But there is no
‘gifted’ or ‘creative’ practitioner in argan oil extraction.
Some practitioners may have greater dexterity and work
faster, yet almost all of them can deliver the same results
in de-pulping, pit-cracking or paste-kneading. Moreover,
since almost all of the women in the region own the
necessary tools for argan oil extraction and practise these
skills already (UNESCO, 2014, p. 2), the jobs provided by the
co-operatives for the local women can be said to have
minimum entry requirements. Similar organisations spring
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up and the word ‘co-operative’ has become synonymous
with oil sales. These women buy dried fruit from farmers
and sell extracted oil to Europe, America, Asia and the
Middle East; they also give tours of the oil extraction
process for curious holiday-makers who like to take home
‘authentic Moroccan’ souvenirs. (Plate 9) Taking pictures of
goats feasting on the fruits on the argan trees, and
shopping at the co-operatives where the thud, thud, thud of
the pounders and hammers fills the room are a ‘must-do’
for today’s visitors to Morocco. Even in big cities outside of
the argan zone, businessmen have set up ‘fake’
co-operatives to lure customers in (Skog, 2013, p. 46).
Since Berber culture has a rather conservative view
towards women in the workforce (Maher, 1974, p. 83), at
first only divorcees and widows joined Professor Charrouf’s
project. But the all-female workplace is gradually being
seen as acceptable by fathers and husbands. At least,
co-operatives today seem to meet less resistance from
Berber men, and more and more of them are inclined to
permit their daughters or wives to seek employment there
as long as the housekeeping and child-rearing are still
taken care of. The co-operatives are strictly for local village
women over the age of 18 (H-2) or 20 (B-2). In Tighanimine,
anyone who meets the eligibility criteria can have a trial, yet
since by definition co-operatives are partnership-based and
involve members in decision-making, the new recruit must
be voted in by the existing members and pay MAD 500
(MAD 5,000 since 2016) to officially become a member. The
membership fee varies among the co-operatives. One
co-operative asks just MAD 200, or 100 upfront and 100 to
be deducted from the wages afterwards. Although most
co-operatives no longer accept sacks of argan fruits as a
payment option, in Tilila, a tourist destination outside
Essaouira, the MAD 3,000 membership fee is waived for
any newcomer who brings her own millstone to be used in
the co-operative. The number of members ranges from 20
to 60 per co-operative, and in the majority of cases, the
membership fee is paid out of the family’s savings or the
proceeds from selling goats.
Being a co-operative member entitles the woman to
have a wage and an end-of-the-year bonus if the business
is good. Some co-operatives have regular working hours
from 8 to 5, five or six days a week, and some allow their
members to have a flexible lunch break to go home to do
the cooking or cleaning. Nonetheless, the pay structure is
uniform for all the co-operatives: ‘argan women’ are paid in
proportion to their production, while technicians,

secretaries, managers and directors have fixed salaries.
The so-called ‘argan women’, who make up about 85-95%
of the co-operative members, are the ones who do the
back-breaking jobs of de-pulping and pit-cracking. In 2002,
for every kilogram of pits or kernels she produced, an
argan woman received MAD 25 (Lybbert, Barrett, and
Narjisse, 2002, p. 140); in 2013 it was MAD 30-35, and in
2016, the figure went up to MAD 40-45 in response to the
rising oil price. An argan woman may produce between 0.8
to 1 kg of kernels per day, though some are capable of
producing 1.5 kg (B-2). We have heard of members earning
as much as MAD 1,600 or as little as MAD 500 a month
(H-3, R-2), but the average monthly pay is between MAD
1,000 to 1,200.
The year-end bonus fluctuates, subject to the profits
the co-operatives make. One interviewee said she once
received MAD 600, but in 2013, a bonus of EUR 600 was
shared by all the members, including those at
management level. In the past few years, due to the
ferocious competition, many co-operatives have struggled
to stay in the black and have not distributed bonuses (B-1,
H-2, R-2). Admittedly, even with the bonus, what the argan
women earn is still quite low by Moroccan standards, but it
is a welcome supplementary, and often the sole income for
the families.
In addition to the pecuniary gains, a co-operative
member is also empowered socially: she can attend the
reading classes organised by the co-operatives, sit in on
annual meetings and run for a position on the board. These
much-vaunted privileges have, however, met with mixed

Plate 9
Argan trees are frequently climbed on by goats.
Photo: Author, January 2016.
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responses. Given that the literacy rate of women in rural
Morocco was just 10% in 1996 (Islam and Azam, 1996, p.
19), it was Professor Charrouf’s idea to nurture the argan
women’s self-confidence with literacy training. The
anticipation was high and other co-operatives followed
suit. But these classes have slowly dropped off and some
interviewees said they have already forgotten what they
learned (H-3, H-4). Out of the few co-operatives that we
went to, only one still provides an hour of free
mathematics and literacy classes every day. Skog’s
findings reveal that the argan women feel the standard
Arabic they are taught is too high-brow, though it is used
by government and schools, and if the classes could be
taught in Moroccan Arabic they would be keener on
participating in the educational programmes (Skog, 2013,
pp. 51-52). Our research supports those findings, with
many interviewees expressing an interest in learning the
Quran as well (B-4, H-3, H-4), but we also encountered
members who felt the time spent in classes is time not
spent making money (R-2). Likewise, the democratic
nature of the co-operatives, albeit well-intended, is not
always appreciated or understood. Acutely aware of their
inability to articulate themselves, many argan women act
more like hired employees than full members, and do not
always exercise their right to have their voices heard (B-3,
B-4, H-3, H-4 R-2). But all in all, most of the argan
women, while constantly yearning for a pay rise, are
content with what the co-operatives offer, a sentiment
enhanced by their freedom to walk un-chaperoned to and
from work (B-4, B-5, H-3, H-4, R-2 R-3). Usually an argan
woman terminates her membership only when moving
away, getting married, or falling sick, and the vacancy is
swiftly filled by some member’s relative or friend before it
can be advertised (B-4, H-3, H-4, R-2). The number of
argan women that a co-operative can take is contingent on
its sales. Unless a co-operative can shift more oil, it will
not contemplate expanding its kernel production line.
This does not mean that the women consider working in
the co-operatives desirable for their daughters. One
interviewee said only uneducated women like her who have
no other job options would be willing to withstand the
hardship, and she wanted her two daughters to be doctors
or civil servants (B-3). The youngest interviewee in our study
was 29 years old and waited for several years for the
co-operative to have a vacancy, but as soon as she had
accompanied the manager to a trade show she found
herself preferring the more glamorous job of marketing to

tedious hammering (B-4). In fact, women under 30 are
under-represented in all the co-operatives. This could partly
be due to the fact that the first generation of co-operative
argan women are still active, and except for newly-founded
co-operatives, the membership openings are few and far
between, and partly to the general disinterest of young
women in taking on a wearisome job (B-4, H-3, H-4, R-3) or
juggling motherhood and work (B-1, H-2, H-4).
In the wider scheme of things, co-operatives have
transformed the dynamics between the private and the
public spheres in Berber culture. The value system which
reserves the ‘public sphere’ for men and excludes women
from it (Maher, 1974, p. 73) is challenged, and the domestic
routine which was previously confined to the private
quarters of the house is now thrust forward to be part of
the public image of Berber life. We were repeatedly advised
by Professor Charrouf not to take pictures of the women’s
faces and post them online, a procedure they deem
offensive, but there is little doubt that the existence of
female bread-winners represents a huge stride forward
from the old times. Culturally, the co-operatives bridge the
gap between the traditional and the modern, and this
‘hybrid’ trait is also observed in their safeguarding of the
ICH. Argan women’s work concentrates on pit-cracking, a
task that so far no machines can perform satisfactorily.
Only at the co-operatives located on well-trodden paths,
where tourists flock to video the time-honoured process of
oil extraction on their smartphones, would argan women
take turns to work on grinding, mixing and filtering. In
other words, the two extraction phases that Morocco’s
nomination file singles out to best illustrate this ICH
element, the milling of the kernels using a specific hand
mill and the mixing, which involves gradually adding warm
water in quantities that only an ‘argan woman’ can master
(UNESCO, 2014, p. 4), are largely not practised by the
co-operatives except in demonstrations, and the millstone
and its maker are left out of any ICH safeguarding to which
the co-operatives may contribute.
Grinding and mixing are time-consuming; it takes 3
hours of intense work to make 2 litres of oil. To cope with
large-scale commercial operations, co-operatives would
have to recruit a greater number of argan women or sell
the oil at a higher price. It is true that many luxurious
hand-made goods do have a long waiting list while
commanding a premium price, but if time or price is not a
concern to the co-operatives, sanitary conditions and
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Plate 10
Oil extraction machines produce argan oil efficiently.
Photo: Author, January 2016.

efficiency are. Oil extracted by artisan methods, though
more stable and usually preserving a higher tocopherol
content (Cayuela et al., 2008, p. 1164), carries the risk of
bacterial infection from the added water (Matthaus et al.,
2010, p. 426), whereas oil extracted by semi-automatic
mechanical means is sterile and the extraction method
increases the yield substantially (Lybbert, Barrett, and
Narjisse, 2002, p. 132). The roasting machine also gets
more oil out of the kernels. (Plate 10) Since extraction by
pressing does not necessarily alter the chemical
composition of the oil (Hilali et al., 2005), almost all
co-operatives employ machines to do the roasting,
pressing, decanting and sometimes de-pulping. The only
exceptions are the dozens of GTZ-assisted (Gesellschaft
für Technische Zusammenarbeit, or German Technical
Co-operation) co-operatives united under the umbrella
body of the UCFA (Union des Co-operatives des Femmes
de l'Arganeraie), though they too cold-press their cosmetic
oil mechanically (Nill and Böhnert, 2006, p. 45). Because of
the expense of acquiring equipment, Professor Charrouf
estimates that the start-up cost for a co-operative is no
less than EUR 40,000-50,000. Funding help is available
domestically and internationally, however. Professor
Charrouf and her non-profit organisation, Ibn Al Baytar,
have helped many co-operatives secure funding from
Oxfam-Quebec, IDRC ( International Development
Research Centre), the European Union and the Moroccan
Agence de Developpement Social’s Projet Arganier, the
embassies of Japan and Canada, etc. (Charrouf, 2016).
Artisanally extracted oil, as rustic and charming as it may
be, is not really sold in bulk from the co-operatives.

Co-operatives and sales
The machines need to be operated by technicians. We
have seen professionally-trained technicians (B-6) or
young argan women who land the job of technician after
spending some time helping out with the machines (R-2),
but there are also co-operatives that choose to have their
sales managers run the machines at off-peak times. Like
typical white-collar workers, technicians and people at
management level draw fixed salaries and abstain from
the more physically demanding chores. If argan women are
the heart of the co-operatives, the managerial women are
the brains that give directions. These women, many with
diplomas or university degrees and in their 30s (B-1, B-2,
H-1, H-2, R-1), come to the co-operatives for different
reasons; some are mission-driven and some are
practically-minded. One interviewee, a treasurer and sales
manager, said she could have been a secondary school
history teacher which is a better-paid job than her MAD
1,400-a-month job in the co-operative, but she feels
responsible for the argan women and has a vision for the
co-operative (B-2). Another sales manager said this is one
of the few decent places for women to work, although as a
law graduate, she would rather practise at a law firm
(H-2). Both of them live in cities and have never cracked
argan pits before, but they are fluent in Arabic and French,
an essential skill in sales. Together with the co-operative
directors, they source argan fruits, process orders and
develop strategies for the co-operative’s future. This is not
an easy feat as the susceptibility of the argan trees to
climate complicates advance planning. In 2007, a poor
harvest caused by a prolonged drought doubled the price of

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 149

Liquid gold

dried argan fruit. Amal, which had just spent its
accumulated profits and governmental subsidies on buying
land and premises, was unable to weather the financial
storm. It was closed for six months and the members went
home without knowing whether the co-operative would
ever reopen. This is an extreme case but it illustrates just
how much the co-operatives are at the mercy of
unpredictable nature.
Even on a good day, the co-operatives are dogged by
intense competition. Cayuela et al’s research suggests that
kernels from the coastal area have better nutritional value
than kernels from the interior (2008), but the public seem
indifferent to this distinction. The market may not be a
perfectly competitive market as defined in economics, yet
as far as the consumers are concerned, the two
prerequisites for such a market – having a large number of
firms, and all the firms producing identical units of output
and each unit of input also being identical - were met when
the rush to set up co-operatives or private argan oil
production companies reached its peak between 2005 and
2010 (H-1). There are rumours of imposter co-operatives
selling argan oil diluted with vegetable oil (Charrouf, 2016,
B-1), but other things being equal, no co-operative has any
trade secrets which would enable them to make better oil
than their competitors. All firms in a perfectly competitive
market sell at the same price. Similarly, on the argan oil
wholesale market, no co-operative can set its own price
and in principle, the oil is priced more or less the same no
matter which co-operative it comes from. In 2016, this

price was between MAD 240 to 260 per litre of oil, although
overseas traders could later sell the oil on at over EUR 350
per litre (Le Poain de Waroux and Lambin, 2013, p. 589).
To make one litre of oil, a co-operative needs 32 to 36
kilograms of dried argan fruits to produce 2 to 2.5
kilograms of kernels. One kilogram of dried fruits costs
MAD 4, up from MAD 3 a few years ago, and the labour
cost for producing 1 kilogram of kernels is MAD 40 to 45.
The crippling costs leave the co-operatives with a tight
profit margin and put them at a disadvantage when
competing with private argan oil production companies
whose hired employees earn less than MAD 20 per
kilogram of kernels. The supply of argan fruit is inelastic
owing to the low survival rate of the tree seedlings. If the
global appetite for argan oil products does not wane, the
pursuit of argan fruit will continue and the cost is unlikely
to drop. In a market as competitive as argan oil wholesale,
the only way for a co-operative to increase their profit is to
increase sales, even though that means more sourcing of
the already hard-to-procure argan fruits.
Not all the co-operatives in our study have done well in
the wholesale market. To a certain extent, all three of them
are in the position of producing more than they can sell,
and they are not alone. Increasing sales is always hard,
especially since none of these co-operatives, or perhaps
none of the hundreds of co-operatives in Morocco, is savvy
in marketing or in building customer-relationships. Some
of the co-operative directors partake in government-

Plate 11
Argan oil soaps and moisturisers are popular souvenirs for tourists.
Photo: Author, January 2016.
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sponsored promotional tours to attend trade shows in
foreign countries; this is an affordable and morally
respectable way for Moroccan women to travel overseas to
do business (H-1, R-1). Some of the co-operatives have
blogs and websites, which are inexpensive to maintain and
no immediate face-to-face interaction with clients is
required. Yet in general, the concept of branding is
sketchily implemented. It is tempting to simply pin the
reason for the primitive marketing strategies on to
Morocco’s cultural restrictions on women, though in truth,
the severe lack of a marketing budget or expertise may be
a more substantial factor in the co-operatives’ lukewarm
performance. Old co-operatives might have enjoyed media
coverage when the world first ‘discovered’ the miraculous
oil, but to stand out, all co-operatives must display more
business acumen. Tighanimine, therefore, decided to take
the plunge and spend an initial EUR 2,000, and then EUR
500 every year, to obtain a fair-trade certificate. It is still too
early to tell how the certificate will enhance Tighanimine’s
brand, but it is a well-calculated move to encourage
socially-conscious potential customers.
The argan oil retail market is, on the other hand, a
totally different matter. (Plate 11) The merchandise on sale
includes beauty products, ranging from soaps that contain
only a few drops of argan oil to a serum made of 100%
argan oil, as well as the oil itself. One of the co-operatives
we visited has technicians who, in addition to operating the
oil-extracting machines, make basic soaps on site, but like
the rest of the co-operatives, it commissions independent
factories to produce body lotions and moisturisers with the
oil they provide. The merchandise is then sold out of the
co-operatives’ stores, at trade shows and sometimes on
websites. A bottle of 50 ml pure argan oil for salad
dressing, or a head-to-toe nourishing serum can be priced
between MAD 60 and 160, and a jar of revitalising
moisturiser whose ingredients are never clearly listed also
carries a similar price tag. From a financial point of view,
this retail market is what the co-operatives should focus on
to maximise revenue. The reasons are as follows: firstly,
consumers view beauty products made by different brands
as heterogeneous items, each made to the brand’s specific
formula, and this heterogeneity permits the co-operatives
to set their own prices. Secondly, most of the customers
for these retail products are tourists with limited time at
their disposal. Even though occasionally they are aware of
certain reputable co-operatives that have been featured in
TV programmes or magazines, their choices of where to
shop are dictated by their itineraries. Some co-operatives

