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World Heritage Education: Inheritance Beyond Hermeneutics and Ontology 

Ishita Jain 

Abstract: 

The German Philosopher Martin Heidegger changed the paradigms of hermeneutics 

when he proposed the idea of ‘positive prejudice’  (Heidegger, 1927) as a major tool to 

structure any understanding. He insisted on the limited role of ‘method’ and prioritized 

understanding as a dialogical, practical and situated activity.  

Heritage sites are in a state of continuous flux. Either they are in constant interaction 

with the visitors who want to draw their interpretations and construct meanings, or 

with the community, who rely on these sites for support, both economic as well as to 

situate themselves. The author identifies this process as a process of consumption, 

which is linear in nature. Heritage sites, by becoming sources of learning, can become 

a part of a cyclic process, a process of ‘heritage production’ that allows the site to take 

an organic course to grow and evolve.  This will demand a symbiotic relationship 

between the sites, the visitors, the managers of the site and the community. 

This paper is a humble attempt to explore the possibilities of a dialogical pedagogy for 

World Heritage Education which can support the formation of the process of heritage 

production through means of interpretative engagement. The pedagogy will look at 

World Heritage Sites as the biggest resource and the heritage education as an engaging 

and participatory process, which enriches itself and the participants in equal measures.  
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World Heritage sites as learning resources  

World Heritage Sites have been unanimously accepted as being the representatives of 

the highest achievements of man and its universal significance. They stand as a 

testimony to the settings that built it. World Heritage Education, therefore, has to 

extend itself beyond the objectives of formal education. Formal education aims for the 

emancipation and empowerment of ‘mankind’, while World Heritage Education, as this 

writer understands, has to aim at enlightenment and empirical awareness of 

‘humankind’. The contemporary human has two sides of his ‘being’- the local as well as 

the global. World Heritage Education, therefore, must be informed by a pedagogy that 

is dialogical and interpretative. Such a pedagogical approach is envisioned to include 

the ‘local’-ness as well as the extended and extending ‘global’-ness of the heritage sites.  

A dialogical methodology, that is participative and engaging, will serve to make aware 

the ontological implications of the heritage sites by revealing the unique and defining 

constructs of the site. While Heritage sites are the manifested tangible heritage, what 

went behind making them is a huge treasure chest of intangible traditions that remain 

to be acknowledged while engaging with the site.  

As defined by the Venice Charter (1964): 

‘The concept of a historic monument embraces not only the single architectural work 

but also the urban or rural setting in which is found the evidence of a particular 

civilization, a significant development or a historic event’. 

The terms architectural works, civilization, and development carry an importance 

because of their many layered meanings and implications. The Venice Charter clearly 

establishes World Heritage Sites as architectural manifestations. Architecture 

encompasses socio-economic conditions, political bends, beliefs and rituals, 

technological advancements and the craftsmanship of the people belonging to that 

space, time and contemporaneity.   

Ajanta Caves World Heritage Site: A holistic World Heritage Education approach 

Heritage sites have grown, evolved and eroded over time. They stand today bearing 

testimony to several interventions and offer the remnants of these additive forces as a 

legacy. If one looks at the Ajanta Caves World Heritage Site (Figure 1), located near the 

city of Aurangabad in Maharashtra, India this idea can be further understood. Known 

for the 2nd century BC Buddhist cave paintings, these caves are a repository of 

knowledge for the Buddhist practices, both religious and artistic, of those times. They 

are also architectural knowledge banks to understand the Rock-Cut Buddhist 

architecture. This repository has been built over time. The caves themselves have been 

created in two phases: 

 

 

1. 1st – 2nd century BC, during the Satvahana reign, where Buddha was 
symbolically revered in the form of a stupa, leading to sculptural expressions 
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2. During 420-480 CE, during the Vakataka reign, where imageries of Buddha’s 
lives take precedence, where Jataka tales have found a canvas in the rock 
surfaces 

 (Spink, 2009) 

Whilst the Anjanta caves are essentially a Buddhist monastery, divided into several 

quarters for living, teaching and worship, each patron, their position in this context and 

their worldviews have contributed to how the caves were managed and constructed 

and looked after. However, when the reign of King Harishena ended, these caves were 

abandoned and forgotten by the wealthy patrons, only to be rediscovered later by John 

Smith, in 1819.  

 

Figure 1: Ajanta Caves spread in a horse-shoe formation 

Since then the caves have found patrons in Royal Asiatic Society, Archaeological Survey 

of India, The Nizam of Hyderabad, and lastly UNESCO with the site inscribed as a World 

Heritage Site in 1983 (Gordon, 2011).Each patron has protected, added and augmented 

the site in their own ways, and for their own agendas. This process has added layers of 

history to the caves. 

