CULTURAL HERITAGE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE US

UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL HERITAGE THROUGH AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL LENS IN THE US

CULTURAL HERITAGE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE US DELVES INTO THE PROFOUND WAYS ANTHROPOLOGY INTERPRETS AND
ANALYZES THE MULTIFACETED CONCEPT OF CULTURAL HERITAGE WITHIN THE UNITED STATES. THIS PERSPECTIVE MOVES BEYOND
MERE PRESERVATION OF ARTIFACTS AND SITES TO EXPLORE THE LIVED EXPERIENCES, SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS, AND POWER
DYNAMICS THAT SHAPE WHAT IS DEEMED VALUABLE AND WORTHY OF REMEMBRANCE. |T EXAMINES HOW DIVERSE GROUPS DEFINE,
CLAIM, AND CONTEST THEIR HERITAGE, REVEALING ITS FLUIDITY AND ITS ROLE IN IDENTITY FORMATION, SOCIAL COHESION, AND
POLITICAL DISCOURSE. WE WILL INVESTIGATE HOW ANTHROPOLOGISTS APPROACH THE STUDY OF TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE
HERITAGE, THE CHALLENGES OF INTERPRETING DIVERSE CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS, AND THE CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF HERITAGE AS
A SITE OF BOTH CONNECTION AND CONFLICT. THIS EXPLORATION WILL HIGHLIGHT THE DYNAMIC INTERPLAY BETWEEN PAST
TRADITIONS AND PRESENT REALITIES IN THE AMERICAN CONTEXT.
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WHAT 1S CULTURAL HERITAGE FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL VIEWPOINT?

FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL STANDPOINT, CULTURAL HERITAGE IS FAR MORE THAN A COLLECTION OF OLD BUILDINGS OR
ANCIENT OBJECTS. |T REPRESENTS THE TOTALITY OF THE TRADITIONS, PRACTICES, BELIEFS, VALUES, AND KNOWLEDGE THAT ARE
TRANSMITTED FROM ONE GENERATION TO THE NEXT WITHIN A GIVEN SOCIETY OR GROUP. |T°S THE LIVING LEGACY THAT SHAPES
WHO WE ARE, HOW \WE UNDERSTAND THE WORLD, AND OUR PLACE WITHIN IT. THIS PERSPECTIVE EMPHASIZES THAT HERITAGE IS
NOT STATIC, IT IS CONSTANTLY BEING REDEFINED, REINTERPRETED, AND EVEN CONTESTED BY LIVING COMMUNITIES.
ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE INTERESTED IN HOW THESE CULTURAL LEGACIES ARE ACTIVELY CONSTRUCTED, NEGOTIATED, AND
EXPERIENCED BY PEOPLE, RECOGNIZING THAT WHAT IS CONSIDERED “HERITAGE” IS OFTEN A MATTER OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
AGREEMENT, RATHER THAN AN OBJECTIVE HISTORICAL FACT.

THIS UNDERSTANDING IS CRUCIAL WHEN EXAMINING CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE UNITED STATES, A NATION BUILT ON WAVES OF
IMMIGRATION AND DIVERSE CULTURAL FORMATIONS. ANTHROPOLOGISTS LOOK AT HOW VARIOUS ETHNIC, RACIAL, RELIGIOUS,
AND REGIONAL GROUPS WITHIN THE US DEFINE AND ENGAGE WITH THEIR UNIQUE HISTORICAL LEGACIES. THEY EXPLORE THE WAYS
IN WHICH COMMUNITIES MOBILIZE THEIR HERITAGE TO FOSTER A SENSE OF BELONGING, ASSERT THEIR RIGHTS, AND PRESERVE THEIR
DISTINCTIVENESS IN A LARGER, OFTEN HOMOGENIZING, NATIONAL CULTURE. THIS INCLUDES EXAMINING EVERYTHING FROM ORAL
TRADITIONS AND RELIGIOUS RITUALS TO CULINARY PRACTICES AND THE PRESERVATION OF HISTORIC NEIGHBORHOODS.

Key CONCEPTS IN THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL STupY oF US CULTURAL
HERITAGE

SEVERAL CORE ANTHROPOLOGICAL CONCEPTS ARE VITAL FOR UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE UNITED STATES.
ONE OF THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL IS THE IDEA OF CULTURE ITSELF AS LEARNED, SHARED, AND SYMBOLIC. \WHEN WE TALK ABOUT
HERITAGE, WE'RE ESSENTIALLY TALKING ABOUT THE TRANSMISSION OF SPECIFIC CULTURAL ELEMENTS THAT A GROUP DEEMS
SIGNIFICANT. THIS INCLUDES BOTH MATERIAL CULTURE (BUILDINGS, TOOLS, ART\X/ORKS) AND NON-MATERIAL CULTURE
(STORIES/ SONGS, RITUALS, SOCIAL STRUCTURES). ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE KEEN TO UNDERSTAND THE MEANING ATTRIBUTED
TO THESE ELEMENTS BY THE PEOPLE WHO CREATE AND MAINTAIN THEM, RATHER THAN SIMPLY CATALOGING THEIR EXISTENCE.