are fortunate enough to be situated near main roads, yet
for the co-operatives in remote villages, unless they have
cultivated relationships with tour operators, they can
expect only infrequent passing-trade tourists or Moroccan
customers from non-argan producing areas. Moreover,
although the co-operatives have in-house stores, very few
of them have permanent concessions or branches
elsewhere in Morocco. The under-developed distribution
network again allows individual co-operatives to be pricesetters as the number of accessible firms is insufficient to
make up a perfectly competitive market.
Setting its own prices gives the co-operative the market
power to manipulate prices to suit its own requirements,
and it is evident that for every millilitre of oil a co-operative
sells, the profit from retail is several times that from
wholesale. Nonetheless, retailing has not always been as
valuable a source of income as one would have hoped,
even for the accessible co-operatives. This is because most
of the Moroccan retail products come in crude packaging,
and it is impracticable to set the prices of them on a par
with the prices of ‘sophisticated’ branded products seen in
the west. Moreover, although tourists are happy to snatch
up argan oil products as part of the de rigueur Moroccan
experience, their shopping sprees are limited by the
logistical problem of lugging home cumbersome jars and
bottles. All this results in a situation where prices and
volumes of sales stay stagnant. More importantly, since the
beauty products have never been rigorously tested, they fail
to comply with the EU Cosmetics Regulations or the USA’s
Food, Drug and Cosmetic Act, and cannot be distributed in
those territories. Consumers who like what they bought in
Morocco may also have difficulty repeating their purchases
online as, except for a few cases like Ajddigue, most
co-operatives still lag behind in e-commerce. Instead,
shoppers have to turn to argan oil products produced by
multi-national companies which bought the oil at the price
of MAD 240-260 a litre from the co-operatives in the first
place.
Why does keeping the co-operatives’ accounts healthy
merit discussion? A prosperous co-operative creates and
sustains jobs. But how are these job prospects affecting
the transmission of the practices and know-how
concerning the argan tree?
Several argan women in our interview have argan trees
on their own lands or have usufruct rights to harvest fruits
on communal lands (B-5, H-3, H-4). On their days off, they
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work in tandem with female relatives at home to make oil
for family consumption. Were this tradition to be carried
forward uninterrupted, the ICH element would not be at
risk. However, when the price of surplus home-made oil
sold around the neighbourhood sky-rocketed from MAD 90
to over MAD 200 per litre in the space of 15 years, even
affluent Berbers began to feel the pinch. It has been noted
that the use of argan oil in home cooking has taken a
downturn (Ruas et al 2015, p.133). If the tendency to
substitute argan oil with cheap olive or sunflower oil
persists, and the sale of home-made oil declines, fruitharvesters may be prompted to sell the fruit to the
commercial sector for easy cash.
Furthermore, the labour needed for the menial work of
oil-making is becoming less available. Rural exodus has
seen men heading to the cities to pursue economic
opportunities, and women working in the fields whenever
they can (Ruas et al., 2015, p.133). This chronic shortage of
domestic help is exacerbated, ironically, by the booming
argan market. The windfall enables better-off argan
farmers to send their daughters to secondary schools and
that takes away more potential helpers from households
(Lybbert et al, 2011). But even for home-bound girls, the
possession of oil-making skill is no longer seen as a
defining quality of being a Berber woman. Both Skog’s
investigation (2013, p.76) and our study have noted the
cavalier attitude of some young Berber women to bearing
or handing down this physically taxing legacy.
The decreasing number of home practitioners puts the
commercial sector, i.e., co-operatives and private argan oil
production companies, in a pivotal position to transmit the
related skill and knowledge. Were the financially-strapped
co-operatives to be driven out of the sector, the hired
employees in private argan oil production companies
would become the dominant group of ‘argan women’. This
dominance may not reduce the total of on-the-job
practitioners as the kernel production lines of the
companies would still need to be properly staffed, but the
low rate of pay the companies offer would probably only
attract workers from the lowest income strata.
The job prospects offered by the co-operatives are
consequently not only critical in the Berber women’s
empowerment movement, but also instrumental in
safeguarding the ICH. Professor Charrouf once remarked
that the co-operatives are more about social work than
about profit-making, yet she also agreed that only a

co-operative that is able to stand on its own feet financially
can cater for the wellbeing of its members (Charrouf,
2016). If a co-operative can expand its business, improve its
profitability and raise its pay, it will surely increase the
likelihood of recruitment from a range of social strata.
Educated women may be attracted by the new types of
work, say, design or IT or product development or
international trade, and others are also more likely to find
manual work acceptable if it is well-paid. Governmental
interventions such as subsidies, management training or
crack-downs on fake co-operatives may be required to
make this happen soon, as quite a few interviewees stated
that the number of ill-managed co-operatives is already on
the rise (Charrouf, 2016, B-1, R-1). To promote ‘the sense
of identity and continuity’ among the Berbers, and to
ensure the widest possible participation from community
(UNESCO, 2003), Morocco must take more measures to
help co-operatives reach sustainable growth for the longterm future.

Conclusion
Built on the personal collection of fashion legend Yves
Saint Laurent, and tucked away in a corner of the serene
Jardin Majorelle in Marrakech, is the world’s first Berber
Museum. Simply yet poignantly, the museum depicts
Berber life through Room 2’s twelve display cases, of
which, case 8 is dedicated to argan, millstones and barley.
The argan tree and the Berbers have lived in North Africa
for millennia. The present oil craze is emblematic of the
strong link that the Berbers have to the land and the
vicissitudes that the Berbers have endured, but it also
reminds us how the symbiotic relationship between tree
and people should be vigilantly monitored: while the
bonanza seems to give the Berbers extra incentives to
conserve the trees, the ruthless harvesting has left nearly
no fruit on the ground and this may jeopardise their natural
regeneration in years to come (Lybbert, Barrett, and
Narjisse, 2004, p. 424). Only when the argan tree is
flourishing will the practices and know-how concerning the
tree have a legitimate reason to survive.

one of the top priorities is the documentation of millstonecrafting. Although stonemasonry is an all-male profession,
the use of millstones is integral to traditional oil-making. In
a time when oil is machine-pressed and amlou can be
made in a food processer, lest the craftsmanship should
collapse under the weight of technology, a separate avenue
of research should be conducted to record it. Secondly,
co-operatives have shown great promise in terms of the
promotion and transmission of this ICH, but there is no
denying that to provide job security for argan women, the
co-operatives have to be financially self-supporting. At
present, little attention is being directed towards the
management side of the co-operatives, and this oversight
needs to be addressed. Since the endgame for all in
commerce is to make sales, co-operatives must strive to
overhaul their management. Last but not least, a dance is
what it is because of the performers and the audiences,
and the same goes for the argan oil: its producers are the
performers and its consumers are the audience. Even
though the oil has gone global, it is considered Berber
because of its Berber makers and its ubiquitous use in
Berber cuisine. Argan oil consumption is a precious part of
the Berbers’ collective memory, yet the rising price of the
oil has driven many to be sparing in its use. Given how
sensitive our senses are to food, to be deprived of the oil
and the dishes it creates, de-stabilises the memory and
causes irreversible changes to the identity-formation of the
Berbers. The Moroccan authorities should keep a close
watch on the annual production and exports of the oil to
analyse whether there are any further changes in
consumer behaviour, and they must find a way to put the
oil back on the dining table. Above all, if Proust’s
‘madeleine moment’ could give birth to such a
masterpiece, what journey of memory would the Berbers’
'argan oil moment’ unlock?

At the forefront of the current argan oil fad are the
argan women and their co-operatives. By focusing on
those co-operatives, this paper hopes to fill in the research
gap about the practices and know-how concerning the
argan tree as an ICH element, its skills, objects, spaces,
community and transmission, and pinpoint what actions
are needed to ensure its safeguarding. We conclude that
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Puffing ourselves up with all these walls built along a nonexistent boundary is every bit as useless as intelligently
navigating the currents, seaworthy and armed with
knowledge of the seas, would be useful. There is no need
to collapse like a sack of potatoes. Our task, then, should
be to navigate … It’s a difficult task, because it cannot ever
mean bringing things to safety away from the mutation,
but only within the mutation. Because what we do salvage
will never be what we have kept sheltered from time, but
what we have allowed to mutate, so that it might become
itself again, in a new time.1

Introduction: thoughts on intangible cultural
heritage and diversity

Jorijn Neyrinck

Coordinator NGO tapis plein, centre of expertise on ICH &
cultural heritage participation in Flanders, Belgium

At the beginning of this century, the protection of cultural
diversity in the world was one of the incentives for the creation of
the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) as an international policy
instrument. In the preamble to the Convention, the importance of
ICH is positioned as a mainspring of cultural diversity and as a
guarantee for sustainable development. The Convention also
came about after UNESCO had made the analysis that
globalisation and social transformation often create situations in
which ICH declines or disappears, given that there is a lack of
resistance and means of help that can protect and strengthen
ICH in these circumstances. Conversely, globalisation can also
offer opportunities to fully experience the diversity of cultures.2
ICH and cultural diversity were in the forefront of UNESCO’s goals
from an ideological, normative standpoint, for positive
appreciation and as an objective for protecting, strengthening and
preservation.

ABSTRACT
The author reflects on policy and practice development
concerning intangible cultural heritage (ICH), from the
perspective of cultural diversity as a part of the framework
of appreciation and objectives relating to the UNESCO
Convention for the Safeguarding of ICH (2003). The author
explains the current evolution towards a superdiverse
society, and determines that ICH is identified in the
preambles of the UNESCO 2003 Convention as a source of
enrichment for cultural diversity, of mutual human
understanding and exchange. The Convention has existed
for over a decade, making it possible to reflect on its
international implementation with respect to the aspect of
cultural diversity: i.e. what do we learn from the realisation
and interaction with the Lists and Register in the context of
the Convention, and surrounding debates? The author
examines how the choices and implementation of the ICH
Convention, developments in the field and the effects on

the practice can be evaluated in the intervening years with
an approach of diversity. Finally, the author wishes to
formulate a vision and to foster reflections on ICH and
diversity (policy) with this. A plea follows to open up the
thinking around ICH and diversity, and thus to approach it as
diversely as possible; since a focus on an (often) ethniccultural approach potentially creates the contrary effect from the
intention of the entire ICH discourse and ICH policy
development: a striving towards a more shared understanding
and exchange, and enrichment of cultural diversity and human
creativity.

Keywords
cultural diversity, super-diversity, cultural policy, cultural
mediation, cultural brokerage, Representative List, sustainable
development, communities, commons, transformation,
multiculturalism, inventorying
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I have been familiar with ICH policy in Western Europe
from early on, particularly in the region of Flanders (Belgium)
where I live, and in neighbouring countries such as the
Netherlands, France and Germany. In the Netherlands, with
the beginning of the ICH policy in 2012, goals regarding
cultural diversity were connected to the conception of the
policy. One of the priorities of the National Inventory of ICH
was that it should reflect the cultural diversity of communities
in the Netherlands.3 One of the principal goals of the Inventory
of ICH in Flanders that has been developing since 2008, is to
provide visibility for ICH and to offer support to communities
that wish to safeguard their ICH. The realisation of a diverse
inventory was not an explicit goal.4 Diversity is nevertheless
also a key concept in the policy for ICH in Flanders.5 In the
Policy for Intangible Cultural Heritage in Flanders Statement,
which appeared in 2010, cultural diversity was indeed one of
the goals, analogous with those of the Convention.6
From the very beginning, I was involved with ICH policy in
Flanders as a heritage worker. In the summer of 2008 I was

asked to chair the emerging ad hoc Committee for ICH. The
Operational Directives for the implementation of the 2003
Convention had recently been adopted during the second
General Assembly of the Convention,7 and the Flemish
government wanted to act promptly and take on a pioneering
role internationally through the implementation of the policy
at national level. A regulation for the Inventory for ICH in
Flanders was swiftly drawn up. A set of basic principles was
drawn from the Convention and supplemented with elements
from the Flemish cultural heritage policy (incorporating
quality monitoring through coaching by professional heritage
organisations). Since that time I have been deeply involved
with the various phases of the development of policy and
practice regarding ICH in Flanders.
When a few years later, in 2012, the Netherlands
engaged in policy-making for ICH, there was another
phone call, this time asking if I would be interested in
participating as a foreign expert on the Advisory
Commission on the National Inventory of ICH in the
Netherlands. The Netherlands waited a while before
signing the Convention, but was now anxious to begin in
earnest. On the one hand, learning from the experiences
from other neighbouring countries—including Flanders—
and on the other hand, establishing their own policy goals,
such as striving to reflect the cultural diversity of the
country.
After about a three-year period of parallel
development of the ICH inventories and policy in the field, I
observed a pronounced contrast between the two
neighbouring regions. In 2012, in Flanders, after five years
of inventory work, it was judged that the Inventory so far
remained too narrow, limited to a modest number of the
‘usual suspects’, primarily rural traditions and social
events and festivals. Moreover, these were already, in one
way or another, acknowledged within the cultural heritage
sector as folk culture.8 In contrast, in the Netherlands,
after a similar development in 2012-2013, the influx of
requests for inclusion in the Inventory was rapidly
accelerating and differentiating. Both in number and type,
and in the geographical distribution of requests, the
growth and diversification was pronounced.9 The Dutch
Centre for ICH could barely keep up with the number of
applications. The requests came from diverse, and
sometimes surprising, corners of society. The social and
media attention to ICH exhibited a similar evolution of
interest. This was recently explicitly voiced during a coffee
break of the Advisory Committee: … that it indeed seems
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as if ICH in the Netherlands is suddenly pushed from the
margins into the centre of attention, and from the niche of
‘old folk-cultural traditions’ to the horizon of a
‘contemporary super-diverse society’.
Where or when then is such a turning point to be
located? To which social developments and policy initiatives
might divergent evolutions regarding diversity, identification
and image-forming processes be linked? By introducing a
new paradigm of ICH, the objective of the UNESCO 2003
Convention was to create a transition from previous
approaches that included concepts such as traditional
culture, folk culture and folklore.10 The question is actually
whether the Convention itself has been successful in this
objective in its first ten years of implementation on an
international scale? The answer to the question is not
entirely positive. Various stakeholders, experts, NGOs and
authors within the international community are placing
terse question marks and exclamation marks beside the
development of the Convention in relation to cultural
diversity in the world today.11 In this article, we hope to
explore how this came about, which keys are lacking or
misused, and which developmental paths can be further
cultivated.
In order to consider a multi-faceted and complex theme
such as fostering ICH and diversity, we wish to relate it to
the evolution of societies. We shall cross-reference various
disciplines such as political, sociological and heritage
studies, and make links to UNESCO texts. We shall reflect
on literature from home and abroad. At the end of this
essay, we anticipate possible perspectives for the further
development of policy and praxis regarding ICH in relation to
cultural diversity.

The negative attitude to globalisation is associated with
developments in the last quarter of the 20th century. Within a
few years, a number of events and developments occurred
on the world stage which could all, to a certain extent, be
considered as aspects of globalisation. In fact it was an
interaction of disparate evolutions and tendencies, which in
a variety of ways interfered with and/or mutually
strengthened each other. Consider the fall of the Iron
Curtain and the end of the Cold War, the migrations that
followed, the rise of a global free-market economy, the
emergence and acceleration of the Internet and other new
communication technologies, increased mobility, and so
forth.
Globalisation confronts us with a continuously changing
interpretation of the reality around us. Existing or previous
polarities, such as poor versus rich, north versus south, east
versus west, and other important social divisions could be
expected to be possibly abridged due to growing global
knowledge, contacts and communication. However,
paradoxically enough, the tendency towards polarisation
seems at least as great, or even greater, and more visible
than before. Consider the global gap in income and the
discourse in the 1990s about the so-called ‘clash of
civilisations’. 14

Globalisation:from a ‘cultural shift’ to a
movement for sustainability

During this period, meanwhile, there was a growing
group of people who were increasingly vocal about the need
for social reform. It is in this globalising context, with all its
tensions and accompanying upheaval, that culture gradually
became positioned as a new geo-strategic instrument.
While these diverse processes of globalisation were
occurring, politics and policy did not evolve at a proportional
rate in terms of speed and understanding, either
internationally or trans-nationally. As such, a vacuum
emerged in the political global organisation, in which culture
could and did begin to become more and more reified, thus
becoming extremely ideological.15

A negative attitude to globalisation is noticeable in the
text of the UNESCO 2003 Convention and the
accompanying Operational Directives.12 Globalisation is
viewed as one of the most important threats to
safeguarding ICH.13 It is associated with degeneration, a
threatening homogenisation, sometimes referred to in a
pejorative sense as ‘McDonaldisation’. However, at the
same time, globalisation is presented as offering the
opportunity to experience the diversity of cultures in all
their richness.

This so called 'cultural shift' and the rise of culturebased logistics are found in a number of tendencies around
us. In the region where I live, for example, we can think
about the rise of the extreme right (political parties such as
Vlaams Blok in Flanders, the movement around Geert
Wilders in the Netherlands, Front National in France, etc.),
which stand for ‘own people and culture’ and develop a
hateful discourse against other ‘cultures’ (for example,
Islamophobia) - and this within the context of increasing
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migration and growing diversity. However, the cultural shift
is just as apparent in general policy and social
developments with a progressive, ideological character.
Consider the rising range of ideas about multiculturalism in
the 1980s and 1990s, or the objectives of the UNESCO 2003
Convention. Where cultural decline becomes the prevailing
experience, culture ranks high in the political stakes.
It is important to note that within the general trend of
'culturalisation', very different processes are at play. Since
the 1980s, moreover, these trends have persisted at a
growing rate. There are cultural groups that therefore
consciously try to remain outside of modern developments.
They invoke cultural arguments and appeal for ‘cultural
particularity’ and ‘tradition’ to bring about cultural autonomy
or cultural exception. Other cultural groups become
politically or socio-economically marginalised and ‘turn
inwards’. Furthermore, there are cultural groups that
explicitly use culture to further political convictions or ends.
Finally, there are also cultural groups who turn culture into
an instrument to protect their own national markets.16 It is
clear that all of these groups have differing incentives,
motivations and backgrounds, which also implies that they
might yield equally diverse ideas, policies and frameworks
for action in cultural matters. Such an analysis, however,
seems not to have been made —or has perhaps been
insufficiently recognised — within the context of the 2003
Convention.
In developing the Convention, little attention was
given to the different frames that culture takes in the
public domain: the market frame where culture is a
consumer product; the domestic space where people
learn about their own culture; or somewhat more
broadly, the leisure time where informal cultural
learning with peers takes place; the civil structure in
which culture, seen as a ‘public good’, becomes the
subject of policy and political choices and discussion.17
There was no consideration of these various frames or
spaces of culture in the discussions that led to the
Convention, so some of them remained simply out of the
picture. This also means that they are unaffected by
targeted policies and continue to thrive in an unchecked
manner (those with, for example, commercial or
political motives). In this way, the Convention only offers
a shaky basis for sustainable development, yet
nonetheless that is an explicit aspiration formulated in
the preamble.

