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CONVENTION FOR THE SAFEGUARDING
OF THE INTANTIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

The General Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
herelnafter referred to as UNESCO, meeting in Paris, from 29 September to 17 October 2003, at
its 32" session,

Reffering to existing international human rights instruments, in particular to the Universal
Declaration on Human Rights of 1948, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights of 1966, and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights of 1966,

Considering the importance of the intangible cultural heritage as a mainspring of cultural
diversity and a guarantee of sustainable development, as underscored in the UNESCO
Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore of 1989, in the
UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity of 2001, and in the Istanbul Declaration of
2002 adopted by the Third Round Table of Ministers of Culture,

Considering the deep-seated interdependence between the intangible cultural heritage and the
tangible cultural and natural heritage,

Recognizing that the processes of globalization and social transformation, alongside the
conditions they create for renewed dialogue among communities, also give rise, as does the
phenomenon of intolerance, to grave threats of deterioration, disappearance and destruction of
the intangible cultural heritage, in particular owing to a lack of resources for safequarding such

heritage,

(The rest is omitted.)

Article 2 — Definitions
For the purpose of this Convention,

1. The “intangible cultural heritage” means the practices, representations, expressions,
knowledge, skills — as well as the instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated
therewith — that communities, groups, and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their
cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is
constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their
interaction with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and
continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity. For the purpose of
this Convention, consideration will be given solely to such intangible cultural heritage as is
compatible with existing international human rights instruments, as well as with the requirements
of mutual respect among communities, groups and individuals, and of sustainable development.
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EF &EHO
Overview of the evolution of the safeguarding
of intangible cultural heritage

Mr. Chérif Mohamed KHAZNADAR
Directeur
Maison des Cultures du Monde
France

The adoption by UNESCO of a “convention to safeguard intangible cultural heritage” is an event
of the utmost importance that will be seen in the history of humanity as a wake-up call, a leap in
awareness, a break with past practices that were often harmful.

Already in the terminology, the adoption of the expression “intangible cultural heritage” in place
of other terms or expressions used in the past has led to new thinking about the definition of this
heritage and the means and methods for promoting and safeguarding it.

While the expression “intangible cultural heritage” is technical and far from perfect, it has —
contrary to the apprehension of some experts including myself — quickly been embraced by
people in the field and the media. Above all, it has led to reconsideration of the use of the term
“folklore”, and that is essential and fundamental.

Praise and criticism of folklore:

During the twentieth century, the term folklore has been used in quite different ways.
Progressively, this term, which used to mean “the study of the customs, ceremonies, beliefs,
legends, songs, etc. of ancient times” that remain in societies without writing or rural societies
came to mean, in several languages and countries and especially in France, “an expression of
something superficially or artificially picturesque.” How did this happen? How did we move
from a notion that covered (with the exception of its limitation to rural or oral tradition societies)
the same field as that of intangible cultural heritage, to a notion of superficially picturesque or, to
use a term that is in fashion, entertainment? This point merits some discussion.

When the term “Folk-Lore” was suggested in 1846 by the Englishman W. J. Thoms, it was
intended to replace the expression “popular antiquities” which covered this area of research in
which one of the first practitioners was, twenty-six centuries ago — even before Ovid -
Herodotus. From the second half of the 19" century to the first half of the 20" century, research
and works on folklore were particularly numerous in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden
and, to a lesser extent, in France. It was in the nineteen-twenties that the shift began with the
annexation in Germany of the Volkskunde (Folk-Lore) by the Rassenkunde, at the time of the
emergence of racism in Central Europe. The totalitarian regimes of Europe used folklore as one
of the instruments of deculturation. The establishment of folklore troupes and ballets in the
Soviet Union and then in all the Eastern Bloc countries and those following the Soviet Union
caused great harm to the use of the term “folklore”. “Folklore” troupes claimed to represent the
folk traditions of each of the republics of the Soviet Union. With this idea, teams of
choreographers, composers, costumes designers, etc. sought to assemble in a show of less than
two hours all of the elements which, in the culture of the various peoples making up a given
republic, could entertain the broadest audience. The stylization of the costumes, dances and even
the music, the reproduction by professional artists of these dances and music was in no way
spontaneous or improvised and thus, paradoxically, not at all “folkloric” in the scientific sense of
the term. The purpose of this immense “folklorization” machine was clearly to erase all cultural
particularities within a nation —(empire)-state and, with the pretext of “safeguarding” folklore, to
denature it, freeze it, museum-ify it, in other words: to kill it.

We must not underestimate the damage caused by this “folklorization” of heritage, because it is
still going on and it will be one of the major obstacles to be overcome by individuals and teams
working to safeguard intangible cultural heritage.

* This is an abstract of the keynote speech for the international conference “The Safeguarding of

Tangible and Intangible Cultural Heritage: Toward an Integrated Approach”, held in Nara on
20 -23 Oct. 2004.
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