For example: 

1. The Royal Asiatic Society commissioned several copies of the cave paintings 
to be made.  

2. The Nizam of Hyderabad, along with the archaeological department of the 
State, conserved and researched the caves for 30 years and published several 
monographs.  

3. The Maharashtra Tourism Development Corporation, in 2012, announced 
replicas of caves 1,2, 16 and 17 to be made at the ASI Visitor Centre to reduce 
crowding at the original caves. 
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The Ajanta Caves, as a whole, holds all these interventions and offers them as a legacy. 

It is important to make note of this. They should not be looked at as something that 

belongs to 2nd century BC. They have been alive since then, growing since then. They 

have evolved over time, adapting to the nature of intangibles at each point of time. 

There are new interpretation centres proposed on the site for the participant to have 

an augmented interaction with the site by creating life size replicas of the caves, 

complete with the paintings, to scale Buddhist monks and the events of meditation that 

formed a huge part of the day to day life and need of the caves then.  This seems to be 

an effort to increase the engagement of the visitors with the site. One needs to 

question what kind of engagement is envisioned and what is the kind of participation 

that will happen? What can students of heritage draw from such attempts? Will these 

interventions enhance the learning experience at the World Heritage Site? 

Multiplicity of the heritage sites: Multiple Interpretations  

Kenneth Frampton in his essay ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an 

Architecture of Resistance’ (Frampton, 1983) has marked that ‘Civilization has been 

primarily concerned with instrumental reason, while culture has addressed itself to the 

specifics of expression’.  

The heritage sites stand for the triumph of both – reason and expression. Within them 

are housed the creative nuclei of the particular moment(era) – in space and time. One 

must not judge them within a singular framework. The multiplicity of creative forces, 

their manifestation, interpretative opportunities and their representational values 

must be recognised, recorded and imparted, so that these sites are fully appreciated 

for all that they stand for. 

The aforementioned multiplicity is nothing but all the forces that have come together 

for heritage production, during different times. Heritage sites are in a state of constant 

flux.  They are all cultural expressions, both tangible and intangible. And hence, 

communication of cultural expressions has to happen through several spheres – 

cognitive, expressive, moral, practical, etc. (Habermas, 1983). Expressing it through any 

single expression leads to the fossilization of the heritage either as a monument that is 

larger than any of us, or as a practice that is no longer relevant. Cultural expressions 

can no longer be limited to heritage protection or conservation, but they have to adorn 

a role for ‘Heritage Celebration.’ The multiplicity of heritage sites and especially World 

Heritage Sites should be at the heart of all education programmes.  

This approach requires everyone participating with the sites to look at these sites 

beyond ‘objects’ and instead understand its presence as an ‘event’. However, looking 

at these sites as ‘events’ ensure that the actions, and all the forces that generate those 

actions become a part of the framework through which one interprets the site, thereby 

acknowledging the multiplicity and the continuity. It is very important to establish the 

continuity of the evolution of these sites in the minds of the participants, as that will 

ensure that they are conscious about the impacts of their own participation as well, 

which leads to a cyclic process of heritage production and not the linear process of 

heritage consumption. 
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Understanding Heritage Production 

If looked atavistically, civilizations have evolved due to the interaction of both the 

tangibles and intangibles of the native culture. As time progresses, the intangibles 

change form and function, and the civilizations transform. Along with that, the heritage 

sites, that represent the best the civilization has had to offer also undergoes a 

transformation. This process of transformation is a part of the story of evolution of the 

site. It needs to be communicated to the participants while highlighting their role in 

transforming the site today, for others tomorrow. This may ensure that these sites do 

grow and evolve and not merely get consumed.  

Sarkhej Roza, a tomb complex in Ahmedabad, Gujarat is a fine example of how 

multiplicity of forces transform a site to adapt itself to the needs of the current 

requirements. It is a site of National Heritage importance that has been incrementally 

constructed by 3 Sultanate rulers between the years 1445 A.D. and 1584 A.D. It has 

seen transitions from being a mausoleum for the great Sufi saint, Shaikh Ganj Baksh 

Khattu, to becoming a place of repose and meditation for the royal family in the 15th 

century. It is also a burial place for Sultan Mahmud Begda’s family, thereby making it a 

part of socio-political history of the state of Gujarat. The Indo-Saracenic complex has 

become a central beacon in Ahmedabad’s bid to be a World Heritage City, and thereby 

becoming an active participant in the heritage process.   

Today, very active efforts are made by the citizens to give the monument back to the 

community and to invite more people to become a part of the legacy of Sarkhej Roza. 