In the debates of recent decades, moreover,
sustainability and ICH were mostly reduced to separate
‘aspects’, and sustainability in a holistic sense was stifled.
Culture (and thus ICH) then becomes impossible to
segregate, unless from purely theoretical or policy-related
viewpoints. Only recently, a shift or development came to the
fore in the wake of the world-wide movement on the UN
Agenda for 2030 and the SDGs (Sustainable Development
Goals), which were adopted at the end of 2015.18 Shortly
thereafter the UNESCO 2003 Convention added a new
chapter, ‘Safeguarding ICH and sustainable development at
the national level’ to the Operational Directives,19 creating
a link to the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, which proclaims itself to be universal,
integrated and transformative in its objectives. The
discussions that led to the approval of this new chapter
during the General Assembly in 201620 were memorable.
Fortunately, there is now the potential to bring in a new
chapter regarding sustainable development and ICH. In the
near future we shall see whether this will indeed happen.
A negative attitude towards globalisation has few
benefits. The challenge appears to be in considering how we
can develop meaningful and sustainable evolutions in
globalisation for and with ICH. In order to consider this
further, we shall first highlight a series of concepts and
dimensions that come into the picture when we focus on
ICH and diversity.

From cultural essentialism to cultural
hybridity and super-diversity
In contrast to the idea that globalisation will lead to
cultural homogenisation and the disappearance of diverse
cultural practices, we wish to focus on the ability of
globalisation to bring about an emergent cultural
hybridisation. In the recent volume of Anthropological
Perspectives on Intangible Cultural Heritage, the
challenges of globalisation and hybridity are openly named
as one of the core questions in the ICH sector.21 Many
people think that such a hybridisation will inevitably lead to a
loss of local traditions. For example, as the English
historian, Peter Burke, formulates in his book on Cultural
Hybridity: … the price of hybridisation, especially the
unusually rapid hybridisation that is characteristic of our
time, also includes the loss of regional traditions and of
local roots.22 However, according to Burke you can also
characterise hybridisation as a process of de-contextualising
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followed by a re-contextualising within a new context.23
Hybridity does not need to be compared with cultural
dilution or homogeny because it can just as well be seen as
a sign of the evolving dynamics of creativity in plural
societies.24 We encounter a similar vision with UNESCO
itself in the context of the tenth anniversary of the Universal
Declaration regarding cultural diversity.25 This aligns with
more recent studies and concepts about ‘super-diversity’
which has emerged as a new paradigm in recent years.
In the 2003 Convention, cultural diversity appears to be
largely understood from another angle. The 20th century
idealism about multiculturalism is pervasive.
Multiculturalism emphasises the equality of various cultural
groups or communities within a determined, delineated
administrative domain, and stands for a positive valuation of
that cultural diversity. Behind this lies a political philosophy
in which the recognition of minority cultural groups is
central. From a scientific point of view, but also politically
and from within society itself, the so-called ‘failure of the
multicultural society’ and multiculturalism as a paradigm
have been heavily criticised in recent years. Just as we have
made a distinction above between various types of
‘culturisation’ and cultural appeal, it is also necessary to
indicate different variants of multiculturalism.26 In the first
place, there is the ‘celebration’of multiculturalism, whereby
cultural diversity is ‘celebrated’ as enriching society.
Secondly there is ‘tolerant’ multiculturalism that takes into
account the insight that differences can lead to conflict and
seeks to formulate an answer from the position of mutual
tolerance. Thirdly there is ‘recognition’ multiculturalism in
which the question of simply recognising culturally diverse
groups comes into play.
The Canadian political philosopher, Will Kymlicka—
known for his work and pleas for multiculturalism—also
suggests that the valuable dimensions that come from
multicultural thinking do not need to be discarded out of
hand. Multiculturalism can be understood as a part of the
human rights’ revolution since World War II, a fight for
decolonisation, against racial segregation and
discrimination and consequently for multiculturalism and
rights for minority groups. In addition, people strive for
forms of social change that allow for cultural recognition,
economic redistribution and political participation.27 In this
sense, there can be a present day interpretation of
multiculturalism, provided that a number of adjustments
are made that can offer answers to the challenges of the
super-diverse 21st century society. We are then talking

about a ‘multiculturalism mark 2’, as described by Dirk
Geldof in his work on super-diversity. The question seems
no longer to be whether we want to live in a diverse society,
but rather how we wish, and are able, to live together in
super-diversity.28

share something. There may well be a resonant dynamic
in the definition of ICH in the Convention. However, the
idea of communities is counterproductive here. It is
sensible to go in search of alternatives for
conceptualising communities in relation to ICH. We will
briefly address this issue here.

Super-diversity, however, presents a new paradigm for
thinking about diversity. Steve Vertovec, the initiator of the
concept, stated in his study on London in 2007 that an
enormous diversification lurks within diversity. The
complexity of diversity, rapid changes and increased
mobility ensure that the paradigm of the multicultural
society falls short in understanding the real social and
cultural diversity of modern societies. Diversity, in a manner
of speaking, has become much more diverse. Superdiversity offers a multi-dimensional view of diversity. The
concept places at the centre the diverse influences that
come together in the lives of people and that determine
their lives.29 Diversity then becomes seen as a polyvalent
dimension of social life, which not only encompasses
cultural differences, but likewise gender, religious,
educational and other differences.
Super-diversity has extensive implications for identity
formation and experiencing identity. It makes room for a
complex concept of diversity. People not only have layered
identities,30 their identities also change according to the
context in which they find themselves. Labels that used to
serve as identification have today become too reductionist
or meaningless. Complex, multi-faceted, ambivalent
identity processes are being formed. As such, we are no
longer dealing with ‘fragmented’ identities. Paradoxically,
such concepts stem from the idea of a singular element,
namely a ‘complete’ subject of modernity that would have
lost its distinctive markers of identity, straddles two
cultures, has blurred moral standards and so forth.
In an essentialist approach, culture is seen as an
unchanging and identity-determining, dominant entity. One of
the problems with multiculturalism was that people
threatened to ‘essentialise’ cultural differences with it. Superdiversity, by contrast, allows for a dynamic view of culture and
diversity. Thinking within super-diversity is far away from
reducing or glorifying a static image of folkloric culture. 31
In the 2003 Convention we can still recognise a train of
thought similar to 20th century multiculturalism. The
Convention hobbles along after the cultural reality or
empiricism of our current, super-diverse society. ICH today is
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Hester Dibbits, for example, suggests speaking of
networks, rather than societies, communities, or
cultural circuits, to break through discourse about
identities.34 An essentialist view towards groups is no
longer of this time, because people rather live in
networks than in traditionally defined communities.35
This is in line with the meaning that Roberto Esposito
gives in an etymological analysis of the word
‘community’ as the sharing of a burden or task, the
bringing together and bonding of people seems to lie
primarily in the communal actions of people; doing
things together and being available for designing things
together.36 Also, the concept of ‘hybridity’ offers ways of
opening up the fixed and delineated character of the
concept of community. 37

Plate 1
'you bent ici’ - Zinneke parade – Brussels.
Photo: Guenaou, 2012.

experienced through hybrid and trans-national (in addition:
to regional and local) social contexts in which we
encounter a high number of multi-faceted cultural
identities. International ideas about policy for ICH
depart from an antiquated multicultural vision with a
number of in-built competing and unsolved tensions.

From communities to ICH communities and
networks of practice
An important concept in the Convention is that of
‘community’.32 There has been much written and much
disagreement about what exactly constitute ‘ICH
communities’.33 From the analysis above on culturalising
and essentialism, it is already clear how thinking about
‘communities’ can have perverse or undesired side
effects. The concept of community is associated with
fixed, delineated, homogenous groups of people who

I wish to add here that conceptualising communities
as communities of practice, in the sense that Etienne
Wenger provides38—and perhaps also by extension as
networks of practice - could signal a step forward.
Communities of practice are groups of people who share
a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic,
and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this
area by interacting on an ongoing basis.38 Concepts like
‘community of practice’ and ‘networks of practice’ seem
more compatible with the notion of dynamic heritage,
and they are also compatible with the current superdiverse and trans-national network society.
Communities of practice can take on various forms, in
short-term to long-lasting configurations. They can
originate at one place or within one institution, as well as
in different places, possibly even in different areas of the
world. 40 The ‘experts’—in this case the ICH
practitioners—within a community of practice
accumulate a continuously evolving (or ‘mutating’ after
the phraseology used in the opening quotation) practical
experience.41 Such a concept in the sense of ‘community
of ICH practice’ aligns closely with the concept of
heritage community as introduced42 within the Faro
Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage
for Society (2005) and that has since been developed into
policy texts for heritage within Flanders.
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As a provisional conclusion, the notion of community
should further be scrutinised and developed in the
context of the 2003 Convention: there is a need for a
more dynamic concept that better encompasses the
practice-orientated dimension of ICH.

Thinking about ICH in times of super-diversity
A great deal of time and attention has gone to the
various lists, and primarily to the Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity (RL). Despite
repeated critical debates and recommendations to develop
more attention and energy, and submit nominations in ‘the
spirit of the Convention’ for other instruments of the
Convention such as Best Safeguarding Practices,43
international assistance and capacity building, in practice we
do not see a lot of change. The Representative List moulds
the image that ICH has acquired internationally - and a lot
can be deduced and learned from it. Richard Kurin suggests
that: … intangible cultural heritage by definition is
something used for community self-definition. 44
Reflected in the Representative List we see that in an
international context these processes of self-definition
produce well-determined selections of ‘ICH elements’ that
are being promoted as ‘items’. These are easily
recognisable elements of heritage that support the selfimage of one’s own group,45 often socially desirable and
broadly supported traditional customs and festivals from
nation states, or other specific traditions from minority
cultural groups.
This selection of elements not only impacts on the
general image people have of ICH. It also affects the
formation of present-day and future heritage practices.
Thus, the Convention has a fossilising effect. This effect
originates from the recognition given to the nomination files.
It does not happen opportunely, or at least not from a
collective expediency. On the contrary even, this effect
seems to come about rather despite the explicit and formal
mentions of the importance of cultural diversity or of the
dynamic character of ICH in the Convention . The
consequence is then that the Convention, viewed on a
meta-level, does not fulfil its own objective of supporting
cultural diversity in the world, but quite conversely seems to
effect processes of cultural demarcation, impoverishment
and ossification. The determining of these rather
paradoxical and perverse effects of the Convention
workings is found among its supporters, as well as among
its critics. These effects, moreover, increase under the

influence of the constantly dwindling number of
nominations that may be considered in the context of the
Convention.46 What results in turn is that States’ Parties
give priority to submitting a file with a desired appeal (for the
state) and with a high probability of being approved. The
influence of various pre-selection mechanisms, of the
diplomatic power play and unstated hierarchies, and of the
number of consultants, rampantly increases in unseen
ways. This is at the cost of an open mind, and it limits the
chances for possible alternative, bottom-up proposals or
dynamics that could bring to the fore a diversity of active
ICH-practising communities.
Meanwhile, there are many ideas expressed about the
interaction and approaches to strengthen ICH and to further
translate ‘the spirit of the Convention’ to times of superdiversity. Lourdes Arizpe suggests introducing a time
dimension, in order to preserve the dynamic character of
ICH: … time must be reinstated into the concept of these
practices by conceptualizing them as ‘a moment in time’ in a
continuous flow of meaning and interaction.47 She further
says that the proper scale and plurality of living cultural
practices must be further explored. ICH practices are not
unique; they are singular performances within the webs of
plurality.48 For years now there have been recurring
discussions regarding the formation of lists.49 The question
of bringing together related or similar elements on the List
bumps up against invisible walls and territorial
demarcations from nation states and ICH communities,
under the motto of cultural autonomy and the right to be
different. Rather than further focusing on ‘difference’ which
the Convention has thus far supported, thereby encouraging
competition and polarisation, opportunities become obvious
when we focus on ‘connecting’, by which we can pay
attention to intersections with other ICH practices in other
places and in other contexts. In this manner we can
implement various possible forms of international
collaboration, strengthen cultural networks and
connections, look for points of intersection and stimulate
learning from ICH practices.
Opening up the domains of ICH needs to be encouraged
globally. Numerous (non-western) products and intangible
cultural phenomena appear to be overlooked in the current
approach to heritage, or are merely taken into consideration
in a truncated form. This echoes the ‘authorised heritage
discourse’.50 In order to make it more concrete, we can take
as an example how certain practices in our regions, which
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technically speaking would be considered perfect examples
of ICH, despite not immediately being recognised as ICH per
se, including ballet, for example, or opera, or jazz, or
summer music festivals or maybe even graffiti. Similar
dance forms, musical genres or annual, large festive
gatherings would be identified as ICH if they came from
Africa or the Orient. This applies to many other European
elements, perhaps because they appear too ‘normal’ or too
‘modern’.
In a super-diverse context, ways of categorising ICH that
are as open as possible seem to be at stake. There is more
to ICH than ethnic-cultural diversity. It also has to do with
developing ideas and categories that can encompass the
ambivalence, multi-dimensionality, hybridity and dynamics
of contemporary cultural practices with roots in old and new
traditions and transmitted customs. The formula of inter
alia was built into the Convention 51 at the outset and could
easily be mobilised to this end.
When the horizons of care for ICH are widened to
contribute to sustainable forms of synergy with our transnationally connected world, in balance with the different
pillars of sustainable development and with an eye on the
importance of the cultural processes of belonging, providing
meaning, connecting and identification for the wellbeing of
humanity, then the Representative List and inventories will
need to look very different. They will need to provide a much
better answer to recording the super-diverse, hybrid,
ambivalent, rapidly changing and multi-dimensional cultural
practices and experiences with which people today engage.
Such a super-diverse image can only come about if we
begin to construct it ourselves. It will not happen on its own.
It must be made, adjusted and constructed, file-by-file,
recognition by recognition.52 Each policy for ICH, at any level
(local, national, trans-national, international) must turn
proactive policy into practice, to bring different and diverse
forms of ICH into view, taking the transition forward.

Beyond the nation state and towards a global
ethic
A subsequent dimension that is of importance when
reflecting upon ICH and diversity is governance. The
UNESCO Convention is an international policy instrument—
the name speaks for itself—in which nation states work
together. However, it is characteristic of developments in
the 21st century that the nation state has lost strength and
relevance as a level of governance. With the rise of trans-

national connections, networks, identities and practices, the
effectiveness of the national policy level—and thus also its
credibility and validation—has declined. We are world
citizens living in a time of trans-nationalism. The relevance
of the local and supra-national levels thus becomes more
important.
At the local level, it is important for people to give shape
to a diverse society on a manageable scale, while at the
international level, it is important to foresee sustainable
solutions for shared challenges that we will only be able to
address on a global scale. In the 2003 Convention, it is
indeed the nation states themselves that realise the
internationally organised mechanisms (such as the
Representative List) for ICH and thereby often have a
national interest in mind.53 It would be better if the initiatives
came from (locally or networked) citizen initiatives or from
mixed stakeholder groups for ICH practices,54 and when
possible they should be promoted on a trans-national level.
This would probably lead to very different realisations of the
praxis of the Convention. 55
At the beginning of the Convention there is a short,
general reference to Human Rights: Referring to existing
international human rights instruments, in particular to
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights of 1948, the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights of 1966, and the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights of 1966. However, these ethical
references have not been defined in relation to the specific
questions and challenges that come to the fore when
safeguarding ICH. Indeed, it is only very recently (2015-2016)
that a set of 12 ethical principles was established.56 It was
not a simple exercise to reach a consensus about what such
an ethical code or principles should include.
When reflecting upon ICH and diversity within a
globalising world, it is important to see how we live in a
world of increasing and global ‘mutual dependency’ or
interdependency. Such a global perspective of an
intertwined and even interdependent life is completely
lacking in the Convention. This interdependency should be a
primary value, lest there be an intensification of mutual
strife. On that level of interdependency,57 diverse possible
principles and themes come to mind: the principles of
Human Rights, ‘enlightenment’ principles of freedom,
equality and solidarity, and as we discussed above, the
steadily increasing number of appeals to recognise the
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principles of sustainable development, and the search for a
balance between the social, economic and ecological
dimensions. In recent times more attention also appears to
have been given to animal rights. 58
At a second level, the interaction with ICH comes into
the picture. Paradoxically, the Convention seems to be at
odds and, in practice, even in conflict with the
aforementioned primary values. Through its objectives and
focus on the safeguarding of ICH ‘elements’ the Convention,
to a certain degree, isolates and essentialises these
elements as ‘items’ and cuts them off from interdependency
and the dialogical and dynamic processes of cultural
interaction. But the question actually is whether the goal of
the Convention should be the safeguarding of individual ICH
elements. Should enhancing cultural heritage processes,
empowering them in their relation to the other interacting
powers and dynamics (such as the economy, globalisation,
and migration) not be a primary, or at least an important,
objective of the Convention?
Therefore, we need a continuous process of
identification with the previously named ‘interdependency’
and basic principles regarding freedom, equality and
solidarity. We find such a vision of active pluralism (in which
the ‘democratic pluralism’ as a global, ethical vision has
priority over all forms of ‘cultural pluralism’) with an
increasing number of —albeit usually western— authors. It
is also related to the European idea of ‘unity in diversity’ in
which the right to cultural diversity and identity is
inextricably bound up with the equality of cultures.59 Arizpe
adds that this concept also needs to include the equality of
(cultural) vulnerability and opportunity.60 This explains
why sometimes policy interventions or corrections (for
example, stemming from an ICH policy) are justified: they
make sure that we can talk about ‘equal vulnerability and
equal opportunity’. Not every cultural practice or tradition,
not every ICH practising community has equal power, size,
basis or a dynamic from which it can meet the many
contemporary challenges.
We can take this yet another step further. A number of
international authors express the belief that simple ‘respect’
for the first level of human rights, enlightenment and
sustainability principles is not enough. According to them, it
does not suffice to simply ‘tolerate’ the second level of
cultural diversity and thus also ICH. In addition to a global
ethical framework or foundation with necessary conditions
(‘thou shalt / shalt not’), there is also an important need for

a shared image of the future that contains a positive
dimension: ‘we want / we dream’. In his Geschiedenis van
de vooruitgang, Rutger Bregman examines which major
lessons he can extract at a particular point in time from
three millennia of world empires and their approaches to
tolerance and intolerance. He arrives at the conclusion that
indifference (that is tolerance) can indeed make nations
great, but to keep them together and for them to make
progress together, more is necessary: namely an inclusive
story of citizenship. Progress is not only built on the basis of
appropriate institutions that are open for creative
destruction and innovation, but is likewise built on a shared
idealism of an image of the future.61 Arizpe promotes such
an ideal with ‘conviviability’: Conviviability is an attainable
ideal. Yet we must turn this into a principle that requires
purposeful action, in the same way that sustainability
does. Define it as the ability to create convivial relations—
convivo-ability—a principle of development for a global
society inhabiting a finite planet.’62 This brings us to the
following theme: what can the role of the Convention be in
presenting a shared image of the future (objectives) and of
the way towards the realisation of the shared dream or ideal
(implementation). 63

