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To say that heritage is both local and global is banal: to say that Heritage Studies is a 

global field is obvious. But I am not sure that those of us in the Heritage Studies field 

have adequately addressed what these characterisations mean for us. Especially for 

those of us who pride ourselves on taking a ‘critical’ stance (and for suggestions as to 

what this means see Smith 2012; Winter & Waterton 2013; Winter 2013) we remain 

locked into an approach that either responds to heritage as global or responds to it as 

local: but never both at the same time. This inevitably denies the simultaneity of these 

aspects of the phenomenon we seek to understand in its entirety. 

There is of course a distinction to be made concerning the nature of heritage in these 

two manifestations. At the global level we are inevitably dealing not with particular 

places, sites, monuments, or practices; but at the local that is precisely how heritage 

presents itself. As a global phenomenon, heritage is an abstract concept, uniting very 

different specific and concrete human creations by deeming them to have certain 

attributes in common: heritage here is those attributes that attach to specific entities. 

As a local phenomenon, it manifests in those specific and concrete human creations 

that are rooted in and only have meaning within that local context: divorce them from 

their local context and they cease to have the attributes that make them ‘heritage’. 

Here we see how the global and local are inevitably mutually implicated in an 

understanding of heritage, neither making any sense without the other.  

This has inevitable consequences for the approaches we take to the study of heritage. 

General statements about the nature of heritage are meaningless unless attached to 

specific examples of the phenomenon: this draws us towards the case study as a 

convenient approach to research. On the other hand, case studies can tell us little about 

heritage beyond that individual case: and because to justify study we have already 

identified the example as one of ‘heritage’ such case studies offer nothing especially 

new in terms of understanding the general phenomenon. The result is the constant 

repetition of ideas already well-rehearsed elsewhere.  

This short polemical paper will take a critical perspective on these aspects of Heritage 

Studies as a set of practices and discourses in an attempt to open them to further 

scrutiny. 

Heritage as local: the case study as trope 

The most common trope of the heritage field is the case study. A survey of the last two 

complete volumes (2013, 2014) of the International Journal of Heritage Studies and the 

first issues of this year (2015, issues 1 to 5) indicates that of 116 articles published, 81 
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(70%) take the case study form (Table 1), and of the remainder most will have reference 

to case studies. Such approaches offer useful insights into particular manifestations of 

heritage and thus operate at the ‘local’ level: however all are deemed to represent 

particular categories of ‘thing’ that are classed as heritage and these are very wide 

(Table 2). In practice, and regardless of the object of heritage under discussion, the 

topics of individual papers relate to an equally wide range of issues, including tourism, 

regulation, presentation, performance, and valuation.  

TABLE 1:‘CASE STUDY’ ARTICLES IN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HERITAGE 

STUDIES 2013 – 2015 

YEAR TOTAL ARTICLES (EXCLUDING 

EDITORIALS) 

CASE STUDIES 

2013 41 26 (63%) 

2014 50 40  (80%) 

2015 (to April 2015) 25 15 (60%) 

TOTAL 116 81 (70%) 

 

TABLE 2:CLASSES OF HERITAGE ‘OBJECT’ AS REPRESENTED BY ‘CASE STUDY’ 

ARTICLES IN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HERITAGE STUDIES 2013 – 2015 

YEAR /  

TOPIC 

2013 2014 2015 

Places 16 13 6 

People / community 1 2 3 

Museums 3 5 1 

Media 1  2 

Practices / performances 4 16 3 

Objects 1   

TOTALS 26 40 15 

 

The problem, however, is that the case study is ultimately of very limited use because, 

by the nature of the case study form, the results cannot be extrapolated meaningfully 

to any other context. This raises the issue of whether we are dealing with heritage as a 

single universal category or a range of very different phenomena which we 

insufficiently understand and so lump them all together. If the latter, the problem is 

with our approach, not the phenomenon with which we deal.  

This brings me to an issue that has engaged me for the last two or so years: which is 

ultimately about our approach to how we study heritage. It seems to me that 

approaches are most valuable when they can not only be replicated locally but also 

transferred to other contexts, allowing direct comparison between one set of results 

and another. It matters that we can understand the heritage phenomenon – however 

we may define it and whatever we may call it – in ways that can cross territorial and 

cultural boundaries. The case study approach cannot achieve that because it assumes 

we already know what constitutes heritage in the first place.  
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This puts my position somewhat at odds with others who advocate a ‘critical’ approach 

to the study of heritage. Elsewhere (Carman 2014), I have suggested the following as a 

‘manifesto’ for heritage studies: 

 to treat all manifestations of ‘heritage’ as unique until we can show them to be 

otherwise 

 to seek to identify the specific attributes of the object of our immediate 

enquiry; 

 to reject all generalising concepts (such as ‘World Heritage’ status, the 

‘authorised heritage discourse’ (Smith 2006), or ‘dissonant heritage’ (Tunbridge & 

Ashworth 1996) as irrelevant until we can clearly demonstrate (not merely assert) how 

they apply in specific cases;  

 to be on the lookout for the key attributes that make something heritage – not 

just taking others’ words for it – that are shared by other heritage objects or practices; 

and 

 to be prepared to acknowledge that not everything we study is ‘heritage’ in any 

meaningful sense. 
 