ANOTHER CRUCIAL CONCEPT IS THAT OF SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION. HERITAGE IS NOT SOMETHING THAT SIMPLY EXISTS WAITING
TO BE DISCOVERED, IT IS ACTIVELY BUILT THROUGH COLLECTIVE AGREEMENT AND MEMORY. IN THE USI THIS MEANS RECOGNIZING
THAT THE NARRATIVES SURROUNDING NATIONAL MONUMENTS, HISTORICAL EVENTS, AND CULTURAL TRADITIONS ARE OFTEN
SHAPED BY DOMINANT GROUPS, AND THAT MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES HAVE HISTORICALLY HAD TO FIGHT TO HAVE THEIR
HERITAGE RECOGNIZED AND VALUED. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ALSO CONSIDER IDENTITY FORMATION, EXPLORING HOW AN
INDIVIDUAL'S OR GROUP'S SENSE OF SELF IS OFTEN INTERTWINED WITH THEIR PERCEIVED CONNECTION TO A SHARED PAST AND
INHERITED TRADITIONS. THIS PROCESS CAN BE COMPLEX IN A MULTICULTURAL NATION LIKE THE US, \WHERE INDIVIDUALS MAY
DRAW ON MULTIPLE HERITAGE INFLUENCES.

THe RoLE oF POWER AND REPRESENTATION

A SIGNIFICANT ASPECT OF THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY OF US CULTURAL HERITAGE INVOLVES CRITICALLY EXAMINING THE
INTERPLAY OF POWER AND REPRESENTATION. WHO GETS TO DECIDE WHAT IS PRESERVED AND CELEBRATED? W/HOSE STORIES ARE
TOLD, AND WHOSE ARE SILENCED? ANTHROPOLOGISTS INVESTIGATE HOW HISTORICAL NARRATIVES AND HERITAGE SITES ARE
OFTEN SHAPED BY DOMINANT SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND POLITICAL FORCES. For INSTANCE, THE WAY AMERICAN HISTORY IS
TAUGHT AND COMMEMORATED IN TEXTBOOKS AND MUSEUMS OFTEN REFLECTS THE PERSPECTIVES OF THOSE IN POWER, LEADING
TO INCOMPLETE OR BIASED UNDERSTANDINGS OF THE PAST.

THIS LEADS TO THE CONCEPT OF CONTESTED HERITAGE. IN THE US, NUMEROUS DEBATES SURROUNDING HISTORICAL MONUMENTS,
THE INTERPRETATION OF HISTORICAL SITES (SUCH AS PLANTATIONS OR SITES OF CONFLICT), AND THE RECOGNITION OF
INDIGENOUS CULTURAL LANDSCAPES HIGHLIGHT HOW HERITAGE CAN BE A BATTLEGROUND FOR COMPETING CLAIMS TO IDENTITY,
BELONGING, AND HISTORICAL TRUTH. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ANALYZE THESE STRUGGLES TO UNDERSTAND THE UNDERLYING SOCIAL
DYNAMICS, POWER IMBALANCES, AND THE PROFOUND IMPACT THESE INTERPRETATIONS HAVE ON SOCIAL RELATIONS AND PUBLIC
MEMORY. THEY SEEK TO GIVE VOICE TO THE DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES THAT CHALLENGE ESTABLISHED HERITAGE NARRATIVES.

T ANGIBLE VS. INTANGIBLE HERITAGE IN THE AMERICAN L ANDSCAPE

W/HEN ANTHROPOLOGISTS EXAMINE CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE US, THEY DISTINGUISH BETWEEN TWO BROAD CATEGORIES:
TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE. T ANGIBLE HERITAGE REFERS TO THE PHYSICAL, MATERIAL MANIFESTATIONS OF A CULTURE. THis
INCLUDES BUILT ENVIRONMENTS LIKE HISTORIC BUILDINGS, ARCHITECTURAL LANDMARKS, AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES, AS WELL
AS MOVABLE OBJECTS SUCH AS ARTIFACTS, ARTWORKS, AND DOCUMENTS. IN THE AMERICAN CONTEXT, THIS MIGHT ENCOMPASS
EVERY THING FROM COLONIAL-ERA HOUSES IN NEW ENGLAND, To NATIVE AMERICAN PUEBLOS IN THE SOUTH\X/EST, TO THE
ICONIC SKYSCRAPERS OF NEW Y ORK CITY, TO THE PRESERVED TOOLS AND MANUSCRIPTS OF IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES.

