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Dear Ladies and Gentlemen, distinguished colleagues: 

In October next year it will be exactly 20 years ago when I started to work and 

reflect on heritage issues. It was in October 1999 when we - my colleagues, 

Wolfgang Schuster, Michael Schmidt, and myself - created the World Heritage 

Studies Masters program in Cottbus. In 2010, I established the PhD program, 

Heritage Studies, and in 2014, I founded the Institute Heritage Studies (IHS) at 

the ‘Internationale Akademie Berlin (INA)’. 
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The Masters Program aim was to build capacity in addressing the increasing 

worldwide demand to protect and use World Heritage sustainably. 
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From the very beginning the program was grounded in a holistic understanding 

of heritage. Moreover, it was founded on four scientific publications. In the first 

years, though, it focused essentially on World Heritage.  
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The concept of Heritage Studies for Human Development has been developed 

by a team at the UNESCO Chair in Heritage Studies under my direction since 

2002, and since 2010 it has been expanded with the implementation of the 

PhD program in Heritage Studies. Resources promoting an ever more holistic 

understanding of heritage have been published by de Gruyter since 2012.  

Because of the unbalanced, regional application of the World Heritage Conven-

tion, the concept of World Heritage could no longer be conveyed as a simple 

construct, and needed to be re-interpreted according to the economic, social, 

cultural and natural realities of the member states to the Convention. Conse-

quently, our understanding of heritage has incrementally been transformed 
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from a material to a holistic conception that includes, for example, political 

and/or social developments in the different regions of the world.  

Since 2010 this holistic conception has been incorporated into a heritage stud-

ies paradigm that promotes human development.  
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Based on the SDG`s  4,  11, 16 and 17, this Heritage Studies concept has also 

become a focus of research at the Institute Heritage Studies (IHS), part of the 

‘Internationale Akademie Berlin’ and underlies our series of publications with 

Springer Social Sciences.  
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Given the worldwide receptiveness of this concept, today, with the Institute 

Heritage Studies, I invite you to also contribute to this international discourse 

as part of the broader field of heritage studies.  

The discourse in the concept of “Heritage Studies as a Promoter for Human De-

velopment” is of equal importance to the concept of “Critical Heritage Studies” 

that takes a postcolonial approach, and the concept of “Material Heritage Stud-

ies” that is based mainly on the material sciences, such as architecture, urban 

planning, conservation and preservation, and to the focus on “Management 

within Heritage Studies” as published in the series on Sustainable Manage-

ment.  
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I am certain that with this new paradigm we will be able to further  the credibil-

ity of Heritage Studies because this conception allows us to scientifically identi-

fy the modern challenges of our heritage and to develop strategies to sustaina-

bly deal with them. This means that we will be able to provide answers to ques-

tions raised around current and future challenges in heritage protection and 

use.  

Challenges 

Today, more than ever, our heritage is affected by many aspects of globaliza-

tion. Consequently, we must continue the search for solutions to the most 

egregious issues in the protection and use of our heritage worldwide.  
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Due to the processes of globalization and modernization—whose effects in-

clude climate change, mass tourism, the commodification of heritage, and the 

migration of millions of people— heritage protection and use can no longer be 

managed exclusively through the standard instruments of UNESCO and other 

international organizations. Appropriate scientific research is currently re-

quired to provide a credible basis in the analysis, approach, and interpretation 

of protection and use.  

I am convinced that this paradigm—to interpret heritage as a factor for human 

development—helps to identify the most glaring developments and their caus-

es, as well as to generate sustainable strategies in dealing with these challeng-

es.  
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Our epistemological understanding of Heritage Studies is comparable to that of 

Cultural Studies as both share similar aims in research and are orientated to-

wards paradigms and interdisciplinary, justified scientific approaches and 

methods.  Furthermore, they are orientated towards the development of a sys-

tematic strategy in identifying, analyzing and improving the phenomenons of 

heritage. As a minimum, I think that we will meet some of the challenges by 

embracing and working on the manifold expressions of heritage that have been 

shaped by the modern world in a variety of ways.  
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The European Year of Cultural Heritage has addressed these challenges. Now, 

more than before, the phenomenons of heritage have to be seen, interpreted 

and understood by analyzing their formations, conditions, appearances and 

effects. As such all phenomenons need to be treated with sustainable research 

measures and strategic measures for solving conflicts. It follows that there is an 

urgent need to organize scientific research around the current conflicts that are 

endangering our heritage, and there is an international responsibility to identi-

fy the causes of present concerns and to develop resolution strategies. 
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Once again, our conception for Heritage Studies finds application as an ap-

proach for sustainable human development. I would like to present some ex-

amples of current developments which are affecting our heritage: 
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The first one is mass tourism. At issue is the continuing commercialization of 