On cultural mediators and ICH as a ‘common’
UNESCO and the 2003 Convention can be considered as a
‘contact zone’ in which many peoples and cultures with
different backgrounds come together, and by which they can
see their (hybrid and fluid) ‘cultural identities’ supported in a
rapidly changing world as a sort of ‘platform in the world’64
from which one can also depart. UNESCO can then be a
forum that attempts to preserve such platforms in a nonessentialist form.
Culture and cultural policy were conceptualised in the
second half of the twentieth century as ‘sites of
contestation’. Consider ‘dominant cultural expressions’
versus forms of ‘counter-culture’; for example,
‘mainstream’ culture and ‘high’ culture versus forms of folk
culture—such as rituals of reversal or so-called ‘subversive’
subculture (various types of niche or youth culture and
rather clichéd examples like punk, hip-hop, graffiti, etc.).
The idea that culture could also be ‘a site of negotiation’ also
developed—which can be in line with the Convention as
building on consensus building. Currently, the idea is
emerging that culture is a ‘site of arbitration’.65 In such
ranges of thought about active pluralism is also the idea of
‘agony’, in which social context is not so much to be located
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Plate 2
Photo of the social media and activation campaign ‘#ikschrijfgeschiedenis' by which NGO
tapis plein sensitises for ICH and cultural diversity (Fanfare De Vieze Gasten - Ghent).
Photo: tapis plein, 2015.

in finding a consensus among people, but more so in the
will towards ‘dis-sensus’, the will of people—in a peaceable
but active manner—to engage in debate with each other.66
David Held sketches out such an autonomous democratic
model that stimulates and organises a plurality of singular
voices and active citizenship. Such a multi-voiced minority
democracy has as a condition that the autonomous
economic, social and cultural development of the full array
of citizens and minorities is permanently stimulated and
facilitated.67 Additionally, policy-related corrections are
implemented in order to transform social inequalities into
equal vulnerabilities and opportunities for all. This implies,
moreover, not only corrections for the empowerment of the
weaker in the debate/society, but equally, the handling of the
models and systems of governance with which we organise
and guide our society. Only in this way—in a two-way
process of democratisation (state structures and civil
society)—can truly equal contexts be developed for all in
order to enable them to participate in the democratic debate
that forms our society.68
It is interesting to address the approach of ‘intangible
heritage as commons’.69 A ‘common’ is maintained by the
continuous interplay of critique and conflict between
government and opposition(s). Likewise, a ‘community’ and
its ‘culture’ express coherence through their mutually-felt

tensions, disputes and discussions. While consensus leads
to a homogenisation and thus to a relative stagnation of
cultural practices, it is precisely the tensions between
tastes, styles, subcultures, political preferences, religious
convictions and social and ethnic groups that preserve the
‘common’, as is seen with the dynamic development of ICH
practices as ‘commons’.
The possible parallels with a UNESCO context and the work
of the 2003 Convention for ICH are not hard to find. This is a
plea to see and implement the UNESCO framework of the
2003 Convention as a democratic instrument of active
pluralism and social arbitration, a context that makes dissensus and agony/strife possible in and amongst the divergent
visions and approaches to interaction with ICH practices.
However, in line with what we wrote above, each of these
visions needs to comply with a prior global-ethical framework.
It is an approach that makes difference and discussion
possible, though it also requires processes of mutual listening,
exchange and learning. The working of the Convention then
creates a space in which the exchange of ideas can be carried
out trans-nationally. In essence, this debate deals with the
question of how there can be interaction with ICH practices. On
a second level, an ICH policy (national as well as international)
also offers a contact zone between the diversity in and of ICH
practices (as commons) in themselves.
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Such a vision of culture as a ‘site of arbitration’, and the
active pluralism of a minority democracy which creates an
environment in which minorities have a place in the debate,
and thereby ensures a two-way (state/civil society)
empowerment, aligns very well with the content of the 2003
Convention. UNESCO wishes ultimately to empower all the
ICH expressions of individuals, groups and communities,
however small-scale or large they might be. In an
interdependent vision, the perspectives of the ICH elements
themselves are shifted toward the reflexive and dialogical
processes amongst all of the diverse voices, groups, visions,
practice communities and many others involved in a socially
embedded cultural practice. The Convention could then no
longer continue working in an apparently isolated or isolating
‘domain of culture’, designating elements as items, but would
discuss and deal with an interconnected global context,
where the shared focus would be to ensure sustainability.
Sustainable development calls for a holistic approach and
then everything becomes ‘political’; the political—in the sense
of ‘that which has to do with the organisation of the power and
approach to different needs in society’—precedes and is
present within every possible cultural policy. This is a vision
which engenders responsibility, and by which the cultural
dimension is involved just as much as any other (economic,
social or ecological) dimension inherent in these dynamics,
processes and debates.
Naturally such a holistic approach cannot depart from the
objective or expectation that culture ‘can right the wrongs of
the world’.69 That would be an unrealistic or even contentious
expectation as we remember how in a ‘cultural shift’ culture
becomes precisely the angle through which to approach
social questions—with the risks of ‘essentialising’ and
polarisation that come along with that. Meanwhile other—
mostly ‘leftist’—visions approach the same social challenges
from a socio-economic angle and then tend to pass over the
cultural dimension either too lightly or too quickly. However,
shouldn’t this be framed as a tension between mutually
interacting realities? Or, as Dirk Geldof writes:

The ‘politics of redistribution’ aims to achieve a maximum
of socio-economic justice. To make this possible, policy is
based on the need to tackle structural inequality as the
central issue … a policy of recognition seeks to positively
endorse undervalued differences between groups via a
process of cultural-symbolic change, based on a positive
appreciation of cultural diversity. In this way, the politics of
recognition [such as the current UNESCO ICH policy] is

really a kind of politics of identity, since it involves the
reassessment and revaluation of the cultural identity of
groups that do not belong to the majority culture. In other
words, differences between groups are (partially)
confirmed and accepted … at the same time, we must
also realize that there are limits to recognition … this
recognition still takes place within the limits set by society,
preferably based on a clear human rights perspective.
Consequently there are boundaries to recognition, but
these boundaries are variable and must be discussible in
a world of super-diversity. In other words, we must see
the recognition of identity and culture as something
changeable, and something that is the result of a
continual process of dialogue. It is not simply the onesided recognition of a fixed identity by the majority
culture.70
The international instruments are precisely the ones
UNESCO developed (the 2003 Convention among them) to
offer possible contexts in which to work out such tensions.
However, as I have previously elaborated, this calls for
important shifts in the Convention's practices and how they
are developed and worked out, analogous with what David
Held describes for an autonomous democratic model, or, for
the concept of co-production.71
In addition to the role and responsibility of governments in
developing such multi-perspective (culture / heritage)
policies, there is also an important role for many other
(heritage) actors: NGO’s, experts, researchers and the media,
for example. Here the role of the mediator, or ICH ‘broker’72
comes into play.

As mediators they can develop processes and
instruments so that they can provide citizens, peoples,
groups … with incentives and offer them help in
formulating arguments. Culture as a site of arbitration,
after all, begins with a constructivist vision: a perspective
that sees ‘dispositions’ or deeply-rooted customs
anchored in human acts, which are (temporarily)
transformable.73
People also interpret their environment within certain
contexts or frames that dictate how they should behave
in this or that context. 74 By providing people with
‘keys’, these dispositions can be transformed. Such a
process of ‘keying’ can then, for example, reduce
complexity as well as increase it.
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Moreover, ICH can ‘mediate’ such processes of keying.
ICH as a sort of action and interpretation framework can alter
our image of the present and question or even change it. In
our society, however, discussion fades into the background or
is limited by setting something apart ‘because it is cultural
heritage’. It is precisely this societal discussion that is
interesting and is at the core of democracy, but it is also the
heart of every living cultural practice that develops within
society. In the approaches dealt with here from an active
pluralism and a minority democratic angle, we can bring the
‘dismeasure’ (= minority) to the fore, rather than relying on
majority democracy that is tantamount to voting.75 Mediators
or heritage brokers help to create spaces for the minority and
living cultural practices ‘in dialogue’.
Research is likewise another form of keying. It is of
primary relevance then to point out that experts have
contributed extensively to the development of the Convention
and its concepts, and that they thus have constructed the
‘frames’ and keys. The experts—mainly social scientists who
are active within the ‘academic enterprise’—are, however,
equally embedded within their own contexts. The German
sociologists, Ulrich and Elisabeth Beck, indicate just how
much social scientists often depart from ‘methodological
nationalism’ for their research and in their analyses, wherein
nationality, country borders, economic, social and cultural
borders converge, and within which their own academic work
environments are often organised. These analyses have just
as much a need for adaptation to the empirical, super-diverse
reality of the 21st century through managing76 a cosmopolitan
view and by means of a proactive and responsible appeal to
the role of experts, researchers and anthropologists. In stark
contrast to the majority of researchers who, in the name of
critical distance and scientific neutrality—not infrequently
under the rubric ‘Critical Heritage Studies’—refrain from all
involvement in social or policy-oriented development, we also
see how a number of people/researchers/experts have
collaborated in and around the formation and development of
the Convention with a constructivist application of their
personal knowledge and abilities. Thus people like Richard
Kurin, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Kristin Kuutma,
Lourdes Arizpe, Antonio Arantes, Janet Blake, Chérif
Khaznadar and Marc Jacobs have played an unmistakeable
role in the development of the Convention.77 Or, consider
Frank Proschan, recently retired, who as the dyed-in-the-wool
American anthropologist and folklorist went to work right in
the heart of the Convention in the ICH section of the UNESCO
Secretariat.

Conclusion: ‘keys’ for a sustainable policy for
ICH: multiplicity, connectivity, transformation.
The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of
Intangible Cultural Heritage ( 2003) stresses the
importance of ICH as a source of cultural diversity and
as a guarantee for sustainable development. Starting
with the valuation of cultural diversity and the role of
ICH, ‘heritage lists’ were consequently set up, similar to
those from other UNESCO conventions for heritage,
with the World Heritage List of the 1972 Convention
being the most famous one. ‘ICH elements’ with their
‘communities’ are portrayed on lists as ‘items’. The
processes surrounding the making of these
international lists, which have become the billboard for
ICH and designate cultural diversity as a cornerstone,
have as a combined side-effect a pronounced emphasis
on ‘difference’ that tends to create ossification, cultural
essentialism and polarisation. This contrasts with the
Convention ’s own definition of ICH and with the
challenge it poses of stimulating dynamic living cultural
heritage practices that focus on mutual respect and on
sustainable development.78 Today, the practice of the
Convention appears not to correspond or offer answers
to these challenges. Moreover, the reality and the
expectations of the future of rapidly evolving, globalising
and super-diverse societies confront us with a wide
spectrum of contexts, influences and changes in which
cultural practices evolve, become hybrid and diversify.
Instead of focusing on difference, the interaction with
living cultural heritage practices in the super-diverse
world of today and tomorrow should then also be able
to be the focus of the Convention. This indeed suggests
a need for a shifting of perspective and approach in
every ICH policy, at every level, whether locally,
nationally, internationally or trans-nationally.
This is then primarily a plea to approach the living
culture of ICH as a series of contextual solutions that
people from all around the world have formed over time
in response to their social environments. In a global world
where cultural practices and groups are interacting more
than ever before, there are also more possible solutions
than ever before, as the many elements can be collated
and combined in various ways. We no longer see ICH as
protecting the past inheritance of one group, but see it as
a potential reservoir of human knowledge and know-how
on which we can draw for sustainable development - and
thus progress - for all.

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 169

Superdiversity

With such an approach, the protecting, isolating and
preservation-focused perspective shifts towards an open,
transformative and development-orientated one. Such a
development-orientated perspective brings means of
safeguarding—from modernising, to cross-pollinating and
intercultural learning and sharing—to the fore. By thinking
in terms of connectivity, multiplicity and transformation in
the 21st century, we can further realise the value of ICH as a
source of cultural diversity and as a guarantee for
sustainable development in changing times.79 Indeed, there
is an inherent tension between the heritage approach and
the future-orientated concept of safeguarding in a
sustainable way. Approaching ICH as dynamic living culture
and safeguarding these practices with an eye to the future,
means a continuous mutation of ‘previous’ ICH into evolving
and transforming cultural practices—which often ‘dissolve’
and replace the earlier forms of expression of that
particular ICH. This also means that, above all, a superdiversity of living cultural practices is cultivated, which
appears to contradict current experience and practice as
well as the image we have of ICH - an image of isolated
heritage items that need a form of protection or promotion,
usually in the context of identity politics of (ethnic) cultural
minorities, of cultural exceptions or peculiarities (consider
socially isolated, ‘exceptional’ or urgently disappearing
practices) and for the remainder, primarily from broadly
exercised (often national or multinational) and socially
desirable events, festivals and rituals. However, coupling a
demarcating and protecting reflex to a heritage approach
for ICH is disastrous for its sustainable development. ‘We
don’t want to be prisoners of a static culture!’ because
every ‘border drawn in blood’ around cultures protects
from the outside but becomes a prison on the inside;
protectionism may lead to infertility. 80

Yet, most surprisingly, within international fora such as
UNESCO, it is the southern regions that are now situated in
a sort of overhaul movement—that strive the hardest for
canonical forms of recognition on lists and the like. Reality is
complex, full of paradoxes and ambivalences. It is not
uncommon for experts, NGO’s, researchers and a handful
of bold policy representatives, as ICH brokers, to try to
engage in debate with the current discourses and imaging
and add reflexivity and keying to these debates. Rodney
Harrison writes about … the potential to reorganise
relationships between experts, politicians, bureaucrats
and laypersons, which rather than suppressing conflicts,
make use of the overflows and controversies that emerge
as a result of conflict and uncertainties over heritage in
productive and innovative ways. 81
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The paper highlights the fact that Nubia is famous
because of UNESCO's safeguarding of the tangible
heritage over fifty years previously, but also that the
intangible heritage of these communities has been
relegated to second place. As the Nubian Nile material
and cultural landscape is not unique in being endangered
or at risk, it is hoped that by describing these initiatives,
they can serve as a template for the safeguarding of the
threatened intangible heritage in other communities.
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ABSTRACT
The construction in Egyptian Nubia of the Aswan High
Dam in the mid-twentieth century motivated the biggest
rescue operation of tangible heritage that has ever been
undertaken in the world. However, no comparable focus
was accorded to Nubia's intangible heritage, albeit a
small team of ethnographers salvaged what they could in
a very short amount of time. Nubia is an ancient land
that stretches from the first cataract of the river Nile in
Egypt to roughly the fourth cataract in the Republic of
Sudan. At each of these cataracts there has been, and
will be the construction of dams, which will result in the
loss of the majority of the natural, material and cultural
landscape of Nubia. Knowing how detrimental dam
construction, and its concomitant displacement of the
inhabitants, is to the continuity of their culture, the
Nubians are initiating urgent safeguarding practices in
response. These initiatives are assisted by a project team
in the documentation, protection and promotion of
Nubian languages and intangible heritage. This paper
presents some of these current initiatives and highlights
how the project fosters capacity for the Nubian
community to act to keep their heritage alive.

Nubia is an ancient land that stretches from the first
cataract of the river Nile in Egypt to a less distinct
boundary in the south, typically considered as the fourth
cataract in the Republic of Sudan, usually defined as the
area where the Nubian languages are still spoken
(Shinnie, 1996).
Divided into two major regions, Lower Nubia lies
between the first and second cataracts on the Nile,
traversing the Egyptian-Sudanese border, while Upper

The material heritage of Nubia

Keywords
Sudan, Egypt, dams, UNESCO, Nubian Campaign, dam
building, toponyms, Nubia, Nubian languages, Nile Valley,
Aswan High Dam, Abu Simbel, Nubian Languages and
Culture Project, Nubian Culture and Tourism Festival,
Nubian Ethnological Survey

Introduction
The aim of this paper is to communicate information
about the Nubian community initiatives and the methods
and practices of the Nubian Languages and Culture
Project which are aimed at safeguarding the intangible

heritage of the Nubian Nile valley. The initiatives
discussed herein are motivated by the damaging effects
of previous and projected hydro-electric dam
constructions on the river Nile’s Nubian communities.
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Nubia covers the region between the second and fourth
cataracts in the Republic of Sudan. Nubia is the site of
some of the earliest kingdoms of Africa with an
archaeological heritage that can be traced back to around
5,000BC. The study of Nubia is commonly overshadowed
by that of Ancient Egypt, although these two great
civilisations' histories and archaeology were intertwined
through many millennia. The adversarial southerly
neighbour of Ancient Egypt, Nubia successfully
conquered and ruled Egypt during the twenty-fifth dynasty
(760BC - 656BC) (Török, 1998), a period referred to as the
Kushite dynasty. The Kingdom of Kush, incorporating the
empires of Napata and Meroe, reigned in Nubia for a
thousand years until the fourth century AD (Welsby, 1996).
For centuries, as the corridor to Africa (Adams, 1977),
Nubia's strategic position of encompassing the Middle
Nile region of sub-Saharan Africa permitted it to act as a
conduit for huge amounts of trade in ivory, gold, incense,
animals etc. being transported to North Africa, the
Mediterranean and beyond. Various factors contributed to
the end of the Kushite state during the 4th-6th centuries
AD (Welsby, 1996), thereafter three new kingdoms came
to power in Nubia: Nobatia - between the first and second
Nile cataracts; Makuria - bordering Nobatia to the south
in the region of Old Dongola; and Alodia or Alwa - the
southernmost Kingdom near to Khartoum. These
medieval Christian kingdoms would also reign for almost
a thousand years, until their demise as the region
became dominated by the expansion of Arabs from Egypt
and the spread of Islam (Shinnie, 1996; Welsby, 2002).
With such a rich, multi-layered and varied history and
archaeology, Nubia plays a major role in our
understanding of this region of Africa.