HO\X/EVER, A PURELY OBJECT-FOCUSED APPROACH IS INSUFFICIENT. INTANGIBLE HERITAGE, WHICH REFERS TO THE LIVING
EXPRESSIONS OF CULTURE, IS EQUALLY, IF NOT MORE, IMPORTANT FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE. THIS CATEGORY
INCLUDES ORAL TRADITIONS, PERFORMING ARTS, SOCIAL PRACTICES, RITUALS, FESTIVE EVENTS, KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICES
CONCERNING NATURE AND THE UNIVERSE, AND TRADITIONAL CRAFTSMANSHIP. For THE US/ THIS IS INCREDIBLY DIVERSE,
ENCOMPASSING THE BLUES MUSIC OF THE MISSISSIPPI DELTA, THE TRADITIONS OF MARDI GRAS IN NEW ORLEANS, THE CULINARY
HERITAGE OF VARIOUS IMMIGRANT GROUPS, THE STORYTELLING TRADITIONS OF NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES, AND THE RELIGIOUS
FESTIVALS CELEBRATED IN COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE NATION.

THE INTERCONNECTEDNESS OF T ANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE

ANTHROPOLOGISTS EMPHASIZE THAT TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE ARE RARELY SEPARATE ENTITIES, THEY ARE DEEPLY
INTERCONNECTED AND MUTUALLY REINFORCING. A HISTORIC BUILDING IS MORE THAN JUST BRICKS AND MORTAR; IT CAN BE A
REPOSITORY OF MEMORIES, A SITE FOR RELIGIOUS CEREMONIES, OR THE LOCATION WHERE SIGNIFICANT CULTURAL PRACTICES
TOOK PLACE. FOr EXAMPLE, A HISTORIC CHURCH BUILDING (TANGIBLE HERITAGE) MIGHT BE THE FOCAL POINT FOR ONGOING
RELIGIOUS SERVICES, CHOIR PRACTICES, AND COMMUNITY GATHERINGS (INTANGIBLE HERITAGE). SIMILARLY/ AN ANCIENT
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE (TANGIBLE HERITAGE) MIGHT BE TIED TO SACRED NARRATIVES AND ONGOING SPIRITUAL PRACTICES OF



INDIGENOUS PEOPLES (INTANGIBLE HERITAGE).

(UNDERSTANDING THIS INTERDEPENDENCE IS CRUCIAL FOR EFFECTIVE PRESERVATION AND INTERPRETATION. SIMPLY PRESERVING A
PHYSICAL STRUCTURE WITHOUT ACKNOWLEDGING THE LIVING TRADITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH IT CAN RESULT IN A STERILE,
DECONTEXTUALIZED MONUMENT. ANTHROPOLOGISTS WORK TO UNDERSTAND HOW COMMUNITIES IMBUE THESE PHYSICAL SPACES
AND OBJECTS WITH MEANING, AND HOW THESE MEANINGS SHAPE THEIR PRESENT-DAY LIVES. THEY OFTEN ADVOCATE FOR
APPROACHES THAT INTEGRATE THE PRESERVATION OF PHYSICAL HERITAGE WITH THE SUPPORT AND REVITALIZATION OF LIVING
CULTURAL TRADITIONS, RECOGNIZING THAT BOTH ARE VITAL FOR A COMMUNITY’'S CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND WELL-BEING.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO HERITAGE INTERPRETATION AND
PRESERVATION

ANTHROPOLOGISTS EMPLOY A VARIETY OF NUANCED APPROACHES WHEN STUDYING AND ADVOCATING FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE
IN THE UNITED STATES. A FOUNDATIONAL METHOD IS ETHNOGRAPHY, WHICH INVOLVES IMMERSIVE FIELDWORK, PARTICIPANT
OBSERVATION, AND IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS TO UNDERSTAND HOW HERITAGE IS EXPERIENCED AND VALUED BY COMMUNITIES. THIS
ALLOWS ANTHROPOLOGISTS TO MOVE BEYOND TOP-DOWN INTERPRETATIONS AND CAPTURE THE LIVED REALITIES OF HERITAGE,
UNDERSTANDING ITS SOCIAL AND CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE FROM THE PERSPECTIVES OF THOSE WHO ACTIVELY CREATE AND
MAINTAIN IT. THIS PARTICIPANT-OBSERVER APPROACH IS ESSENTIAL FOR GRASPING THE COMPLEXITIES OF LOCAL HERITAGE
MEANINGS.

