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1. Defining Cultural Heritage and the UNESCO Perspective 

Cultural heritage is no longer viewed merely as a collection of old monuments or dusty 

artifacts. In modern discourse, it is defined as the legacy of physical artifacts and intangible 

attributes of a group or society that are inherited from past generations, maintained in the 

present, and bestowed for the benefit of future generations. It serves as a psychological and 

social anchor, providing a sense of identity and continuity in a rapidly changing world. 

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) has been 

the primary architect of how we conceptualize heritage globally. Their framework has 

evolved from a "monument-centric" view to a much more holistic one. Historically, the 1972 

World Heritage Convention focused heavily on "outstanding universal value" regarding 

architecture and natural sites. However, UNESCO now conceptualizes heritage as a living 

process. 

 

Instead of just looking at the physical object, UNESCO emphasizes the relationship between 

people and their environment. Their approach suggests that heritage is not just "found"—it is 

"authorized" through international consensus and local practice. By categorizing heritage into 

various domains, UNESCO ensures that protection extends beyond stone and mortar to 

include the "spirit" of a place and the collective memory of its people (UNESCO, n.d.; 

Ahmad, 2006). 

 
2. Differentiating Tangible and Intangible Heritage 

To understand the breadth of human legacy, we must distinguish between what we can touch 

and what we can only experience. 

Tangible Heritage 

This refers to the physical, concrete remains of a culture. It is "material" culture. Tangible 

heritage is generally subdivided into two categories: 

• Movable: Objects like paintings, coins, manuscripts, and archaeological tools. 

• Immovable: Large-scale structures such as the Great Wall of China, the Pyramids, or 

historic city centers. 

The focus here is on preservation and conservation—preventing the physical decay of the 

material (Vecco, 2010). 

Intangible Heritage 

Intangible heritage is the "living" culture. It consists of the practices, representations, 

expressions, knowledge, and skills that communities recognize as part of their heritage. 

Examples include: 

• Oral traditions: Languages, storytelling, and epic poems. 

• Performing arts: Traditional music, dance, and theater. 

• Social practices: Rituals, festive events, and culinary traditions. 

• Traditional craftsmanship: The knowledge of how to weave a specific rug, rather 

than the rug itself. 

While you can photograph a cathedral (tangible), you experience a ritual (intangible). The 

primary difference is that tangible heritage is preserved through physical maintenance, 



whereas intangible heritage is "safeguarded" through transmission—passing the knowledge 

from one generation to the next. If the practitioners stop practicing, the heritage vanishes, 

regardless of how many books are written about it (Kurin, 2004). 
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