Figure 1
Map showing the distribution of the Nile Nubian languages and the
displacement of Nubians in the 1960s. This map is adapted and reproduced with
the kind permission of the Sudan Archaeological Research Society (SARS).

Given the exceedingly rich history of Nubia, it is no
wonder that the region is spectacularly abundant in
ancient material heritage. Spanning many millennia,
and encompassing the rise, fall, invasion and
colonisation of various kingdoms, states and empires,
the Nubian landscape has a profusion of temples,
monuments, shrines, churches, pyramids, burial
grounds, rock art, etc.. An indication of the extent of
Nubia's heritage is that over 1,000 archaeological sites
were identified by the Survey of Sudanese Nubia along
just one hundred mile stretch of the Nubian Nile valley
in Sudan. The Survey was prompted by the
construction of the Aswan High Dam (Edwards, 2002).
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The importance of Nubia's material heritage was
recognised by the recent UNESCO inscription of the
archaeological sites of the Island of Meroe (between
the third and fourth cataracts) in Sudanese Nubia on
UNESCO's World Heritage List (35th Meeting, Paris,
2011).

Nubian languages
Historically and linguistically distinct from the
predominantly Arabic-speaking populations of Egypt and
the Republic of Sudan, ‘Nubian’ is also a linguistic
collective term for a people that speak related languages:
Kenuz in the Aswan area of the first cataract in Upper
Egypt; Andaandi (Dongolawi) is spoken in the area
between the third and fourth cataracts in Sudanese
Nubia; and Nobiin (Mahas/Fadija) is the language used
between the areas of the Kenuz and Andaandi speakers,
encompassing the Egypt-Sudan border. Hopkins and
Mehanna (2010, p.11) point out that while the Nile Nubian
languages (Kenuz, Andaandi and Nobiin) provide a mark
of distinction, culturally there was more of a continuum.
Belonging to the East Sudanic family of the Nilo-Saharan
language phylum, the Nubian languages are also found
further south of Khartoum in the Kordofan region (Hill
Nubian) and also in Darfur, western Sudan (Meidob).
These non-Nile Nubian languages are severely
endangered and some are now extinct, such as Haraza,
which is only known from the documentation of a brief
word list (Bell, 1975).
The Nile Nubian languages are also endangered and
have a vulnerable status under UNESCO's guidelines for
language endangerment and vitality (UNESCO Language
Vitality and Endangerment, 2003). Their primary criteria
for the status of a language's endangerment is based on
intergenerational language transmission and domains of
use. In the context of the Nile Nubian languages, Nubian
children who do speak Nubian have a restricted domain
of use - usually the language is only spoken in the home
due to the strict Arabicisation language policies of Egypt
and Sudan (Haashim and Bell, 2004; Sharkey, 2007)
which definitely threatens the Nubian languages' vitality.
Approximate figures indicate that it is the Kenuz Nubian
language which has drastically reduced numbers of
speakers, currently estimated to be 50,000 (Ethnologue),
as the Kenuz Nubian language community has endured
the most extensive displacement through the consecutive

constructions of the Aswan dam. Forced displacement is
a major causative factor in language endangerment. Even
though UNESCO recognises that language underpins the
intangible heritage of many communities, the protection
and preservation of individual languages is unfortunately
beyond the scope of the 2003 Convention. However,
language is included in Article 2 of the Convention as a
means or 'vehicle' for the transmission of intangible
cultural heritage. As language is so closely connected to
culture, language loss is almost always accompanied by
cultural and social disruption. One of the most
considerable disruptions to cultural and social, and
therefore linguistic, continuity, is that of the forced
displacement of whole communities. Regrettably, forced
displacement is something that the Nubians are all too
familiar with as many communities have already been
deracinated from the Nile valley, and many others are
facing the potential threat of this very same fate due to
the construction of dams.

The impact of Nile dams on the cultural
continuity of Nubia
Dam construction on the river Nile has a history
extending back over 4,500 years (Saxena and Sharma,
2005, p. 7). Despite the fact that the Nubian Nile
inhabitants in the environs of the first cataract had
endured successive dam building programmes from the
early part of the twentieth century, it was during the midtwentieth century that the Nubian Nile valley would
receive international attention through the massive
reconstruction of the Aswan High Dam in Upper Egypt.
The construction of the Aswan High Dam prompted
UNESCO's Nubian Campaign - the organised ‘rescue’ of
some of the archaeological heritage of this region, most
notably the colossi of Rameses II at Abu Simbel
(International Campaign to Save the Monuments of Nubia)
which, along with other monuments and temples, was
relocated to higher ground. Hailed as the greatest
archaeological rescue operation of all time, the
Campaign's efforts, as is well-known, were focused on
re-situating the ancient tangible heritage of this area of
Nubia which was soon to be flooded through the creation
of Lake Nubia (Nasser) once the dam was operational
(Säve-Söderbergh, 1987). As this artificial reservoir would
have a surface area of roughly 2,000 square miles
covering a length of 340 miles, it meant that a large part of
the Nile Nubian valley population in both Egypt and Sudan,
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who were resident in the submergence area behind the
dam, needed to be forcibly resettled. Approximate figures
suggest that 100,000 predominantly Nubian people were
resettled in areas which were many miles from the Nile
valley. Nubians resident alongside the Egyptian Nile were
displaced to 'New Nubia' about 30 miles north of Aswan
near to the town of Kom Ombo in Upper Egypt, although
those Nubians affected on the Sudanese Nile were mostly
displaced many hundreds of miles away from their original
riverine homelands and resettled in desert lands near to the
border with Eritrea (see Figure 1).
While the international focus was on the tangible
heritage of this region, there was to be no similar highprofile attention paid to the impact the displacement of over
100,000 Nubians would have on the intangible heritage of
the Nubian Nile. As these Nubians were mostly resettled in
arid desert locations far away from the Nile, the loss of their
original riverine homelands and the resulting repercussions
on the continuation of their intangible heritage was only
anticipated by a small farsighted group of scholars.
Anthropologists and social researchers affiliated to the
American University in Cairo's Social Research Centre
mobilised to survey, record and analyse the culture and
social organisation of the Nubian inhabitants of the Nile
valley who were about to be resettled, and the survey
documented these Nubians' experiences post-resettlement.
This study, the Nubian Ethnological Survey, was a mixture of
salvage anthropology and development anthropology and with
the cooperation of many Nubians was a record of a way of
life that seemed doomed to disappear (Hopkins and
Mehanna, 2010, p. 3), and that the way of life of these
communities could not, like the temples, be reassembled
far from the banks of the Nile (Fernea, 1978, p. xii).
Recognising the detrimental significance that the Nubian
exodus would have for their intangible heritage fifty years
before UNESCO's Convention for the safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage 2003, the Nubian Ethnological
Survey was prescient in identifying the need to document or
'salvage' the cultural heritage of Nubians who had lived for
thousands of years beside the Nile; those whose homelands
were soon to disappear forever. Extensive ethnographic
documentation was produced over a number of years
(Fernea and Fernea, 1991; Kennedy, 1978), and the results
of the Nubian Ethnological Survey and accompanying
documentation, comprising published and unpublished
works, are deposited in the Social Research Centre Nubian
Archive in the American University in Cairo (AUC) archives.

A further important survey was undertaken on Nubian
toponymy (Bell, 1970) before the evacuation of the Nubian
people who lived throughout the 340 mile long
submergence area. Bell, who was engaged in
archaeological field work in the threatened area, noted that
the Nubian place names were inadequately recorded. As
the toponymy is intricately linked with the Nubian intangible
culture, his survey recognised the importance of recording
not only the names of villages, but also the landscape
features of this area of Nubia, in the Nubian languages. This
survey resulted in the only record of the geographic
features, shrines, temples and onomastics of these
drowned lands.
Exacerbating the endangerment of Nubian living
heritage is the recent construction of another Nile dam, this
time in Sudanese Nubia at the fourth cataract which lies
approximately 220 miles north of the capital, Khartoum.
Over 70,000 mainly Nile Nubian communities were forcibly
displaced between 2003 and 2009 with the construction of
the Merowe High Dam and its subsequent flooding of this
area of Nubia (Hafsaas-Tsakos, 2011). Even though there
was another international movement which responded to a
call by the Sudanese National Corporation for Antiquities
and Museums (NCAM) to rescue some of the soon-to-be
submerged archaeological heritage, no such international
effort or extensive ethnological survey was initiated in which
to document the intangible heritage of those Nile
communities affected. However, there does appear to be an
acknowledgement that this dam would have an impact on
the intangible heritage of these communities, as an
exceedingly minimal attempt at documenting the heritage six researchers who interviewed 30 informants, gathering
14 hours of video - was funded by the Dam Implementation
Unit (El Mahdi Bushra, 2006).
However, dam construction and the ensuing
displacement of Nubians has not finished. Future threats to
what is left of Nubia's tangible and intangible heritage are a
very real prospect with the planned construction of more
dams along the Nile in Sudanese Nubia. The second, third
and fifth cataracts are scheduled to be the sites of three
more imminent dam projects. Throughout Nubia, the
continuous dam building, submergence of lands and
subsequent near-total displacement of the Nile valley
inhabitants will predictably result in the obsolescence of
this ancient culture and the destruction and/or alteration of
the natural and material landscape (Figure 2).
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as traditional house painting techniques and styles.
Nubian houses are traditionally adorned with decoration
and paintings which depict their experiences …
accomplishments, skills and interests (Fahmi, 1993, p.
104). Paintings of eyes, hands and other protective
symbols are also traditional motifs painted near to doors
and entrances, as is the inclusion of home-made china
plates embedded into the front of the houses to
symbolise Nubian hospitality. However, with the
displacement of the Nubians and their subsequent
rehoming in government built housing, which does not
replicate the Nubian traditional homesteads, Nubian
house painting is rapidly disappearing (Plate 2). Nubian
house painting is identified as one of the most urgent
forms of intangible heritage to safeguard.
The Festival also showcased the Sudanese Writers Union,
and Egyptian writers were involved in giving lectures on
Nubian literature. Discussions, workshops and presentations
were given on the Nubian orthography and writing the Nubian

Figure 2
Map showing completed and proposed dams on the Nubian Nile.
Source: International Rivers (Creative Commons).

C o m m u n i t y - d r i ve n a p p ro a c h e s to
safeguarding the intangible heritage

Plate 2
Traditional Nubian house painting.
Photo: by courtesy of Professor Herman Bell, Nubia, 1963.

languages. The Nubian script is one of the oldest of Africa,
and some scholars are working towards reviving its use in
writing the language (Hashim, 2016). Documentary film
screenings, Nubian history talks, fashion shows, traditional
craft techniques, such as using palm leaves to weave baskets
and plates decorated with bright geometrical motifs were
demonstrated, and a book fair was also organised. The
Khartoum section of the Festival closed with concerts by
prominent Nubian singers and traditional forms of Nubian
music. The Festival then moved to Wadi Halfa in the north of
Sudan and near to an area where Sudanese Nubians were
deracinated during the construction of the Aswan High Dam.
The Wadi Halfa programme focused on raising the profile of
many aspects of the intangible heritage of Nubia through
exhibitions of art, performances of traditional folklore, music,
songs and dance, and recitals of poetry.
The aims of the Festival are to strengthen the social
bonds between Nubians throughout Sudan and Egypt;
reinforce and develop cultural ties; assist in the
economic revitalisation of the area; promote the revival of
tourism in the area (The First Nubian Culture and
Tourism Festival 2012 brochure). These large-scale social
celebrations of Nubian culture are an outstanding
success in enhancing the valorisation of Nubian heritage,
reaffirming a sense of Nubian identity and assisting
continuity with the past. The inclusiveness of these events
captures the multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic ecology of
the Nubian Nile, and are a model for other ethnic groups
in Sudan (and beyond) towards the safeguarding of their
own cultures and languages. The Festival organisers also

The threatened further demise of the Nubians'
riverine natural and cultural landscapes due to more
dam construction on the Nile has prompted members of
the Nubian community to organise their own
safeguarding initiatives for their intangible culture. One
such initiative is the Nubian Culture and Tourism
Festival sponsored by the DAL Group Company in Sudan
(Plate 1).
The first of these festivals took place in Khartoum
and Wadi Halfa in Sudan in 2012. The week-long
programme of events included talks on Nubian
architecture and the components of Nubian culture, such

invite many international scholars of Nubia, and many
people travel from all over Sudan, Egypt and from the
diaspora to attend the Festival. The Nubian Culture and
Tourism Festival is an exceptional, community-driven
initiative that creates a new social space which
contributes to safeguarding the threatened intangible
heritage of the Nubian Nile valley.

Plate 1
The First Nubian Culture and Tourism Festival brochure.
Source: DAL Group, Sudan 2011.
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Nubian community members who were originally
displaced when they were children from the Abu Simbel
region of Upper Egypt (Lower Nubia) over half a century
ago are starting to return to the area to once again be in
close proximity to the Nile. These Nubians are initiating a
further way of reviving their heritage by creating new
social spaces in informal cultural centres in which to
promote the continuity of Nubian living heritage (Plate 3).
These spaces are used for Nubian social gatherings
with traditional Nubian music, songs and dance at their
core. Run and organised by highly-esteemed Nubian
musicians, these social spaces bring together
community members and others to enjoy Nubian music,
songs and dance. In the evenings, the musicians perform
Nubian songs, which are distinctive in their interaction
between the performers and the audience, and play
Nubian music along with demonstrating the techniques
of playing it - Nubian music uses a pentatonic scale and
traditional instruments such as drums and the kisir, a
five-stringed lyre (Plate 4).

Plate 3
New Nubian social spaces in Absambal (Abu Simbel), Egypt.
Photo: Author, April 2016.
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These social gatherings are all-inclusive so many
non-Nubians are welcome and attend regularly, as do
many children of Nubian heritage, which is facilitating the
intergenerational transmission of this aspect of Nubian
intangible heritage. Furthermore, the children are not
just learning the traditional songs and music but are also
being instructed in performing the traditional dance
forms which accompany the music.
These social spaces and performances are a definitive
way in which the Nubians are reviving their heritage for its
own sake and not for any commercial gain,
commodification, or touristic entertainment as found in
many Egyptian hotels. As the safeguarding of intangible
heritage should be viewed as a process rather than a
product, these events truly assist with the continuity of the
transmission of the intangible heritage.
Highly aware of the threat of endangerment of their
languages, there is a Nubian initiative to implement
language learning classes for children of Nubian heritage
who do not speak a Nubian language. These classes take
place outside the environs of formal school education and
Nubian speakers are being trained informally as language
teachers. Culturally relevant language learning materials
are also being developed and prepared by the Nubians
themselves.
Valuable initiatives towards safeguarding are not only
being established within Nubia, but also within the
Nubian diaspora. Nubians have a long history of internal
migration to Cairo and Khartoum seeking employment
opportunities, mainly within the service industries, and

Plate 4
Nubian musician playing the traditional Nubian kisir.
Photo: Author, April 2016.

small Nubian social clubs can be found in these cities.
Outside of Egypt and Sudan, members of the Nubian
diaspora have organised associations, such as the
Sudanese Nubian Association in the UK, which are also
committed to cultural continuity. This Association's prime
objective is:
… to assist our members and their children to learn and
master the Nubian language, history and heritage. The
Association also aims to promote and advance the
education of the British and Sudanese public about the
rich cultural heritage of Nubia and its great civilisation.
We endeavour to do this through the organisation of
cultural events, lectures, workshops, film shows, arts
and folklores, publications and social gatherings
(Sudanese Nubian Association UK website).

Given the extent to which the Nubian Nile communities
have suffered, and will continue to suffer the loss of their
natural and cultural landscape through the construction
of dams, external assistance was needed and called for to
support and complement these community-driven
safeguarding measures.

Supporting the Nubian community in
safeguarding their heritage
The Nubian Languages and Culture Project is a small
team of Nubians and Nubian scholars, including linguists,
ethnographers, folklore and language specialists and
musicians. The Project was established with the aim of
assisting the Nubian community with the safeguarding of
their intangible heritage. The project was launched at
SOAS, University of London, UK in May 2016 (Plate 5) and
is affiliated to community-led safeguarding groups in
Nubia and the diaspora.
Working with the Nubian community, the Project is
identifying and inventorying the most urgent elements of
intangible heritage for protection and documentation. One
of the most urgent aspects identified builds on the work of
Bell (1970; 2000), who, over half a century ago, made the
only toponymic survey of the Nubian submergence area
created by the Aswan High Dam. Through fieldwork
conducted with and alongside Nubian community
members who were displaced from the Abu Simbel
region, the project is rechecking, and when necessary
revising the documentation conducted by Professor Bell
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Plate 5
The Nubian Languages and Culture Project launch poster.
Photo: by courtesy of Professor Herman Bell, Nubia 1963.