FURTHERMORE, ANTHROPOLOGISTS UTILIZE CRITICAL ANALYSIS TO DECONSTRUCT DOMINANT NARRATIVES SURROUNDING
HERITAGE. THIS INVOLVES QUESTIONING WHO BENEFITS FROM PARTICULAR INTERPRETATIONS, WHOSE VOICES ARE AMPLIFIED,
AND WHOSE ARE MARGINALIZED. THEY MIGHT ANALYZE THE RHETORIC USED IN HERITAGE TOURISM, THE SELECTION CRITERIA FOR
NATIONAL HISTORIC LANDMARKS, OR THE LANGUAGE EMPLOYED IN MUSEUM EXHIBITS TO REVEAL UNDERLYING POWER
STRUCTURES AND BIASES. THIS CRITICAL STANCE HELPS TO ENSURE A MORE INCLUSIVE AND ACCURATE REPRESENTATION OF THE
DIVERSE HERITAGE PRESENT WITHIN THE US.

CoMMUNITY-BASED HERITAGE MANAGEMENT

IN RESPONSE TO THE LIMITATIONS OF TRADITIONAL, OFTEN TOP-DOWN, PRESERVATION MODELS, ANTHROPOLOGISTS
INCREASINGLY ADVOCATE FOR AND ENGAGE IN COMMUNITY-BASED HERITAGE MANAGEMENT. THIS APPROACH RECOGNIZES THAT
THE COMMUNITIES MOST CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH A PARTICULAR HERITAGE ARE ITS MOST KNOWLEDGEABLE AND INVESTED
STEWARDS. |T INVOLVES EMPOWERING LOCAL GROUPS TO PARTICIPATE ACTIVELY IN DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES RELATED TO
THE IDENTIFICATION, DOCUMENTATION, PRESERVATION, AND INTERPRETATION OF THEIR CULTURAL HERITAGE. THIS CAN TAKE
MANY FORMS, FROM CO~MANAGING HISTORIC SITES TO DEVELOPING CULTURALLY APPROPRIATE EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS.

THIS COLLABORATIVE MODEL IS PARTICULARLY VITAL IN A DIVERSE NATION LIKE THE US, WHERE INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES,
IMMIGRANT DIASPORAS, AND VARIOUS SUBCULTURES POSSESS UNIQUE HERITAGE TRADITIONS THAT MAY NOT BE ADEQUATELY
UNDERSTOOD OR REPRESENTED BY MAINSTREAM INSTITUTIONS. BY FOSTERING PARTNERSHIPS BETWEEN HERITAGE PROFESSIONALS
AND LOCAL COMMUNITIES, THIS APPROACH AIMS TO ENSURE THAT HERITAGE PRESERVATION IS NOT ONLY EFFECTIVE BUT ALSO
CULTURALLY SENSITIVE, ETHICALLY SOUND, AND TRULY REFLECTIVE OF THE COMMUNITIES IT SERVES. [T IS ABOUT CREATING A
SHARED SENSE OF OWNERSHIP AND RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE CULTURAL LEGACIES THAT ENRICH THE AMERICAN TAPESTRY.

HERITAGE AS IDENTITY AND BELONGING IN THE US

FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS IN THE UNITED STATES, CULTURAL HERITAGE PLAYS A PIVOTAL ROLE IN CONSTRUCTING AND
MAINTAINING A SENSE OF IDENTITY AND BELONGING. IN A NATION CHARACTERIZED BY ITS VAST DIVERSITY AND CONSTANT FLUX,
HERITAGE OFTEN SERVES AS AN ANCHOR, CONNECTING PEOPLE TO A SHARED PAST, COMMON VALUES, AND A PARTICULAR PLACE.
W/HETHER IT’S THE TRADITIONS PASSED DOWN THROUGH FAMILIES, THE HISTORICAL NARRATIVES OF ETHNIC OR RACIAL GROUPS,