The citizens have begun a campaign, ‘Rediscover Sarkhej Roza’ (Figure 2), to open up 

the monument to the community and to the rest of the country. They see the need for 

the legacy and the features of the monument to be better communicated. They have 

also started proposing outreach programmes, in collaboration with several agencies, to 

generate awareness regarding Sarkhej Roza. 

 

Such case-studies offer opportunities for academics, institutions and professionals to 

participate and contribute their expertise. Heritage management plans for such 

monuments need to account for the participation of academia, including scholars and 

students alike, and belonging to several relevant disciplines. For instance, Sarkhej Roza 

Figure 2 : The motto of the ‘Rediscover Sarkhej Roza’ campaign 
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will demand communication designers to participate with the community, community 

to collaborate with the Media experts, Media houses to consult the academia, and so 

on.  Education in such cases will be two-fold. First layer shall include preparing the site 

to be participatory and interpretative, which involves the academia and related 

experts. The second layer is when visitors interact with the participative site, become 

familiar with the several layers of history that have made the site, and finally recognise 

their own role in carrying the legacy of the site forward. This example showcases how 

heritage education is not only a result of the heritage process but also central to it’s 

development. 

The need to go beyond ‘Onto-Logicality’ of Heritage Education 

In ontological terms, if we are to understand anything at all, we must already find 

ourselves ‘in’ the world, ‘along with’ that which is to be understood. (Gadamer, 1994) 

It needs to be understood that a structure of situatedness has to be made explicit, so 

that variables and constant can be juggled as per site specification. We can look at 

Freeman Tilden’s ideas of engaging with heritage, where he defines heritage as ‘a more 

inclusive, culturally situated, critically reflexive and dialogical practice’ (Tilden, 

1957)and by extension, heritage education should move beyond mere ‘transmission’ 

as suggested by Article 4 of the 1972 UNESCO World Heritage Convention and become 

more of an interpretive process, which is both demonstrative and participative as well 

as contextually situated.   

Tilden defined interpretation as... 

 ‘An educational activity which aims to reveal meanings and relationships through the 

use of original objects, by first -hand experience, and by illustrative media, rather than 

simply to communicate factual information’  

(Tilden, 1957:9).  

 

 

 

 Figure 3: Contemplating ‘anticipation’ and ‘interpretation’  
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The philosopher Heidegger recognizes two major modes of insight in Being and Time, 

anticipatory structures that allow what is to be grasped or interpreted in a preliminary 

fashion and an anticipation of completeness that would determine the complete 

construction of insight in the participant’s mind. This approach will build an 

investigation that allows self-disclosure of the structure of understanding, so that the 

heritage site, which is the subject of interpretation becomes the structure of 

interpretation. Theoretically, this self-disclosure can be found in the crevice of 

interaction of the two structures as shown in Figure 3. This crevice is the creation of 

the ‘positive prejudice’. Here, I mean prejudice as defined by its root latin term ‘prae-

judicium’, i.e. pre-judgement. It merely means a preliminary exposure for what is to be 

encountered. The pedagogy of heritage education should look to determine a dialogic 

structure that will generate an engagement with the site, from the state of ‘prejudice’ 

to constant interpolation and extrapolation through the dynamics of interpretation. 

 

Conclusion: Dialogical Pedagogy- Interpretation as Education 

Visits to World Heritage Sites can be positioned as this crevice of ‘prae-judicium’, where 

one encounters several experiential simulations that prepares the visitors for what they 

shall encounter. These simulations can be the transitional journey of evolution of these 

sites, so that when the visitor encounters the site as it is today, they are enabled to 

interpret the site in a context that has built it, and then see it for the future it has to 

adapt to. Each parameter of interpretation is a part of a cyclic process where each part 

illuminates itself in reference to the whole story of the site. Therefore, every 

interpretation relies on other interpretations. Heidegger describes this circle of 

understanding to be permanently determined by the anticipatory movement of fore-

understanding.  

We can conclude by agreeing with Hans-Georg-Gadamer, when he suggested that 

understanding and interpretation happens ‘...through bringing oneself into question 

along with the matter itself’.  (Gadamer, 1989) This hermeneutical approach demands 

a pre-exposure to the subject, World Heritage Sites in this case, along with associated 

interpretive approaches. These approaches cater, not to the ‘accurate’ but ‘right’, in a 

sense objective, in which scientific, logical and even folk interpretation is an expression 

of collective identity.  Such interpretations also involve visitors as not passive recipients 

of wisdom, but seekers of understanding, to question, to participate and to take part 

as equal in creation of identity of the ‘place’ they are a part of. By understanding the 

multiplicity and biography of World Heritage Sites it will promote universal values and 

multi-cultural diversities and make each heritage site a vortex of knowledge, wisdom 

and awareness of its spatio-temporal position, and that of the human dialoguing with 

it. 
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