To adopt such an approach so may mean the end of Heritage Studies as a distinct field 

of enquiry except as rather random collections of individual studies. But it will mean 

we gain a deeper understanding of real phenomena in a real world, rather than the 

creation of a category in our own imaginations. 

Heritage as global: reinventing the wheel 

The limitations of the case study approach spill over into our attempts to grasp heritage 

as a universal category and its treatment as something different from other classes of 

research topic. I am always surprised at the amount of ink wasted in telling us that 

World Heritage status under the provisions of the World Heritage Convention (UNESCO 

1972a) is in reality nothing to do with globality, but instead is a product of the actions 

of nation states (see e.g. Rakic & Chambers 2007; Meskell 2013; Askew 2010; among 

others). Since the purpose of the Convention is to place responsibility for cultural 

heritage on nation states, and this is expressly announced both in the Convention and 

in the supporting Recommendation (UNESCO 1972b), it should be a start-point for 

analysis not a discovery made as a result of investigation. However, the fact that so 

many start from the premise that World Heritage is anything to do with the world is 

indicative of the extent to which we are blinded by our own rhetoric. The constant 

discovery as if new that World Heritage Sites are the product of action by nation states 

is an example of the manner in which research in Heritage Studies so often adds 

nothing new but instead simply restates what is already known. Table 3 (based again 

upon articles from International Journal of Heritage Studies from 2013, 2014 and 2015) 

is an indication of the manner in which the same themes – masquerading as new 

findings – are reiterated time and time again. The frequency with which the same 

themes appear in particular years – and their histories of emergence in the first place 

– are interesting in themselves and can no doubt be related to other developments in 

the Heritage Studies field, but that is not the purpose of highlighting them here; nor is 

it that they may sometimes offer progressive opportunities for development, which I 

do not doubt. 
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TABLE 3: EMERGENT THEMES AND THEIR REITERATION AS REPRESENTED BY 

ARTICLES IN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HERITAGE STUDIES 2013 – 2015* 

THEME / FINDING 2013 2014 2015 

Heritage is diverse / complex / contested 7 9 11 

Communities are divided 3 6 5 

Comparison across territorial boundaries is 

difficult 

2 2 2 

Heritage is about identity 7 2 7 

Dominance of particular discourses 1 8 7 

Heritage is made in the present 4 7 4 

Heritage is not well understood 3 4 6 

* The numbers here do not match numbers of articles since more than one finding 

may be contained in each article. Findings / themes that appear in one article are 

excluded. Neither are all articles included here: many do offer original insights and 

some offer both originality and banality.  

Neither is the point here that these are irrelevant themes (they certainly are not 

irrelevant). It is that they are offered as discoveries rather than the defining 

characteristics of heritage which attract attention in the first place. There is an inherent 

circularity here: those characteristics which make heritage an interesting phenomenon 

to study are presented as surprising findings. Either the authors are ignorant of the field 

(which is highly unlikely) or the heritage studies field has become locked in an unhelpful 

but apparently ‘virtuous’ circle whereby its justification is confirmed but also mirrored 

by its findings.  

It is notable that one of the requirements of the recently-founded Association for 

Critical Heritage Studies is adherence to the notion of the authorised heritage discourse 

and acceptance of its dominance in the field (http://criticalheritagestudies.org/site-

admin/site-content/about-achs). Out of this comes a concern to challenge commonly-

held notions of ‘community’, to develop ‘post-western’ understandings of heritage, and 

especially to integrate different disciplinary perspectives on the phenomenon of 

heritage (Winter 2013). What is missed in this endeavour, however, is that in laying 

down what aspects of heritage need to be challenged, it acts to constrain the degree 

of criticality that can be brought to bear on its study. In particular, the idea of the 

‘authorised heritage discourse’ and its reach is taken for granted rather than itself 

becoming an object of investigation. A secondary concern with the historical 

development of the idea of heritage – although closely linked to the notion of the rise 

of the ‘authorised heritage discourse’ – is the idea of ‘heritagisation’ as a process 

(Harvey 2001), which can be placed as deep in the past as one chooses: but this can be 

interpreted merely as a return to conventional arguments which are part of and 

supportive of the authorised heritage discourse, that claims heritage has ancient roots. 