OR THE SHARED EXPERIENCES OF REGIONAL COMMUNITIES, HERITAGE PROVIDES A FRAMEW ORK FOR UNDERSTANDING ONESELF AND
ONE’S RELATIONSHIP TO OTHERS.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS OBSERVE HOW INDIVIDUALS ACTIVELY ENGAGE WITH THEIR HERITAGE TO NAVIGATE THEIR PLACE WITHIN
SOCIETY. For INSTANCE, SECOND AND THIRD-GENERATION IMMIGRANTS MIGHT ENGAGE WITH THEIR ANCESTRAL TRADITIONS TO
MAINTAIN A CONNECTION TO THEIR ROOTS WHILE ALSO EMBRACING THEIR AMERICAN IDENTITY. SIMILARLY, AFRICAN AMERICANS
DRAW UPON THE RICH HERITAGE OF THEIR STRUGGLE, RESILIENCE, AND CULTURAL INNOVATIONS TO FORGE A POWERFUL SENSE OF
COLLECTIVE IDENTITY. THIS PROCESS IS DYNAMIC; HERITAGE IS NOT JUST INHERITED BUT IS ACTIVELY PERFORMED, INTERPRETED,
AND SOMETIMES REINVENTED BY EACH GENERATION.

THe PERFORMANCE OF HERITAGE

THE CONCEPT OF PERFORMANCE IS CENTRAL TO UNDERSTANDING HOW HERITAGE IS LIVED AND EXPRESSED IN THE US. HERITAGE IS
NOT SOMETHING THAT IS MERELY PASSIVELY RECEIVED, IT IS ACTIVELY ENACTED THROUGH FESTIVALS, CEREMONIES,
STORYTELLING, CULINARY PRACTICES, AND EVEN EVERYDAY INTERACTIONS. THESE PERFORMANCES ARE NOT JUST RECREATIONS
OF THE PAST BUT ARE VITAL ACTS THAT AFFIRM GROUP IDENTITY, TRANSMIT CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE, AND FOSTER SOCIAL
COHESION IN THE PRESENT. THINK OF THE VIBRANT PERFORMANCES DURING LUNAR NEW YEAR CELEBRATIONS, THE PASSIONATE
STORYTELLING AT_JUNETEENTH EVENTS, OR THE CAREFULLY PREPARED TRADITIONAL MEALS SHARED DURING FAMILY HOLIDAYS.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS STUDY THESE PERFORMANCES TO UNDERSTAND THEIR UNDERLYING MEANINGS, THEIR SOCIAL FUNCTIONS, AND
THE WAYS IN WHICH THEY ADAPT TO CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS. THEY RECOGNIZE THAT THESE PERFORMANCES ARE OFTEN
SITES WHERE INDIVIDUALS NEGOTIATE THEIR IDENTITIES, EXPRESS THEIR BELONGING, AND TRANSMIT CRUCIAL CULTURAL VALUES
TO YOUNGER GENERATIONS. IN THE AMERICAN CONTEXT, THE PERFORMANCE OF HERITAGE CAN ALSO BE A POWERFUL TOOL FOR
ASSERTING CULTURAL VISIBILITY AND CHALLENGING DOMINANT CULTURAL NORMS, CONTRIBUTING TO THE ONGOING EVOLUTION
OF AMERICAN IDENTITY ITSELF.

THE PoLiTics AND CONTESTATION oF US CULTURAL HERITAGE

CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE UNITED STATES IS RARELY A NEUTRAL OR UNIVERSALLY AGREED-UPON CONCEPT, IT IS DEEPLY
ENTWINED WITH POLITICS AND IS FREQUENTLY A SITE OF CONTESTATION. THE VERY ACT OF DECIDING WHAT IS PRESERVED,
MEMORIALIZED, AND TAUGHT AS “HERITAGE” INVOLVES POWER DYNAMICS AND REFLECTS THE DOMINANT IDEOLOGIES OF
DIFFERENT ERAS. FOR EXAMPLE, THE ERECTION AND LATER DEBATES SURROUNDING CONFEDERATE MONUMENTS ACROSS THE
SOUTH HIGHLIGHT HOW HERITAGE CAN BE MOBILIZED TO PROMOTE PARTICULAR POLITICAL AGENDAS, OFTEN ROOTED IN A
ROMANTICIZED AND EXCLUSIONARY VISION OF THE PAST.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS EXAMINE THESE DEBATES NOT JUST AS DISAGREEMENTS OVER HISTORY, BUT AS MANIFESTATIONS OF DEEPER
SOCIAL AND POLITICAL STRUGGLES OVER IDENTITY, BELONGING, AND HISTORICAL JUSTICE. THEY EXPLORE HOW DIFFERENT
GROUPS USE HERITAGE TO CLAIM THEIR NARRATIVES, CHALLENGE EXISTING POWER STRUCTURES, AND ADVOCATE FOR
RECOGNITION. THE ONGOING REINTERPRETATION OF HISTORICAL SITES, THE RENAMING OF PUBLIC SPACES, AND THE INCLUSION OF
PREVIOUSLY MARGINALIZED HISTORIES IN NATIONAL DISCOURSE ARE ALL EVIDENCE OF HERITAGE AS A DYNAMIC POLITICAL ARENA.