World Heritage, in spite of the fact that many experts in the tourism industry 

are aware of the threats that international tourism poses to the material sub-

stance and the authenticity and values of World Heritage sites. Whereas the 

commodification of heritage dominates the discourse, no alternatives for the 

sustainable use of heritage are being investigated.  
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Today, World Heritage is understood less and less as a universal good, albeit 

the Convention states that it must be protected as such. Over the course of 

time and through the processes of commodification, World Heritage has 

changed from a good into a product. This merchandisable product is according-

ly subject to the rules of the market. The outcomes that have precipitated from 

this change of value in World Heritage designations are grave and, consequent-

ly, need to be researched.  

For example, when considering the demands for sustainability in tourism de-

velopment, only visitor numbers have been dealt with, and this has not had any 

far reaching effects. However, it is also true that when more people know what 

a World Heritage site means, why it exists and what its function for future de-

velopment could be, the values of that World Heritage can be more easily pro-

moted.  
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As such, sustainable tourism will only become reality when tourists themselves 

learn and accept the need for the sustainable development of the specific sites 

they visit. This can be achieved with capacity building programs at all levels 

and, of course, in a change of perception among tourists about what heritage 

is. When you look at this slide, I think, a lot of changes have to be initiated. 

Another development which is affecting our heritage is human migration and / 

or refugee movements—the reasons for which are many. 
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In contrast to the phenomenon of mass tourism, human migration affects, in 

many ways, the people themselves and, more specifically, their heritage. The 

effects relate to the tangible and intangible assets of the people as they see 

these assets monopolized by different interests. The various constructs of hu-

man heritage unique to this circumstance need to be adapted to the dynami-

cally changing cultural and social processes.  

Currently, we have observed that the various worldwide migration phenome-

nons have changed our understanding of how heritage is to be protected. In 

spite of this, their causes have been inadequately analyzed, and the measures 

taken have been largely ineffective. Little consideration has been given to what 
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happens when the heritage of humankind is obliterated due to war and terror-

ism and the impoverishment of people because of socio-economic changes.  

The reality is that the cultural and natural landscapes of whole regions, as well 

as their constituent elements have been neglected. 
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These developments relate to both the heritage of immigrants and to that of 

emigrants, though, in different ways. Whereas emigrants often come from 

formerly inhabited rural and urban areas, they leave them as wastelands.  Then 

again as immigrants they create new structures in places that they share with 

the locals.  
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The present issues around racism and discrimination against migrants and ref-

ugees are realities in the world.  However, they say even more about the in-

competence of societies to integrate these people. What is more, this is not 

new. These issues have been superbly analyzed and explained by Norbert Elias 

in his book, "The Established and the Outsiders,” published already in 1965. 

One of the greatest threats to cultural heritage is the illicit trade in artefacts 

and its connection to shifting terrorist movements. A case in point are the stat-

ues of Buddha in the Bamiyan Valley, Afghanistan: 

 

Folie 14 

 



Institute Heritage Studies 

Prof. Dr. Marie-Theres Albert 
 
 
 

Heritage Studies - Constructing a Paradigm  Seite 17 von 25 

The statues of Buddha in the Bamiyan Valley were destroyed by the religious-

political fanaticism of the Taliban regime. The remains of the statues were in-

scribed as World Heritage in 2003 and have been on the the list of World Herit-

age in Danger ever since.  

The inconceivable act of destroying the 1500 year-old Buddhist statues, was an 

attempt to obliterate Buddhist heritage in order to strengthen Taliban fanati-

cism. As such we have to remember that this violent demonstration of power 

has often in history gone hand-in-hand with an agenda to sever people’s roots. 

The destruction of heritage is synonymous with the destruction of identity—

the latter making room for the power-hungry to establish, uncontestedly, their 

new ideology.  

As mentioned before, the 21st century impacts on the world’s heritage pose 

some of the new challenges for Heritage Studies. They need to be addressed 

using scientific methods of identification and analysis to arrive at scientifically 

based solutions that either solve the issues or avoid them.  