This ‘critical’ approach can be seen as merely a return to the very ideas it claims to 

subvert.   

Elsewhere (Carman 2011), I have argued that whether we like it or not, in our 

engagements with the publics we notionally serve, we inevitably can only speak to 

http://criticalheritagestudies.org/site-admin/site-content/about-achs
http://criticalheritagestudies.org/site-admin/site-content/about-achs
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those who already share our attitudes and expectations of heritage. Here, I am arguing 

that not only is this the case, but that what we have to say to our publics – including 

our fellow researchers – is what they already know. This puts us in the business of 

establishing a status quo rather than presenting the critical perspective on the world 

we aim to achieve. This is as true of critical approaches in heritage studies as it is of any 

other statements supporting an ‘authorised heritage discourse’.  

De quoit s’agit-il: what is it all about? 

This raises the question as to what the ultimate purpose of our efforts are: what is it all 

about?  

Proponents of Heritage Studies as a discipline, or at least as a field of enquiry, are 

concerned to investigate a phenomenon that exists in the world around us: something 

that exists as a social fact. Recognition that such a phenomenon exists and does so in 

some sense ‘detached’ from us (albeit created by human action) is essential: but those 

aspects we seek to investigate and how we seek to do so depend on the interests and 

specific context of individual researchers. These legitimately cover a range of aspects: 

the manner in which heritage is created by communities of interest; the values heritage 

(or any individual manifestation of heritage) is deemed to represent; the forms that 

heritage may take – and by extension what things or practices may not be classed as 

‘heritage’; claims of ownership, stewardship, custodianship and their contestation; 

how communities of interest in heritage are created, sustained and structured; the 

transmission of knowledge or understanding of heritage; and so on.  

The purpose of a case study approach would be to create bodies of knowledge that 

allow comparison across time and space, between different contexts, and of differing 

communities. We have to ask to what extent they do create such knowledge, however. 

For the most part, such researches appear to confirm what we already know about our 

object of investigation: what they provide are illustrative examples of heritage in 

particular contexts but no new insights into heritage as a universal category. More 

generalising approaches – such as those designed to uncover the kinds of values 

represented by heritage (e.g. O’Brien 2010) – tend to ignore these specific examples in 

favour of a tendency to impose a particular vision on heritage: as an economic resource 

(Peacock & Rizzo 2008); or as a form of collective property (Carman 2005). In this case, 

heritage comes to us pre-packaged as something we already understand: the issue is 

not ‘what is heritage?’ but ‘how do we treat heritage?’ which is not at all the same 

thing. The latter presents heritage to us as a ‘problem’ to be ‘solved’ by processes of 

management rather than as an interesting human creation to be studied in its own 

right. A truly critical heritage would assert the latter to be its aim and ensure the focus 

remained on understanding an obscure object rather than assuming its characteristics 

and qualities to be known. 

The question of: where next? also arises. Perhaps it is time for a single, straightforward 

statement of where we are in Heritage Studies. This should be a coherent account of 

the current state of Heritage Studies that makes it clear what we already know and 

what proponents of the field ought to know before they embark on research that can 

only confirm existing understanding and thereby maintain an emergent and 
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authoritative status quo. That status quo can itself only offer a single alternative 

authorised discourse to the one critical heritage studies claims to seek to destabilise. 

Winter (2014) criticises the current reliance in Heritage Studies on theoretical 

perspectives derived from Western models: I agree with him on this, but we must also 

beware of merely creating alternative discourses that sit alongside one another, acting 

as parallel forms of understanding, that do not actively engage with one another. 

Western approaches may be flawed and fail to take into account the fundamental 

difference of non-Western cultures from those of a dominant West; but at the same 

time approaches derived from non-Western models are equally flawed, albeit in 

different ways. A Critical Heritage Studies would first recognise that contextualising 

different approaches to and attitudes towards our object of study is essential, and that 

may mean (as suggested above) recognising that not everything that is presented to us 

constitutes ‘heritage’ in any meaningful sense. To internationalise heritage also means 

abandoning universal categories. 

Towards a conclusion 

While Heritage Studies may indeed be a global endeavour, this does not presume the 

universality of its object of study. It also does not presume the applicability of limited 

number of methodologies to what may in fact be very different objects of study. On 

this basis, one of our focuses of attention perhaps ought to be the field of Heritage 

Studies itself, one that is not only critical in addressing its object of enquiry – ‘heritage’ 

– but is also takes a critical stance towards its own practices. This is a task for all of us 

engaged in it, practitioners, students, professional academics and commentators and 

researchers of all kinds. It could be a noble endeavour, and would certainly be an 

interesting and lively one. I commend it to you. 
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