REINTERPRETING HisTORICAL NARRATIVES

A CRITICAL ASPECT OF THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON US CULTURAL HERITAGE IS THE ONGOING PROCESS OF
REINTERPRETING HISTORICAL NARRATIVES. FOR A LONG TIME, AMERICAN HISTORY AND ITS ASSOCIATED HERITAGE WERE LARGELY
PRESENTED THROUGH A DOMINANT \W/ESTERN EUROPEAN LENS, OFTEN OVERLOOKING OR MARGINALIZING THE CONTRIBUTIONS AND
EXPERIENCES OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, ENSLAVED AFRICANS, AND VARIOUS IMMIGRANT GROUPS. ANTHROPOLOGISTS PLAY A
VITAL ROLE IN CHALLENGING THESE SINGULAR NARRATIVES BY HIGHLIGHTING ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES AND UNCOVERING
SUPPRESSED HISTORIES.



THIS INVOLVES METICULOUS RESEARCH INTO DIVERSE ARCHIVAL SOURCES, ORAL HISTORIES, AND COMMUNITY MEMORIES. IT
ALSO MEANS CRITICALLY ENGAGING WITH EXISTING INTERPRETATIONS OFFERED BY MUSEUMS, HISTORICAL SOCIETIES, AND
EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS. THE GOAL IS NOT TO ERASE EXISTING HISTORIES BUT TO CREATE A MORE COMPREHENSIVE,
NUANCED, AND INCLUSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF THE AMERICAN PAST. THIS PROCESS OFTEN LEADS TO THE RE-EVALUATION OF
EXISTING HERITAGE SITES AND THE CREATION OF NEW FORMS OF COMMEMORATION THAT BETTER REFLECT THE COMPLEXITIES AND
DIVERSITY OF THE NATION'S CULTURAL TAPESTRY. FOR EXAMPLE, EFFORTS TO TELL THE FULL STORY OF SLAVERY AT HISTORIC
PLANTATIONS OR TO INCORPORATE INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES INTO THE INTERPRETATION OF PUBLIC LANDS ARE PART OF THIS
CRUCIAL REINTERPRETATION.

CoNTEMPORARY CHALLENGES AND FUTURE DIRecTIONS IN US CULTURAL
HERITAGE ANTHROPOLOGY

THE FIELD OF CULTURAL HERITAGE ANTHROPOLOGY IN THE US FACES A DYNAMIC SET OF CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES AND IS
CONSTANTLY EVOLVING ITS FUTURE DIRECTIONS. ONE SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGE IS NAVIGATING THE ACCELERATING PACE OF
GLOBALIZATION AND TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE, WHICH CAN BOTH ENDANGER AND TRANSFORM HERITAGE. THE DIGITAL REALM, FOR
INSTANCE, OFFERS UNPRECEDENTED OPPORTUNITIES FOR DOCUMENTING AND DISSEMINATING HERITAGE, BUT IT ALSO RAISES
QUESTIONS ABOUT OWNERSHIP, AUTHENTICITY, AND THE POTENTIAL FOR CULTURAL HOMOGENIZATION THROUGH DIGITAL
PLATFORMS.

ANOTHER PRESSING ISSUE IS THE ONGOING NEED TO ADDRESS HISTORICAL INJUSTICES AND ENSURE EQUITABLE REPRESENTATION.
AS AWARENESS OF SYSTEMIC INEQUALITIES GROWS, THERE IS A GREATER DEMAND FOR HERITAGE PRACTICES THAT ACTIVELY
PROMOTE INCLUSIVITY, DECOLONIZATION, AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES. THIS MEANS MOVING BEYOND
TOKENISTIC GESTURES TO FUNDAMENTAL SHIFTS IN HOW HERITAGE IS MANAGED, INTERPRETED, AND \WHOSE KNOWLEDGE IS
PRIORITIZED.

THe DiGITAL TURN AND HERITAGE

THE RISE OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES HAS PROFOUNDLY IMPACTED HOW CULTURAL HERITAGE IS UNDERSTOOD, PRESERVED, AND
ACCESSED IN THE UNITED STATES. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE INCREASINGLY EXPLORING THE “DIGITAL TURN” IN HERITAGE STUDIES.
THIS INCLUDES EXAMINING THE CREATION OF DIGITAL ARCHIVES, VIRTUAL REALITY RECONSTRUCTIONS OF HISTORICAL SITES,
AND ONLINE PLATFORMS FOR COMMUNITY STORYTELLING. THESE TECHNOLOGIES OFFER INCREDIBLE POTENTIAL FOR MAKING
HERITAGE ACCESSIBLE TO WIDER AUDIENCES AND FOR PRESERVING FRAGILE OR ENDANGERED CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS IN NEW
FORMATS. FoR INSTANCE, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES, ONCE AT RISK OF DISAPPEARING, CAN NOW BE DOCUMENTED AND SHARED
GLOBALLY THROUGH ONLINE RESOURCES.