Plate 6
Lake Nubia/Nasser, part of the Nubian submergence area created by the Aswan High Dam.
Many ancient Nubian towns, villages and places are drowned under these waters.
Photo: Author, April 2016.

(Bell himself is the director of the Project) of the Nubian
names of the submerged towns, villages, places and
landscape features (Plate 6).
Accompanying this toponymic documentation, the
Project is also video recording the oral histories,
memories of place, descriptions of associated traditions,
such as Nile navigation, folktales, myths, and narratives
related to this area now lost forever under the waters of
the Nile. These videos are recorded in both Nubian and
Arabic to reflect the multilingual language ecology of
Nubia and the Nubians. This part of the project is building
an interactive online map of Nubia prior to the
submergence, whereby the Nubian toponyms can not
only be identified but heard, and the associated intangible
heritage can be listened to and the referential meanings
can be discussed. The map will also highlight the
importance of traditional Nubian house painting, much
documentation of house paintings was conducted by Dr
Armgard Goo-Grauer in the 1960s before the
submergence of much of the Kenuz region. This
interactive online map will be a multimedia repository,

available to all, whereby these stories, narratives and
descriptions linked to the toponyms will be able to be
broadcast to the communities within Nubia and those
displaced and in the diaspora. As the map details the
personal histories of the Nubians before the exodus, it
recreates the link between the Nubians and their lost
land. Prior to the Aswan High Dam, the Nubians referred
to themselves by their tribal and family origin and
according to the name of the district they came from.
Within their districts, Nubians were known according to
their descent group and village of origin (Fernea and
Rouchdy, 2010) . Therefore, the importance of
documenting the toponyms and associated oral histories
is that it recovers some of the ways in which Nubian
identity was established preceding their forced
displacement. The toponymic collection and its associated
texts is not to be limited to the Aswan High Dam region,
but is to be extended throughout Nubia, especially in the
region of the Merowe High Dam and the areas in
Sudanese Nubia scheduled for future dam building. Team
members of the Project have delivered training and
equipment to a cultural centre in Abu Simbel so that the

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 183

Brief Biographies of the Authors

Nubians themselves are the documenters, collectors and
consultants of this important part of their heritage. This
also promotes Nubian ‘ownership’ of the data, permitting
the community to be the primary beneficiary.
Complementing the Nubian initiative of teaching the
Nubian language, a further important part of the Project is
the documentation of the Nubian Nile languages which
relate directly to the toponymic collection and the
transmission of intangible cultural heritage. UNESCO
outlines the importance of language and living heritage as:
Constituting an essential part of an ethnic community,
language is a carrier of values and knowledge, very often
used in the practice and transmission of intangible
cultural heritage. The spoken word in language is
important in the enactment and transmission of virtually
all intangible heritage, especially oral traditions and
expressions, songs and most rituals. Using their mother
tongue, bearers of specific traditions, often use highly
specialised sets of terms and expressions, which reveal
the intrinsic depth and oneness between mother tongue
and the intangible cultural heritage (UNESCO, Living
heritage and Mother Languages).

Much of the vocabulary associated with the living
heritage that is connected to the Nile is under threat by the
Nubians' forced displacement to areas far removed from
the river. While there are extensive descriptions of Nile
Nubian languages ( Armbruster, 1960; Jakobi and
Kümmerle, 1993; Werner, 1987), it is imperative that the
languages now in use are documented to create a record of
the actual linguistic practices of the speech communities
(Lüpke, 2009). Specifically, the Project is engaged in the
documentation of the Nubian languages relating to the
various cultural and social realms which will be disrupted.
For example, documenting the theme of Nile navigation and
traditional craftsmanship in waterwheel and boat building
will elicit a highly specialised vocabulary and terminology,
along with its associated spatial and locative knowledge.
Furthermore, by ensuring that the documentation records
associated texts such as stories, histories, folktales and
narratives, contributes not only to an understanding of
ethno-physiographic research, but also to building a video
repository that can be used and adapted by the community
to support the continuity of cultural practices that are
disappearing.
A further area of documenting language that the

Project is focused on is the Nubians' knowledge of the
natural environment. Given that the landscape of the
Nile valley is also under threat of loss and/or radical
alteration, documenting traditional ecological wisdom,
the terminology of the flora and fauna of the Nile valley
and its uses and properties, is also urgent. Video
documentation allows a record of the language as it is
actually spoken, which means that the unique gestures
and actions which accompany it - and are missing from
dictionaries and grammars - can also be captured.
Importantly, the Project is delivering training in video
language documentation methods to various members
of the Nubian community both in Nubia and in the
diaspora, so that the process of selection and collection
is in the hands of the community. This also means that
the community distributes, adapts and utilises the
documentation in the ways they deem applicable for the
continuation of their living heritage. This in turn is
facilitated by more economically viable access to
technologies with which to record, save and distribute
the documentation. Video recordings can increase the
valorisation that communities attach to intangible
heritage, even that heritage which is taken for granted
or considered mundane. While it is recognised that in
order to safeguard intangible heritage it needs to be
continuously performed and thus facilitate
intergenerational transmission, documentation by the
community and in the hands of the community is
especially beneficial in enhancing the significance of
their living heritage. Subsequently, not only the
collection but the distribution prompts the community to
recognise and continue their linguistic, cultural and
social practices. As new social spaces are being created
by the Nubian communities in Nubia, there are available
and prepared arenas in which to distribute the
documentation. This documentation also supports the
continuation of the Nubian languages, as they are a
source of authentic and culturally relevant materials
which the Nubian language teachers can use in their
classes, while at the same time showcasing aspects of
the intangible heritage. The Project is also making the
documentation available to the Nubian diaspora and to
those of Nubian heritage, along with training the
Sudanese Nubian Youth Association members in the
diaspora in documentation methods. This not only
allows visible access to aspects of their culture and
heritage as it is performed, but gives them a central role
in assisting with its continuation, as the documentation
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Ethnographic Survey, some of which are also being
made available online.

Conclusion

Plate 7
ELAR archive home page – a digital repository for Nubian documentation.

requires the performance of the cultural and linguistic
expressions to be enacted.
With the importance and the amount of
documentation being recorded, the issue of the
sustainability of the data is crucial. The documentation
from the Project is being deposited in the Endangered
Languages Archive (ELAR) at SOAS (https://elar.soas.
ac.uk/Collection/MPI971097) (Plate 7).
The ELAR archive is a searchable digital repository
of multimedia collections which are free for registered
users to access, and can be accessed or restricted
according to the wishes of the documenters and/or the
originating speakers and communities. The materials
collected by the Project and the Nubian community
have sustainability as they are bound to the lifetime of
the institution (SOAS) and so the archive provides a
secure long-term repository for documentation
collections. The deposits can be accessed from
anywhere in the world which enables communities,
speakers and researchers to view the collections
without any associated cost. The deposit for the Project
involves the Nubian community in the collection,
documentation and archiving of their living heritage.
Housing the Nubian language and living heritage
documentation in the Endangered Languages Archive
means that the materials are easily deposited,
accessible and usable for the community, which
complements the materials collected by the Nubian

The importance of the river Nile for the Nile Nubian
communities cannot be overstressed. The riverine
landscape is not only profuse in ancient material culture,
but is the backdrop to the Nubians' intangible heritage; it
is an associative landscape (Rössler, 2006). Nubia is
unique in that we have a record of the impact that the
alteration or destruction of the natural landscape and the
subsequent displacement of communities has had on the
intangible heritage and languages. Over half a century on
from the preservation of the tangible heritage of Egyptian
Nubia, we are able to assess the damage that has been
done to the Nubians' living culture through the limited
records of the Nubian Ethnographic Survey and the
toponymic survey that was conducted at the same time.
We are humbled by the Nubians who were actually
subject and witness to this destruction and displacement,
and by those who hear of this as part of their cultural and/
or family histories. The destruction of their landscape and
forced resettlement is not only a memory but a recent
experience for some, and for others it is a very real threat.
The Nubian community is responding to the erosion of
their cultural continuity by initiating urgent safeguarding
measures through their own identification of what has
been, and will be lost. External support where viable is,
and should be mobilised to assist with community-led and
driven initiatives in safeguarding. This paper has outlined
some of these initiatives which are facilitated by new
technologies in documentation, and accessible
repositories, along with a commitment to aiding the
cultural continuity of the Nubian community.
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A Perspective on Systems Design in the
Digitisation of Intangible Cultural
Heritage

practices are performed, maintained and transferred to
younger generations. Obviously, maintaining
generations of accumulated knowledge and, for
instance, capturing knowledge about sustainable
interaction with the surrounding environment, will
benefit humanity in general. Having a technological
orientation means that I see ICH primarily as material
which can be digitised, enabling future generations to
benefit from it. While I explore how ICH can be handled
in a digital domain, I also seek to find new ways in which
this heritage can be performed and transferred, for
instance as Virtual Heritage. To provide an example, I
am currently engaged in transferring stories from
indigenous communities in Namibia into government
schools in the form of digital learning applications. The
underlying question for that particular project is: Why
should Namibian school children learn to read English
by reading Snow White when there are more relevant
and contextually fitting stories to tell?

Kasper Rodil,

Department of Architecture, Design and Media Technology,
Aalborg University, Denmark

ABSTRACT
My ambition for this shorter article is to add to an earlier
discussion (see Rodil and Rehm, 2015) about the interplay of
digital systems and the digitisation of intangible heritage. In
particular, I wish to sketch some conceptualisations of what
and how we can look at the digital systems (I refer to these
as artefacts) as having certain inscribed perspectives.
Meanwhile, providing some related literature, I show one
possible road out of the complexity (with a co-responsible
design known as Participatory Design), which emerges when
certain cultures design and build artifacts together with the
purpose of containing other cultures’ intangible heritage. At
the end I provide some questions for reflection, if one is
considering digitising intangible heritage.

Keywords
digitisation of ICH, Participatory Design, digital learning
applications, virtual heritage, indigenous groups, southern
Africa, Namibia

Introduction
What I propose in this article, based on and informed
by long-term studies with indigenous groups across
southern Africa, is the experience of the outcomes of
design activities, and in particular of how collaborative
design activities can make visible certain challenges
when preserving and including ICH in the design of
technical systems. The point here is not to suggest that
there might be a ‘one-size-fits-all’ way to preserve ICH

in digital form, nor do I criticise the current more
traditional methods and long-term rationales, but
rather I take an agnostic approach and seek to enhance
the discourse on the various ways in which we can look
at ICH and its preservation through digital means.
As an academic I have an orientation towards
technology and design, and share the UNESCO view of
ICH as being vital for the communities where these
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But, there is a schism between digital preservation
and de facto systems design. The former concerns the
past and current practices, whereas the latter is
oriented towards preserving past and current practices
but for a digital future. The digital future here reflects
how the preserved material can become embedded into
technical systems and how this material will be handled
in future digital applications. When the ICH becomes
digital, turned into bits and bytes, it undergoes a
transformation from one form to another. This
transformation, in my view, must be scrutinised and be
a process involving curators and the communities
where ICH is grounded.
We (as a research group) always work in close
partnership with the communities governing heritage
and try to involve them actively in its management, as
has been stipulated in the Ethical Principles and Article
15 of the ICH Convention (UNESCO, 2003). First and
foremost, we are concerned to evaluate continuously
how ICH is altered when it becomes digital, but as I will
go on to describe, there are more practical and political
reasons for designing technology with the people
currently safeguarding ICH than to treat a digital system
as being a value-free place for digital content. The main
aim of this article is to promote a critical stance towards
the view of technical systems as value-free
constructions. I plan to isolate several topics when

‘going digital’ and provide examples of related work as
well as work of my own, to support the perspectives
presented.
The strategy of this short article is to expand on a
discussion started in this journal in 2015 (see Rodil and
Rehm, 2015). We intend to continue this discussion in the
future and cordially invite the readers of IJIH to join in.

Challenges when going digital
UNESCO promotes the following in Article 13, part C:
foster scientific, technical and artistic studies, as well as
research methodologies, with a view to effective
safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage, in
particular the intangible cultural heritage in danger.
While the ambition is sound, the actual
implementation and use of technical systems in
preservation is not a trivial task. But before blindly settling
on any technical system as a tool to be used in
preservation I here provide a critical perspective on the
premises of such a system.
I refer to these technical systems as artefacts because
they are tangible products of software development. I wish
to draw a distinction between tangible cultural artefacts,
which are traditional artefacts blended and/or enhanced
by digital means (such as the Digital Ayoyote Rattle in
Martinez, 2011, or Story Beads in Reitsma et al., 2011),
and more traditional computing systems such as desktop
computers and mobile devices, where the software
pertains to preserve, host and make ICH content
accessible. An example of this could be the
HomeSteadCreator (Rodil et al., 2012), where the focus
was placed on re-contextualising recorded videos of
various indigenous practices in a 3D modelled terrain, but
on traditional systems such as laptops and mobile
devices.
Although I have a technical approach to ICH, I also have
a political view underpinning the discourse on artefacts,
which is that any artefact should be able to represent
contemporary ICH fairly and for future use, and, in that
case, introducing western technology may have
consequences for local culture. By western technology I
mean artefacts having an origin in a different context than
that in which a particular element of ICH is performed and
with a different intended use. An example could be to store
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videos of indigenous wedding practices in databases not
valorising the de facto locations of these rituals or how
people engaged in parts of these practices are not always
seen through the camera lens (for an example see, Rodil et
al., 2014). It poses the questions: what are we in fact not
recording? And how does that affect the understanding of
what has been recorded? A way to answer such a question
might begin by looking at the artefact in hand.
Merritt and Bardzell (2011, p. 5) explain the possible
consequences of introducing artefacts constructed from
somewhere else in the following way:

If daily life for a person in a developing—or less
technologically developed - country operates
according to familiar culture, then repeated,
interactive experiences with a newly introduced
Western-designed technology create new cultural

components carried by the verbal and visual
language embedded in that design. If the visual
semiotics differ enough from the surrounding
culture, the technology will either not be adopted or
will force a user to leave his or her surrounding
culture behind while interacting with the newly
implemented technology.
From a political perspective, this consequence as
highlighted by Merritt and Bardzell, is in many cases not
a desirable outcome. First and foremost this is because
of acculturation, as indigenous people when using a
technology should not adopt others’ ways of doing /
thinking without being critical about the consequences
thereof. But on a more practical level, the use and
interaction with computers should be a meaningful
experience - meaningful in the sense that the system
should reflect local viewpoints and the ICH of the users.

Artefacts as social constructs
One way to look at these artefacts is from the
perspective that they are socially constructed (see
Hacking, 1999 and Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). Floyd (1992, p.
89) provided a way of looking at the issue: There is a
given reality out there which we come across during
software development. By analysing the facts of this
reality we obtain requirements for the software. Floyd
further commented on what could be interpreted as a
particular mindset regarding ontology: Software
production is based on models representing reality.
Models should map reality correctly (ibid). And as Naur
(1985) formulated; software development is theorybuilding. The fundamental question is whether these
models, developers and artefacts can accurately map
the experienced reality of indigenous people and the
associated intangible material? Floyd (1992: p. 2)
suggests … bringing about what we hold for real, which
is the key to constructivist thinking.
I recently published a book chapter (please see Rodil, 2015)
describing many of these examples mostly pertaining to
computer graphical visualisation of indigenous knowledge
serving as a scaffold for community collected video material
of ICH.
I learned how (to me) seemingly unnecessary details and my
own assumptions of mapping the real community context in
the form of 3D modelled representations led to countless
examples of my 3D construction being unaligned with the
experienced reality of the indigenous project partners
(OvaHerero and OvaHimba communities in Namibia). For
instance, that constructs of space are not culturally neutral,
as I would prioritise mapping what I could see in the
community – not accommodating for or understanding the
meta-physical space. Or that the community members’
experienced distances between places (such as villages) are
not necessarily possible to represent in metric units. The
prototypes I developed did not include or accurately
represent these facets of their experienced reality.
Fortunately, the many indigenous people I have met since
2010 (community members from the OvaHerero and
OvaHimba tribes) have all been eager to teach me and assist
in adapting prototypes we have been busy designing
together.

Plate 1
System evaluation with members of the OvaHimba tribe in Northern Namibia – The author is sitting on the upper left. This field trip and
documentation were funded and conducted with research colleagues from Namibia University of Science and Technology.
Photo: Heike Winschiers-Theophilus, courtesy of Namibia University of Science and Technology. Photo taken in Ohandungu, 2 November 2013.

Many examples have shown me how useful it is to be
able to ‘bring about what we hold for real’ thus enabling
indigenous partners to be critical towards my
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understanding, yet it was also made clear to me that no
matter how true or accurate I tried to be, my assumptions
would always have to be checked.
In this way, the developer’s viewpoints (my own) were
inscribed (programmed) into the artefact and then, by
construction, laid out in the open. Whether one sees the
need to evaluate how an artefact prioritises certain
perspectives or find the need to check the assumptions of
the designer is a methodological decision. To me it is
cardinal, how else might we find a respectful synergy
between the intangible heritage and the computer?
See (Plate 1) as an example where I evaluate a prototype
with indigenous project partners. In this particular example I
evaluate a system prototype for digital storytelling with
members of the OvaHimba tribe in Northern Namibia.