In addition, it has to create a new understanding of heritage, one of “inherit-

ing,” but, more importantly, adapt the original vision and goals of heritage pro-

tection—defined for example in the World Heritage Convention—to current 

developments.  

(Nature: Air, Water, Photosynthesis, Mother earth, Electromagnetic Waves, 
DNA, Minerals, Animals, Plants, etc.; Culture: Language, Philosophy, Physics, 
Musical Instruments, Classical Music, Jazz, Ballet, Hip Hop, Astronomy, Internet, 
Medicine, Biology, Religion, etc.; Community: Roads, Playgrounds, Calendars, 
Universities, Libraries, Social Security, Laws, Capital Markets, Museums, Politi-
cal Institutions, Money, Agricultural Commodity Markets, Flea markets, Holi-
days) 
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One response to this challenge is the commons, a concept that was developed 

and promoted in the 1990s by the late Nobel Prize winner, Elinor Ostrom. The 

idea behind the commons is that life-sustaining resources, such as air, water, 

and (in my proposal) the heritages of mankind are not to be treated as private 

or public goods, but rather as common goods. 

A community of responsible citizens bears responsibility for the commons.  

Within the concept of cultural heritage, sustainability is linked to the cultural 

and natural goods of mankind and requires citizens to engage in the preserva-

tion of these goods, especially when they give people a sense of identity. Many 

projects have shown that people engage responsively when their heritage is 

addressed. It follows once again that Heritage Studies could be understood 

paradigmatically as an approach for supporting human development.  

Another idea that rethinks Heritage Studies is the professional implementation 

of the Global Strategy, adopted by the World Heritage Committee already in 

2007. What I specifically want to draw attention to is the 5th C, dealing with the 

concept of community involvement. 
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Consequently, Heritage Studies in practice and in research has to use and / or 

develop alternative models that include people in the decision-making pro-

cesses that bring about solutions. At present the discourse is dominated by ex-

perts from UNESCO, ICOMOS, ICCROM, and other formal national and interna-

tional institutions. These experts have technical expertise and responsibilities, 

but they rarely understand the issues of the citizens associated with the herit-

age in question. 
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Changing these hierarchical structures would not only be a strategic discourse 

shift from experts to local stakeholders, it would also be a paradigmatic shift in 

the understanding of responsibility.  

However, more importantly, changing the hierarchical structures would alter 

the perspective from object to man and bring the discourse on heritage back to 

where it belongs: the human being and his/her environment.  A transformation 

of the discourse from object to human being and his/her environment requires 

tangible constructs of heritage to be complemented by their intangible mean-

ings—thereby making development processes possible.  

 Folie 16 
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And here again I would take this transformation even further by specifically 

identifying and evaluating heritage on a functional basis in the interest of hu-

man development. A functional construct of heritage with the aim of human 

development gives importance to all cultural and social ideas, in addition to 

performances and practices that help human beings locate themselves politi-

cally and socially, as well as culturally and economically. These foci give pur-

pose to creating and protecting a sense of identity. 

 
Folie 17 

Given these ideas and paradigmatic positions, Heritage Studies would consist of 

a multistage process with four focus areas.  

For instance, we would inquire about how heritage in the context of the 1972 

Convention is interpreted in the different sciences, such as human ecology, 
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law, architectural history, art history, planning and ecology. We would reflect 

upon how heritage has been destroyed through terrorism and explore respon-

sive strategies. We would deal with the anthropological, ethnological, historical 

and museological approaches of the heritage constructs in the 2003 and 2005 

Conventions and in the Memory of the World Program. 

We would ask whether and in which manner we could include inter- and trans-

disciplinary research interests in these constructs and determine how they are 

aligned. As such, however, we would not be concerned about the scientific dis-

course. Our aim would be to capture the diversity of heritage, to process it ho-

listically and to uncover yet unidentified opportunities of learning and practice. 

In other words, our objective is to complement the political discourse— as ex-

pressed in the Conventions and their implementation—with a practical dis-

course.  

Essentially, this means the concepts of development and participation have to 

be part of the definitions of sustainability and sustainable development, as well 

as elemental to social, cultural and economic realities. Moreover, I believe it is 

not enough to adopt just new declarations. It is much more important to ana-

lyze precisely what sustainable development means to a specific situation and 

how it can be realized through Heritage Studies.  
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