HO\X/EVER, THE DIGITAL LANDSCAPE ALSO PRESENTS ITS OWN SET OF CHALLENGES. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE CONCERNED WITH
ISSUES OF DIGITAL ACCESS AND EQUITY, ENSURING THAT THESE TECHNOLOGIES DO NOT EXACERBATE EXISTING SOCIAL DIVIDES.
QUESTIONS OF DATA SOVEREIGNTY, INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY, AND THE ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF DIGITIZING SENSITIVE
CULTURAL MATERIALS ARE ALSO CRITICAL. THE FIELD IS ACTIVELY WORKING TO DEVELOP BEST PRACTICES FOR DIGITAL
HERITAGE STEWARDSHIP, ENSURING THAT THESE NEW TOOLS ARE USED RESPONSIBLY AND IN WAYS THAT GENUINELY BENEFIT
COMMUNITIES AND PRESERVE THE INTEGRITY OF CULTURAL HERITAGE.

HeriTAGE IN THE FACE OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

A CRITICAL AND INCREASINGLY URGENT CONCERN FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE ANTHROPOLOGY IN THE US IS THE IMPACT OF
CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE BROADER MOVEMENT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE. MANY CULTURALLY SIGNIFICANT SITES,
PARTICULARLY THOSE OF INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES, ARE DIRECTLY THREATENED BY RISING SEA LEVELS, EXTREME WEATHER
EVENTS, AND OTHER CLIMATE-RELATED IMPACTS. COASTAL HERITAGE SITES, HISTORIC STRUCTURES VULNERABLE TO FLOODING,
AND TRADITIONAL AGRICULTURAL LANDSCAPES ARE ALL AT RISK OF IRREVERSIBLE DAMAGE OR LOSS.



ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE WORKING TO DOCUMENT THESE THREATS, UNDERSTAND THEIR DISPROPORTIONATE IMPACT ON
VULNERABLE COMMUNITIES, AND ADVOCATE FOR HERITAGE PRESERVATION STRATEGIES THAT ARE INTEGRATED WITH CLIMATE
ADAPTATION AND MITIGATION EFFORTS. THIS INVOLVES COLLABORATING WITH COMMUNITIES TO DEVELOP RESILIENT HERITAGE
PLANS, RAISING AW ARENESS ABOUT THE CULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF CLIMATE CHANGE, AND EMPHASIZING THAT ENVIRONMENTAL
JUSTICE AND CULTURAL HERITAGE PROTECTION ARE INTRINSICALLY LINKED. THE RECOGNITION THAT PROTECTING THE
ENVIRONMENT IS ALSO ABOUT PROTECTING THE TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE LEGACIES THAT DEFINE OUR HUMAN EXPERIENCE IS A
GROWING IMPERATIVE.

FAQ

Q: WHAT DISTINGUISHES AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ON CULTURAL HERITAGE
FROM A HISTORICAL ONE?

A: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE OFTEN FOCUSES ON CHRONOLOGIES, FACTUAL EVENTS, AND THE SUCCESSION OF PAST ERAS. AN
ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE, WHILE VALUING HISTORICAL ACCURACY, PRIORITIZES UNDERSTANDING THE LIVED EXPERIENCE
OF HERITAGE, ITS SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION, ITS ROLE IN IDENTITY FORMATION, AND THE MEANINGS THAT
CONTEMPORARY COMMUNITIES ASCRIBE TO IT. IT LOOKS AT HERITAGE NOT JUST AS A RECORD OF THE PAST, BUT AS A DYNAMIC
FORCE SHAPING THE PRESENT AND FUTURE.

Q: How DOES THE CONCEPT OF “INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE” APPLY TO THE
UNITED STATES?

A: INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE US REFERS TO LIVING TRADITIONS, PRACTICES, KNOWLEDGE, AND EXPRESSIONS
PASSED DOWN THROUGH GENERATIONS. THIS INCLUDES THINGS LIKE JAZZ MUSIC, REGIONAL DIALECTS, CULINARY TRADITIONS OF
IMMIGRANT GROUPS, NATIVE AMERICAN STORYTELLING AND CEREMONIES, AND FOLK ARTS. THESE ARE CRUCIAL COMPONENTS OF
THE NATION'S DIVERSE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE THAT ARE NOT TIED TO PHYSICAL OBJECTS OR SITES BUT ARE EMBODIED IN PEOPLE
AND THEIR PRACTICES.