Conceptualisation
The design and construction of artefacts is a multi-sided,
cultural and complex process. Often the people responsible
for, or engaged in developing artefacts do not share the
ambition of the community of this journal to preserve ICH.
The context for the use of artefacts tends to be different from
the indigenous contexts in which ICH is performed and
transferred. The technologies we can use for preservation

Figure 1
A simplified conceptualisation of an artefact and its user
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are constructed in societies and contexts which do not
innately prioritise indigenous viewpoints. Thus the ontology of
an artefact reflects a certain view of the world, namely the
view of its makers, whereas indigenous ontology and the
practices associated with it have a different orientation.
I suggest looking at this notion of an artefact a bit more
holistically (see Figure 1) and considering the intended user of
the artefact, how the user interacts with it, how the interface
links the user to the content, and ultimately how this content
is organised.
Academics in disciplines related to technical development
and ICH have conducted empirical work and provided findings
from collaborations with indigenous people on how
indigenous knowledge and intangible heritage become
altered or inaccessible to indigenous people when becoming
digital. The following examples are mostly to further point
readers of this journal to publications which report on the
challenges of when systems and intangible heritage meet.
User: It has become customary to model and design in a
way which enables users to have a meaningful experience
with an artefact. The problem is, who or where do these
models and findings come from? In many cases the data that
lays the foundation for understanding the user comes from
the behavioural sciences. But as suggested by Hendrich,
Heine and Norenzayan (2010), much of this data comes from
what they term WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialised,
Rich and Democratic) societies. It thus becomes problematic
if computing textbooks, empirical data and digital trends from
certain populations are used across all populations with an
assumption that they are equally meaningful.
If the user is to be an indigenous person, perhaps with
little digital literacy, one could begin by asking: how do we
understand the user concept and how can we inform the
design of the artefact with that user in mind?
Interaction: While the use of touch screens and input
devices such as a computer mouse, are, to frequent users
considered almost ‘universally’ intuitive – these interaction
protocols are programmed and learned through use. These
protocols are not necessarily familiar or meaningful to
indigenous communities or to the community context. An
example of how the physical community context and
considerations of what constitutes meaningful system
interaction forced the change from input devices and personal

computers to touch-based mobile devices is found in Rodil et
al. (2012). To provide an example; starting in 2010 working
with the OvaHerero in Eastern Namibia I used laptops for the
prototypes, yet the Elders commented on how unnatural a
computer mouse was to use, it was in fact making them not
want to use the prototype. Furthermore, the laptop would
suffer from the heat and the sand as local practice directed us
to carry out studies outside. From that point our prototypes
became touch-based and on tablets. One could ask, is the
user-artefact interaction meaningful in relation to local
practices and the local physical context?
Interface: The interface of the artefact is responsible for
connecting the user with the digitised ICH in ways that are
meaningful to that user. As researchers and developers, we
habitually interact with interfaces and have become
accustomed to a dominant western orientation and use of
metaphors still bearing the legacy of the office of the 1980s.
These metaphors are contextual, cultural and not necessarily
transferable to indigenous curators. The problem is that we
have a tendency to take the recognition of these metaphors
for granted. Several authors have provided support for
re-thinking how we present and find information on interfaces
linking indigenous users and indigenous content. Kapuire and
Blake (2011) describe how indigenous community members
were obstructed from finding their own recorded videos by a
textual database search and developer defined meta-data.
The interface did not allow the curators to find their own
content in a way that was meaningful to them. Furthermore,
the authors comment that even the concepts of ‘uploading’
and ‘user login’ were not readily understood by indigenous
community members.
Another example is presented by Winschiers-Theophilus
et al. (2008). The authors provide insights from usability
studies of a bush encroachment decision-support system in
Namibia with local rangeland managers. The authors report
that the reason for its initial failure was:

A highly effective and efficient system with an inference
engine operating on rules originating from western-style
paradigms, assuming a rational, logical, and abstract
decision process, with a transparent rule justification was
unacceptable for the local community. (ibid: p.2).
Based on their studies, the authors promote the idea that
community members should be involved from the beginning in
the conceptualisation of any such system.
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Content: How ICH content as data (such as video, text,
coordinates, 3D points etc.) is organised might hinder use or
violate the protocols of the community providing the data.
Christie (2004, p. 1) makes the following point:
Databases are not innocent objects. They carry within them
particular culturally and historically contingent assumptions
about the nature of the world, and the nature of knowledge;
what it is, and how it can be preserved and renewed.
One of the problems with data structures is that they
might already be defined before any data is entered. As
outsiders to these communities and their ICH, we cannot
readily understand how this content should be structured. In
particular, the use of meta-data has been criticised by
several authors (see for example, Hughes and Dallwitz,
2007; Verran et al., 2007). In our own work in Namibia with
the OvaHerero Elders we attempted to organise videos
spatially in a 3D terrain in the locations where the practices
(and recordings) were performed, as these are highly
location-specific (see for example Rodil, 2015). But as with
other approaches, a visual-spatial form of organisation
comes with its own set of challenges which have to be
solved together with the indigenous community.
These four elements (user, interaction, interface and
content), in a rather simplistic conceptualisation, all make
visible some of the challenges being submerged, yet are
very influential when we look at the ‘culture’ of digital
systems.

Finding an approach to handle the digital
challenge
In our research group we have the following premise for
our projects. If the current ICH curators are the rightful
owners and future curators, they must be partners in the
design of artefacts to ensure that the ICH is fairly handled by
the system. But as they are to be future curators of this
digitised ICH they must be considered users as well. If they
are considered as users, surely the system must deliver a
meaningful experience to them?
We are able to develop artefacts useful in familiar
contexts, but we cannot inform design from these familiar
contexts when the context of use is in an indigenous setting.
What is a meaningful system for people in indigenous
contexts might contradict what is meaningful to us, as we

do not belong to these communities. Instead of forcing
indigenous people to adopt or unlearn their own
perspectives, we should seek to adapt our own
perspectives.
Since an artefact can be viewed as a social construct and
becomes a tangible product of the programmer’s
interpretation of reality and the practices of the community
he/she belongs to, the artefact becomes a manifestation from
a certain perspective. But, how do we check our own
assumptions and the perspectives embedded in the
technology?
This challenge, in our experience, can be handled by being
careful when selecting the design methodology – essentially
the processes, values and theoretical foundations for
designing.
As we argue (Rodil and Rehm, 2015), for the active
inclusion of indigenous people as decision-making partners in
the design and preservation processes, we seek to co-design
artefacts carrying the local viewpoints rather than those of the
developers. The design methodology we suggest using is
called Participatory Design.

Participatory Design
Participatory Design is a design approach where
developers engage in close partnerships with users in
designing more suitable systems. This design approach can
be viewed through the following three rationales (see for
example Greenbaum and Halskov, 1993):
· C
 onstructivism as what we hold for real is the result of
our personal and cultural interpretation of the world
around us (Vrasidas, 2000).
·T
 ools and methods as approaches to make it possible for
participants and researchers to work together on
design. These methods and tools are characterised by
being practical, accessible and usable for participants as
they may be unable to program / use the tools of the
professional (see for example Spinuzzi, 2005).
· P
 olitical standpoint it is a core value that participants
should be empowered to shape their own digital
futures and artefacts of which they will eventually
become the users (Kensing and Blomberg, 1998).
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It is a tenet of Participatory Design to carry out design
activities in the users’ context as developers need to learn
about the context in which they will be used (by
ethnographic methods and contextual dialogues);
meanwhile participants (termed co-designers) learn about
the technology so they can become critical and influence
the technological construction.
For more recent works on Participatory Design in
indigenous community settings, consider reading Sabiescu
et al., (2014); Winschiers-Goagoses et al., (2012); Zaman et
al., (2015); Winschiers-Theophilus et al., (2010); Puri et al.,
(2004); Rodil, Winschiers-Theophilus and Jensen, (2012),
and lipito Mendonca and Van Zyl (2014).
These iterative design processes and interactions of
design taking place in indigenous communities create a
field of tension where perspectives literally meet on the
digital interface between world-views.
During our long commitment to indigenous
communities in Namibia, I have experienced the way in
which design has become an alternative approach to ICH,
and the processes of carrying ICH into the design of
artefacts becomes an act of preservation and
understanding of the tacit knowledge surrounding
practices (see for example Rodil et al., 2014). These
experiences have also highlighted how our own cultural
practices embedded in technology design contain hidden
cultural assumptions that influence the design (see for
example Rodil, 2015).
Co-designing artefacts that no longer mimic
western culture, community and society with the
assistance of indigenous communities might be useful
in other ways. The insights gained might in turn benefit
those societies that usually create technology – namely
the western world. While this is a positive by-product,
the main objective is to construct artefacts which are
meaningful to indigenous curators. I would claim that
the inclusion of indigenous communities is (at least)
two-fold:
A: to make useful systems, developers need
assistance from members of the indigenous
communities - who best know their own world - to
design systems relying on a local ontology.

B: to promote access (see for example Dyson,
2004) to digitised ICH for indigenous communities
to be able to curate and digitise by themselves.
Designing artefacts together becomes a dialogue
between people with different view-points, as when we are
co-designing we are laying on the table some of the tacit
intangible properties which we each hold for real.

Conclusion
I do not have a perfect solution to these digital
challenges, as all projects and the material to be preserved
are highly contextual and situational. I would, as a starting
point, suggest that when engaging in digitising ICH,
researchers could reflect on the following questions:
- Who is the artefact intended for, who is the user?
-D
 oes it prioritise certain perspectives at the expense
of others?
- Is the interaction and interface meaningful for the
current curators of ICH?
- How is the content organised? Is it accessible and
does the organisation follow local protocols and
values?
-H
 ow are the curators involved in, or prohibited from
shaping their own digital future?
With our approaches to digitising and preserving ICH
for future generations, often for the benefit of the
marginalised, we must be mindful about introducing
artefacts which might run counter to our ambitions of fairly
representing, collecting and ensuring curators’ own
access to their own ICH. I propose a critical stance which
might not only shed light on the particular perspectives
these digital systems are ‘born’ with, but should also
involve and invite in the expertise of the communities who
are already performing and maintaining their own
intangible heritage. Meanwhile, there is a tremendous
potential in digitising and bringing back ICH into school
curricula for indigenous populations in forms that appeal
to young people interested in technology - perhaps in the
form of stories and life perspectives, which might better
resonate with indigenous world-views. One way to
approach this challenge is to bring about what we hold for
real by ensuring that we meet and start a dialogue.
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Perceptions of Sustainability in Heritage Studies,
Heritage Studies Volume 4,
(ed.) Marie-Theres Albert,
(Berlin, Germany: Walter De Gruyter, 2015)

Richard Stoffle
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Perceptions of Sustainability in Heritage Studies,

‘Introductory Reflections’, which defines and elaborates
on the boundaries of sustainability as a concept and
convention; (2) ‘History and Documents’, which provides
diachronic perspectives including discussions of
landscapes and intangible heritage; (3) ‘Paradigms’, which
includes urban issues and issues relating to heritage
among traditional peoples who are especially connected
with natural areas; and (4) ‘Theory, Methods, and
Practice’, which is further subdivided into (a) ‘Disciplines
and Epistemological Perspectives’, which considers
cultural landscapes as these have emerged in the USA
National Park Service, and the heritage value of public
spaces and (b) ‘Sustainability in Heritage Management
Strategies’, which discusses the recent emergence of a
post-colonial cultural pluralism that celebrates those
heritage voices marginalised during the colonial eras, and
examines the issue of sustainable tourism.

Heritage Studies Vol. 4,
(ed.) Marie-Theres Albert,
(Berlin, Germany: Walter De Gruyter, 2015)

Richard Stoffle

Professor, School of Anthropology, University of Arizona, USA

Sustainability has become a popular term that
unfortunately has been diluted by being used with little
intellectual foundation in a wide variety of professional and
vernacular settings. The authors of this volume, however,
have found the concept’s centre and kept within that
frame. This conceptual focus is admirable because the
concept of sustainability is well understood in national and
international government policy and regulation. The
contributors to this book use the concept as it has been
defined in UNESCO policies, but they elaborate on it based
on their own experiences. For most modern nations,
UNESCO policies ultimately frame the evaluation and
implementation of heritage sustainability efforts.

The book has a simple table of contents, an annex
that contains related websites, mostly produced by
UNESCO and other UN divisions, some elaborate ‘Notes
on Contributors’, brief ‘Notes on Peers’ who served as the
reviewers of the volume, and a limited index. There is no
index of figures even though they are used in many
chapters. The discussion of contributors proves to be

useful and even interesting, and should be read first as
both an overview of the subject and for critical insights
into the chapter authors, who are culturally and
professionally diverse. A close reading of the authors’
background experiences provides a thumbnail history of
contemporary heritage management throughout much
of the world. Where they have travelled, and what they
have accomplished, is truly impressive; one author
published ten books and over one hundred articles on
the subject. This collection of high quality scholars
speaks directly to the intellectual value of the book.
The volume’s title Perceptions of Sustainability refers
to those perceptions held by the chapter authors, and
does not imply a survey of worldwide perceptions as
these occur in policy, practice, and society. So the
volume has 18 essays that feature what these scholars
perceived to be critical heritage guidelines and issues.
Most essays place the analysis within the context of
UNESCO conventions and resolutions. This is not
surprising given the UNESCO sponsorship of the Heritage
Series Studies, and the fact that the volume editor is the
holder of the UNITWIN/UNESCO Chair in Heritage
Studies. As such, the volume represents authoritative
perceptions about heritage issues.

Perceptions of Sustainability is the fourth volume in
the ‘Heritage Studies Series’ which includes: Volume
One, Understanding Heritage- Perspectives in Heritage
Studies (2013); Volume Two, a German language
translation of Volume One (2015); and Volume Three, 40
Years World Heritage Convention – Popularizing the
Protection of Cultural and Natural Heritage (2015).
Taken together, these four volumes provide accurate
and useful perspectives on contemporary issues in
heritage identification, protection, and management.
The Perceptions of Sustainability volume contains 18
chapters that are organised into four sections (1)
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Many of the chapters address the potential
relationship between preservation and development, with
the implication that there can be kinds of development
that do result in sustainable heritage. For much of the
20th century the literature posited that preservation and
development were irreconcilable. Early 21st century
realities have resulted in seeking common ground
solutions that utilise ecological or heritage tourism.
Clearly, however, some cases show that the funds
deriving from mass tourism often do not outweigh the
physical damage that tourism does to heritage sites.
Elsewhere, authors argue for a new heritage
paradigm that better represents small scale and
vernacular heritage issues, especially those that were
not celebrated under the colonial system. These
arguments tend to be grounded in the concept of
cultural pluralism, especially as it has been defined by
the UNESCO 2001 Universal Declaration on Cultural
Diversity. Despite this official statement regarding new
heritage expectations, hundreds of years of colonial
heritage as manifested in literature and museum
displays means it is a struggle for post-colonial heritage
issues to emerge at all, much less for them to receive
affirmative actions to offset past imbalances. New
heritage voices often insist on being uniquely expressed,
like fictional characters in graphic novels (Lynch and
Clark, 2012).
The concern for incorporating, even centring,
vernacular heritage issues is especially important
because the establishment of many of the early World
Heritage Sites was based on recognised international
values and elite support, but they occurred at the
expense of local values and social goals. For example,

see Lorraine Nicholas’s study of the social and
environmental impacts on local St. Lucian people
deriving from the establishment of the Piton
Management Area, World Heritage Site (Nicholas et al
2009; Nicholas and Thapa 2010) [http://whc.unesco.
org/en/list/1161]. World heritage support removed
much of the nearby ocean, which was then protected
by a large Marine Protected Area called the Soufriere
Marine Management Reserve [http://www.smma.org.
lc]. Within a few decades the people of the small village
of Soufriere, St. Lucia, lost control of most of the lands
and ocean resources they had traditionally held, and
which they managed under what is known as ‘usufruct’
or ‘generation lands’. Now these land and sea
resources are managed by international conservation
organisations.
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The book ends with a potential solution to concerns
about how to advance multiculturalism when making
decisions about heritage. This chapter maintains that
‘Heritage Impact Assessments’ ( HIA) should be
conducted early in the decision making process
whenever a major heritage decision is proposed. What
the HIA analytical frame can facilitate is the
identification and potential incorporation of vernacular
issues into heritage decisions. Ironically, much of
Europe ( and societies elsewhere) also utilises
‘Sustainable Impact Assessment’ (SIA) when a decision
about a major development is proposed ( Bond,
Morrison-Saunders, and Howitt, 2013). So if HIA and SIA
are combined in heritage decisions (at any scale) these
officially recognised protocols can serve to ensure that
vernacular issues will be considered as a part of
decisions about the sustainability of heritage.

206

Vol.12 2017 International Journal of Intangible Heritage 207

The Routledge Companion to Intangible
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(eds.) Michelle L. Stefano and Peter Davis,
(London/New York: Routledge, 2017)
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from the USA, India, Thailand and Japan. Part 4 deals with
ICH and place and landscape, the way it is linked to
specific locations. Part 5 deals with ICH and museums
and archives; in a short contribution Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett gives a very interesting example of
the use of intangible heritage to construct tangible
elements of an ancient synagogue for the displays in the
new Polin museum in Warsaw. And finally, part 6 is
devoted to alternative approaches to safeguarding and
promoting ICH, especially so through eco-museums.
Whereas 50% of the authors are from Europe and 25%
from North America, and only another 25% are from rest
of the world, the majority of the case studies (50%) are
from the rest of the world, and 25% each from North
America and Europe. So from these basic statistics it
seems that the focus is on scholarship in Europe and
North America, while the more interesting ICH is in the
rest of the world.