Q: WHY IS POWER CONSIDERED A CENTRAL ELEMENT IN THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY
OF US CULTURAL HERITAGE?

A: POWER IS CENTRAL BECAUSE IT DETERMINES WHOSE HERITAGE IS RECOGNIZED, PRESERVED, AND CELEBRATED, AND WHOSE IS
MARGINALIZED OR IGNORED. DOMINANT SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND ECONOMIC GROUPS HAVE HISTORICALLY HAD MORE INFLUENCE IN
SHAPING NATIONAL NARRATIVES AND HERITAGE AGENDAS. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ANALYZE HOW THESE POWER DYNAMICS
INFLUENCE WHAT IS DEEMED VALUABLE HERITAGE AND HOW CERTAIN GROUPS’ HISTORIES ARE PRIVILEGED OVER OTHERS.

QI CAN YOU PROVIDE AN EXAMPLE OF CONTESTED CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE US
FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL VIEWPOINT?

A: THE ONGOING DEBATES SURROUNDING CONFEDERATE MONUMENTS ARE A PRIME EXAMPLE. FROM AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVE, THESE DEBATES ARE NOT JUST ABOUT HISTORICAL INTERPRETATION BUT ARE DEEPLY TIED TO ONGOING
STRUGGLES OVER RACIAL JUSTICE, NATIONAL IDENTITY, AND THE ASSERTION OF COMPETING HISTORICAL NARRATIVES.
ANTHROPOLOGISTS WOULD EXAMINE WHO ERECTED THESE MONUMENTS, FOR WHAT PURPOSE, AND HOW DIFFERENT COMMUNITIES
TODAY EXPERIENCE AND RESPOND TO THEIR PRESENCE.

Q: How DO ANTHROPOLOGISTS APPROACH THE IDEA OF “AUTHENTICITY” IN RELATION
To US CULTURAL HERITAGE?

A: ANTHROPOLOGISTS OFTEN QUESTION THE NOTION OF ABSOLUTE AUTHENTICITY, RECOGNIZING THAT HERITAGE IS
CONSTANTLY BEING REINTERPRETED AND ADAPTED. THEY ARE MORE INTERESTED IN THE MEANING-MAKING PROCESSES THAT IMBUE
HERITAGE WITH SIGNIFICANCE FOR CONTEMPORARY COMMUNITIES. INSTEAD OF SEARCHING FOR A PRISTINE, UNCHANGED PAST,



THEY EXPLORE HOW TRADITIONS ARE PERFORMED AND UNDERSTOOD IN THE PRESENT, ACKNOWLEDGING THAT ADAPTATION AND
INNOVATION ARE PART OF HERITAGE'S VITALITY.

Q: WHAT ROLE DO INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES PLAY IN THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY
oF US CULTURAL HERITAGE?

A INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES ARE CENTRAL. ANTHROPOLOGISTS WORK WITH INDIGENOUS PEOPLES TO DOCUMENT, PRESERVE,
AND ADVOCATE FOR THEIR RICH CULTURAL HERITAGE, WHICH IS OFTEN DEEPLY CONNECTED TO LAND, ANCESTRAL TRADITIONS,
AND COMPLEX COSMOLOGIES. THIS INCLUDES RESPECTING INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS, SUPPORTING SELF-DETERMINATION
IN HERITAGE MANAGEMENT, AND CHALLENGING COLONIAL NARRATIVES THAT HAVE OFTEN MISREPRESENTED OR ERASED INDIGENOUS
HISTORIES.

Q: How ARE DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES CHANGING THE WAY ANTHROPOLOGISTS STUDY
AND ENGAGE WITH US CULTURAL HERITAGE?

A: DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES OFFER NEW WAYS TO DOCUMENT, PRESERVE, AND DISSEMINATE HERITAGE, SUCH AS ONLINE ARCHIVES,
VIRTUAL REALITY RECONSTRUCTIONS, AND DIGITAL STORYTELLING. ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE EXPLORING HOW THESE TOOLS CAN
INCREASE ACCESSIBILITY AND ENGAGEMENT, BUT THEY ALSO CRITICALLY EXAMINE ISSUES OF DIGITAL ACCESS, DATA
SOVEREIGNTY, AND THE ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF DIGITIZING SENSITIVE CULTURAL MATERIALS.
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