(eds.) Michelle L. Stefano and Peter Davis,
(London/New York: Routledge, 2017)
ISBN 978-1-138-86055-1

This also points to the difference between the two
sides of this coin: the policies of safeguarding by
government organisations with an aim to promote identity
and touristic attraction, versus academia, scholarship and

Steven Engelsman
Director, Weltmuseum Wien, Austria

If ever anything qualifies as a royal gateway into a
specific field of knowledge and scholarship, it is the
Routledge Companions. They exist for a great manifold of
topics, ranging from leadership and management to
philosophy of language, comics or science fiction. They
consist of a broad survey of all the issues at stake, written
by leading experts and specialists in the field, from all over
the world. This year, finally, Routledge has published its
Companion to Intangible Cultural Heritage. The stout
volume consists of over 500 pages. It was edited by
Michelle Stefano from the American Folklife Center in
Washington DC and Emeritus Professor of Museology
Peter Davis from Newcastle University, UK. It is a most
welcome addition to literature, and a must-have for all
who want to deepen their understanding of the scholarly

human expression and culture. It is a difference of
approach and focus that goes quite a long way. It is
articulated very clearly in the interview that editor
Michelle Stefano conducted with the eminence grise of
intangible cultural heritage in the USA, Dr Richard Kurin,
former director of the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and
Cultural Heritage. Kurin explains that scholarly and
institutional engagement with the culture of indigenous
cultural groups in the USA goes back a long way; to the
founding of the Smithsonian Institution in 1848 and to the
days of the American Bureau of Ethnology. It has led to
very fruitful and successful forms of celebration and
safeguarding of such heritage, for example through the
annual Folklife festival on the mall in Washington. But at
the same time, there is a strong reservation against the
creation of a national bureaucratic agency that would
control and regulate the listing of ICH, or in Kurin’s own
words, that would ‘officialise’ culture. The same might be
true for former Commonwealth countries that have strong
first nations and indigenous populations, like New
Zealand, Australia, Canada and even the UK. None of
them have become signatories to the 2003 UNESCO
Convention.

research into and safeguarding practice of Intangible
Cultural Heritage.
This Routledge Companion contains 38 articles written
altogether by 54 authors. The contributions are organised
in 6 sections. Part 1 starts with the reflections on the
UNESCO 2003 Convention on Safeguarding Intangible
Cultural Heritage (ICH), and the origins of the paradigm.
Part 2 is called the ‘reality check’, and deals with the
challenges facing ICH and its safeguarding; there certainly
are big challenges, as Rosabelle Boswell shows in a
confrontation of ICH as an unproblematic gift from the
past versus ICH as an instrument in the postcolonial
settling of the bill and making the past pay. Part 3 is about
ICH up close, and contains seven pertinent case studies,
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Routledge Companion

What we have now come to call ICH is perhaps the
oldest form of human expression. Ever since the
emergence of mankind, human beings must have
performed dances, sung their songs, cooked their food,
celebrated important events. So why did it take so long
before the notion of intangible heritage was put forward
and it was regarded as a form of culture entitled to listing,
safeguarding and studying? Why did intangible cultural
heritage only become emancipated in the early 21st
century, especially so with the UNESCO 2003 Convention,
whereas the preservation of tangible heritage in the form
of museum collections, monuments and sites has a
history going back many decades, even centuries? In her
opening essay on the developments leading to the
UNESCO 2003 Convention Janet Blake mentions in
passing the reasons why. It was the European preference
for the tangible that has long dominated both the scholarly
discourse and the heritage protection paradigms of
national governments and international organisations
such as UNESCO. And it has long given preference to the
interests of detached scholarship rather than to broader
issues of community involvement, human rights and
sustainable development. Janet Blake traces the
transformations in heritage thinking and policies back to
the 1982 Mondiacult World Conference on Cultural Politics
in Mexico, where the concept of culture was extended
from archaeological remains and high end productions to
also involve ways of life, social organisation, values and
belief systems. These were later joined by notions of
sustainable development, social inclusion and human
rights – and led to an overlap between the UNESCO
agenda of safeguarding culture and of the UNDP’s agenda
of sustainable development. Ever since the 1990s,
sustainable development and the flourishing of culture
have been seen as strongly interdependent.
Part 6 of the Companion, the one on alternative
approaches to safeguarding and promoting ICH, provides
some very interesting and convincing case studies of this
interdependence between culture and development. They are

about eco-museums. Two examples. The Batana Museum
in Rovinj, Croatia, revitalised the art of boat building, the
use of these small boats in fishing, the group singing of
the fishermen and the consumption of the fish in local
gastronomy. And in the tiny village of Cortemilia in the
Piemonte region, the reconstruction of terraced
vineyards and the ruins of a chestnut drying facility led
to a revival of traditional handicrafts; as author Donatella
Murtas summarised it: The people of Cortemilia have found
a way through ecomuseological processes of shaping their
future and ensuring sustainable local development. With all
the benefits that success brings: exposure on national
television, growing tourism, generating more income…
With the publication of this Routledge Companion,
Intangible Cultural Heritage has certainly reached a new
level of scholarly recognition. And that is a very good thing.
However, I have noticed one tiny flaw. In its historiography
of this development, the editors may have overlooked or
underrated the important role that Japan, China and
Korea have played in persuading the world to recognise
intangible cultural heritage as something worth
safeguarding, on a par with the safeguarding and listing of
monuments and sites. It was the tension between their
forms of restoration of historical monuments by
employing traditional skills and techniques and new
materials, versus employing historical material and
modern techniques in the rest of the world, that
necessitated the discourse about the essence of
safeguarding cultural heritage. And it was ICOM Korea,
the National Folk Museum of Korea and the Korean
government that forcefully brought intangible cultural
heritage to the attention of the international museum
world at the 2004 Seoul ICOM conference, and after that,
through the establishment of this platform for the
scholarly discourse, the International Journal of Intangible
Heritage.
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about her work with indigenous heritage in the Eastern
United States. Two museum professionals were included in
the interviews: Evita Busa, from Puerto Rico, and Conal
McCarthy, Director of the Museum and Heritage Studies
programme at Victoria University in New Zealand.

(eds.) Bryony Onciul, Michelle L. Stefano and
Stephanie Hawke,
(Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2017)
ISBN 1783271655

The late Gregory Ashworth refers to the widening gap
between theory and practice, the thinkers and the doers
(p. 52) in his interview. He continues to define the doers as
those involved with the creation, management and
interpretation … (Ibid.) without questioning why they do
what they do and what consequences follow their activity.
Ashworth recognises that the thinkers are talking to each
other (Ibid.). This discussion is significant to the chapters
in the book which have been written by them both and
thus express distinct approaches to heritage, community,
and engagement.
The chapters in section one address ‘Engaging
Concepts’. Bernadette Lynch, a British museum
professional, addresses the current concept that
museums should be places of collaboration with their
audiences and with their neighbours in order to play a
stronger role in society. In so doing, museums should be
venues not only of enjoyment or happiness, but of

Annette B. Fromm

Ph.D, Independent Scholar, USA

Engaging Heritage, Engaging Communities is a
collection of eleven chapters investigating different
approaches to heritage and community and six interviews
with leaders in different fields related to heritage and/or
museums and community work. Interesting interpretations
of the terms ‘heritage’ and ‘community’ are raised in the six
interviews while at the same time they set the stage for
diverse approaches to community and the nature of
community engagement discussed in the chapters. Most of
the interviews include the same questions. Each of the
speakers was asked to reflect on their involvement with
community engagement and heritage and provide a
definition of heritage. According to urban geographer John

questioning and struggle (p. 26). Perhaps the concept that
anthropologist, Philipp Scorch, writes about is established
curatorial approaches and research into museological
practice in the South Pacific. He recognises that
community engagement ( involvement) has been
paramount in museum practice in this region. Elizabeth
Pishief’s chapter also draws on work in the South Pacific
and identity. She addresses the archaeologists working
with the Maori to map significant indigenous locales. The
dichotomy between the different points of view of the two
groups comes to the fore when considering the sites with
emphasis on identity, ownership and empowerment (p.
64). Closing the section, Helen Graham considers
research into participation rather than engagement,
particularly from the point of view of power and political
practice.
Two chapters comprise section two, ‘Engaging
Creatively’. Gemma Tully reports on an exhibition project
at the Saffron Walden Museum in 2013-2014 in the U.K.
which drew upon what she calls collaborative archaeology,
collaborative museology, and collaborative curation.
Artists working with the museum involved local school
children to organise the exhibit, ‘Re-Imagining Egypt’. The
artists led the school children in workshops with original

Tunbridge, heritage is …the selective use of historical
resources for contemporary purposes… (p. 47). Shatha Abu
Khafaja, professor of archaeology at the Hashemite
University in Jordan, equates heritage with the past,
specifically with archaeology.
Other issues addressed in the interviews include
whether community engagement is meaningful, the role of
the Association of Critical Heritage Studies, the speakers’
relationship to museum work, and what the future holds.
Some interviews also include questions tailored more
specifically to the individual speakers. For example, Ashley
Minner, a Native American community-based artist, is asked
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artifacts. The exhibit then included the interpretive
artwork which was exhibited alongside the historic items.
Chapter ten moves to a creative mapping project in the
eastern United States. Michelle L. Stefano and Nicole King
write about how maps of a rich industrial area which no
longer exists were created through extensive interviews
with community members and former workers. Through
this intensive process, intangible cultural heritage in the
form of the knowledge sets, values, beliefs, expressions
and memories (p. 122) in an industrial region was used to
recreate the tangible. Both chapters address distinct ways
of engaging different facets of community to reach the
goals of both the museum and the mapping project.
Chapters in the final section of the book address
‘Engaging Challenges’. The topics covered by the authors
who contributed to this section include battlefields in the
U.K. and their management, the safeguarding of a
traditional dance as an eco-museum, subaltern sports,
and issues related to digitalisation. Differences of
interpretation of engagement and community arise in
these chapters. In her interview in the previous section,
Native American artist, Ashley Minner, presents one point
of view of community engagement, an invitation from a
community for an outsider to come in and work with its

members (p. 140). Sikora’s discussion of battlefields finds
that there exists a multiplicity of communities with
interests in these sites. Stefano’s analysis of the Rapper
Dance, which originated in the U.K. and went through a
number of changes in format and participants and is now
found across the Atlantic, illustrates how, through its
natural life, the community safeguarding and supporting
this art form has changed. The final two chapters by
Hartley and Lythberg, et al, open the doors further to the
definition of audiences and community and the extent of
engagement with the growth of social media and digital
applications.
Engaging Heritage, Engaging Communities
contributes to the growing literature about heritage and
community. It is the twentieth in the ‘Museum Matters’
series published by the International Centre for Cultural
and Heritage Studies (ICCHS) at Newcastle University.
Questions raised from the different and varied case
studies include basics such as what is heritage, what is
community, and what is engagement? Also central to the
volume is the role of two players in this game, as
Ashworth put it, the ‘doers’ and the ‘thinkers’. This thin
volume provides much to think about.
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At the very beginning of the twenty-first century, the
emergence and the success of intangible cultural
heritage, as defined by the UNESCO Convention adopted
in 2003, went hand-in-hand with technological
development and the increasing availability of digital
communication tools. This coincidence, due to a
homophony in the French language, provokes frequent
confusion between intangible cultural heritage on the one
hand, and on the other hand, the dematerialised heritage
arising from the digitisation of collections of objects and
documents, or the born-digital heritage consisting in
particular of data from the internet, or between ICH and
the audio-visual archives which can, of course, serve
documentation and research by contributing to its
safeguarding. While examining the relationships between
those various domains, the book makes it possible to
understand their limitations.
Thus, digital devices, which offer unprecedented
possibilities for collaborative management, seem to fit in
with the singularity and the needs of this living heritage,
constantly evolving and recreating, and whose
safeguarding is based on the communities and people
who recognise it as such, who make it, live and transmit it.
By fostering the diversity of expertises and the networking
of ICH stakeholders, these tools, such as open and shared

Chérif Khaznadar

President of the UNESCO International Fund for the
Promotion of Culture, France
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Le Patrimoine Culturel Immateriel Et Numerique
(Intangible cultural heritage and digital tools) is the
continuation of an international meeting organised on
the 8th and 9th of September 2015 in Vitré, Brittany
(France), by the Maison des Cultures du Monde French Centre for the Intangible Cultural Heritage,
(CFPCI) with the support of the French Ministry of
Culture and Communication, as part of an annual
symposium dedicated to the policies of intangible
cultural heritage held since 2012.

online applications or platforms, offer new opportunities
for the development of participatory policies, which
complement the dynamic nature of ICH, for the purpose of
identification, knowledge, promotion and mediation, by
encouraging bottom-up approaches while avoiding
‘freezing’ the form of these elements.
The increased use of digital technology in the field of
ICH, however, raises a number of questions and
challenges, including the linkage between institutional
arrangements implemented by governments and
community-driven initiatives, related for instance to
Wikipedia or respect for the rights of individuals and
groups whose heritage is thus disseminated, in particular
through commercial platforms such as YouTube.
To address those various aspects, the book is
organised into three parts:
1. Transmission, valorisation, mediation.
2. Legal and ethical issues.
3. Participation and feedback.
In his opening speech at the Vitré meeting, Milad
Doueihi, holder of the Chair of Digital Humanism at the
University Paris-Sorbonne, reconsidered the relationship

Led by Marta Severo, Associate Professor in
communication sciences at the University of Paris Ouest
Nanterre, and Séverine Cachat, PhD in cultural
anthropology and director of the Maison des Cultures du
Monde, the publication combines theoretical reflections
and testimonies about the links between intangible
cultural heritage and digital tools, and the issues these
raise.
The book, which is over 200 pages long, contains 14
contributions, 10 in French, 4 in English, and some
black and white illustrations. From a critical and
comparative perspective, it questions and confronts the
views of researchers from different disciplines
(information and communication sciences, history,
anthropology, economics, musicology, didactics, etc.),
documenters, lawyers, heritage professionals,
representatives of cultural institutions and members of
communities of practice from several regions of France
and several countries (Italy, Scotland, Canada).
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between memory and forgetting, and questioned the
materiality of the immaterial. Other contributors to this first
section envisage the use of digital technology by the actors of
ICH and the opportunities this opens up, notably in terms of
participation policies within the framework of the UNESCO
Convention and in various fields.

which allows very precise recording of movements and
sounds for a better understanding of practices, and the
PCILab developed by the Occitan Institute of Aquitaine
(InOC) with the French Ministry of Culture in order to
enhance the French inventory of ICH and encourage its
appropriation by communities through the semantic web.

In the second section, researchers, lawyers and
archive specialists examine the risks associated with the
development of new technologies with respect to the
rights of individuals and groups (right to the image,
copyright, community law, etc.), and discuss the very
complex issue of legal protection in the case of ICH. They
set out certain ethical principles that should guide the
dissemination of this heritage.

This book appears to be the first, in French, devoted to
this new field the quick development of which has raised
numerous hopes but also a number of reservations. By
combining the approaches and the views of specialists
and actors of ICH and related sectors, operating in
countries with different cultures and political traditions, it
offers a rich and stimulating perspective to guide actions
in the recording of ICH. We might, however, note that the
enthusiasm widely shared by the authors in regard to the
prospects opened up by the digital sector should not make
us forget the risk of ‘gadgetisation’ which would be to the
detriment of the primary purpose of these tools which is
the safeguarding of ICH.

The last section presents several experiments involving
the use of digital technologies for the archiving,
documentation or inventorying of ICH, allowing and
promoting the participation of its actors and holders.
These include the Scottish Wiki, created at Napier
University in Edinburgh and now run by the Museums and
Galleries of Scotland, the European i-Treasure project
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INSTRUCTIONS TO CONTRIBUTORS
We are actively seeking submissions from anyone engaged in the field of ICH.

References
Supply if appropriate. There are no restrictions as to length but do not make it longer than strictly
necessary. Please use the system laid out in the Chicago Manual of Style http://www.
chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html. If in doubt, refer to the ‘References’ sections of
articles recently published in previous volumes of the IJIH.

The IJIH
The International Journal of Intangible Heritage is a refereed academic and professional journal,
published annually in English and Korean and dedicated to the promotion of the understanding of all
aspects of intangible heritage worldwide, and to the communication of research as well as examples of
good professional practice.

Photographs and images
These need not be provided until the article is accepted for publication. The IJIH can usually
accommodate no more than 8-10 images to accompany each article.
Photographs or other illustrations in either colour or black and white, should be submitted in digital form
in high resolution JPG, EPS or TIFF formats.
They should be submitted as a separate file, not embedded in the text.

Contributions, refereeing and the selection process
Work must be original, it must not have been published elsewhere, and if a paper is accepted for
publication, the author must agree to transfer copyright to the IJIH.
Articles must be submitted in English, and it is the responsibility of the author to provide good quality
translations from languages other than English.
Once a submission is received it goes through a refereeing process:
1. Initial assessment to ensure that the article meets our criteria for inclusion in the IJIH. (see the notes
on our web page www.ijih.org )
2. The paper is then sent to at least two referees for academic review.
3. Once recommended by the referees, it then goes to the full Editorial Board (which meets each
February) for the final refereeing and selection process.
4. Authors on the final list may be asked to revise their articles (based on feedback from the Editorial
Board) and to re-submit within a few weeks.
5. A proof copy of the final edited script will be provided to authors for final review prior to publication.

Copyright and Permissions
Captions should also be submitted as a separate file and should include the source of the image/
photographer’s name and actual or approximate date.
It is the author’s responsibility to obtain any necessary permissions for the use of copyright materials and
to acknowledge them as requested.
If required, the IJIH will issue a formal request for permission to publish images used in the Journal, for
both print and online versions.
In addition you must supply the following:
Author’s name
The name(s) of the author or authors plus details of their main academic qualification(s), the name(s) of
the organisation(s) to which they are affiliated and their nationality(ies).

Those authors whose papers have not been accepted will be notified as soon as possible after the
February Board meeting.
Authors preparing submissions are asked to read and follow these guidelines:

Abstract
This should be a brief synopsis of your article of approximately 150-250 words.

Length
Articles should be between 4,000 and 8,000 words long excluding notes, bibliography and captions to
illustrations. Short reports and reviews should be between 2,000 and 4,000 words.

Keywords
+/- 10 keywords or search terms. Do not include ‘intangible cultural heritage’, ‘intangible heritage’ or
‘ICH’ as keywords.

Format
Documents should be produced in Word, using a single size font for text and headings, left hand
justification only and no embedded formatting of capitals, spacing etc.

Biography
A brief biography of no more than 150-200 words, listing academic qualifications, posts held, current post
and research interests should be supplied (see previous issues of the IJIH for examples).

Notes
Endnotes or Harvard system not footnotes.

For further details, please consult our website www.ijih.org.
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