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Date of the Interview: 5 August, 2021
Interviewee: Rodney Harrison, hereafter referred

T:
key theme in some of my subsequent work

[2, 3]

.

to as H
Interviewer: Lui Tam, hereafter referred to as T

we can say that in general, if we look at the
entire cohort of designated heritage, it is

2. On the abundance of heritage
T: The discussion on heritage and waste is

trend and ‘craze’ of (designating) heritage (in

related to this next section on the abundance

the recent decades). However, there are things,

1. Introducing the book to Chinese readers
T:
(listed) heritage in New York and suggests that
there is an abundance of heritage in today’s

H:
that allows one to imagine that something is

indeed raise alarms among Chinese readers,

at threat from transforming into another thing.

H:
readers to think critically about what heritage

who see historic environment and ‘intangible’

is and what it does. We tend to assume that

bounded in their relations with other cultures,
country, both during the turmoil in the last

cultural environment is an inherently ‘good’

and that they do not change over time. (It is
assumed that) the moment when something is

since the 1980s. What would you say to such

observed constitutes a moment at which one

beyond questioning and critical examination.

can record the totality of something, and that

The aim of the book is not to moralise about

this moment is somehow more meaningful

whether heritage is good or bad, but to

H: The argument I make in the book is that

than the next or the one before. This idea

encourage its readers to consider the social,
some sense of threat, or risk, or endangerment.
work that goes on around heritage. What does

[4]

term this

is seen to increase over time, because time is

heritage’s ‘endangerment sensibility’. All

seen to materially erode things, and time is a

time, and energy on conservation, and that we

There is no intention in my work to be

them to do this work for us and in our name,

o r a n o t h e r, b e c a u s e t h e y a r e s o m e h o w

working very hard to save different forms of

think critically about what is being done, why

long running series of debates about whether

The idea is just to think critically about what

it is being done, by whom, and to what ends.

heritage should really be considered a non-

The other key message in the book, not

renewable resource. Part of the argument in

just in a Chinese context but more generally,

the book is that globally, heritage has grown

more holistically. On the one hand, it is about

century. One could argue that there is more

the connection between cultural and natural

‘heritage’ now than ever, because there has

heritage, which are just labels and are not

been such an increase in the range of things

inevitable and accelerating environmental

answer to this question is that heritage is not

change, to think differently about heritage

[1]

. The labelling itself contributes

heritage does. On the other hand, the book
aims to encourage its readers to think about
towards working with inevitable changes,
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us to not only save things, but also adequately

questions that emerge in the context of risk or

should not be saved.

like there is only one way of conserving or

So the argument of the book is that it is

attributing value to things and this becomes a
T:
consider that too much designated heritage

laws, and guidelines, but that one needs to see
3. On the paradigm shifts within Heritage

suggest a ‘balance’ between the two or that

Studies (and CHS)

heritage conservation must contribute to

T:

‘on the ground’ (to borrow from the title of
book[7]
actually do, not what they say should be done.

some residents in historic urban areas also
the discursive turn, which I dare to term as

environment. In this context, how should we

T:

H:
the Chinese context, or whether some of the

H:

makes heritage, because it is only when

say, as Laurajane Smith does, that ‘there
is, really, no such thing as heritage’

[5]

, that

H:

it can be understood to constitute a form of
I have tried to tell in the book. International

heritage. This comes back to the question of
whether heritage is really a non-renewable
resource or not. Chinese readers might say it

that Laurajane Smith necessarily does this,
but if one were to take an extreme socially

different intellectual traditions. The story of

resource, but the argument of the book is not
heritage is, then one could say that anything
could be attributed heritage values to and that
not try to conserve them one way or another. It

it is irrelevant what it actually ‘is’. I think

is certainly not to argue that heritage must have

it is not enough to say, ‘anything could be
heritage’, because it is not true. It is quite clear

just does not work for the way they understand

that many things that we designate as heritage
are startling, enchanting (to connect with
the ideas of Alfred Gell on the agency of art
something or not. I think the argument in

objects[6]

[8]

I think to say that heritage is entirely socially
case basis, to acknowledge the fact that when
something is threatened, it forces one to
articulate what the values of those things are
and be creative about how to maintain them.

which hold value for them. It is why I use this
term ‘dialogue’, because I see heritage values
as emerging in the interfaces between objects
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T:

, that

H:

T:There has been some resistance from the

5. On Prospect of the Chinese version and
the Futures of Heritage

from heritage scholars with a discursive

T:

a fundamental difference in the history of the

larger crisis on our world. We are now nearly
always exists in some sort of dialogue with the

structure (and imbalance) between human
reconsiderations on some of the ideas in the
book or do you think it makes some of them
of human actors in a ‘hybrid forum’, for

in dialogue with one another, somehow, even
if the history of those ideas are different in
different contexts.

in society, even if they were all given equal

4. On the use of theories in practice

individual actors’ ability to overcome. How can

T: You already glided smoothly into the next

H: I think we have seen an acceleration and

extinction emergency, the crisis around race

question earlier on. The debate and advocacy on
H:

within the context of this global sense of crisis,
echoes the relational/connectivity ontology of
heritage discussed in the book. Do you think

H:

declaration of an emergency, it is very easy
Isabelle Stengers, or Anna Tsing, there is a

to assume that the crisis is so great that any

To dignify other kinds of actors with some

not need to be considered critically.

degree of agency does not necessarily and is
not intended to diminish the agency of others

the frame of reference. It allows us to look at
things in a broader context. I think the shifting

T: I think this discussion is related to the
understanding of the word ‘critical’, which

social and material networks.

of frame and how it allows one to be more

However, as you say, dialogues are not

attuned to the long-term histories and the

always equal nor inherently democratic. The

ongoing changes and transformations within

Heritage: Critical
Approaches

of the Chinese version. What ‘critical’ means

that in the Chinese language. You mention
the difference in translation of the word
‘critical’ between the 2018 ACHS Hangzhou
Conference and the book. I understand that

T:

heritage functions, and how it relates to other
concerns. On the other hand, it is also a kind

Theory and other related academic traditions,

heritage as an assemblage that you talked about

are other actors that are (constantly) having

about not taking anything for granted.

dialogues and connections with that building,
H: Yes, I think it is both about being selfIt forms the basis for imagining ways of doing
heritage differently.
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institutions to account. Critical Heritage
for heritage decision-making and resource
understanding things in context, understanding

the heritage sector to engage with long-term

what things do and why they work the way
climatological and environmental change more
name, on our behalf, I think we have a right to

effectively and creatively, working with, rather

hold them to account for the things that they
are doing and to look at those things critically.
new thinking around museums and heritage

T:

H:

Heritage: Critical

achieve a net-zero or zero-carbon world.

Approaches

h e r i t a g e r e a l l y c o u l d b e a rg u e d t o b e

with 25 different heritage organisations,

[2]

. One of the conclusions that

not very sustainable at all, and that there is
very little consideration given to how one set

various different fields in which heritage is

change, whether it is social change, historical

·

describe as unsustainable.

Challenge of Change: Towards Integrated
Cultural/Natural Heritage Decision Making’,

Biography: Li Yingchun, Associate Professor at the College
of Architecture and Urban Planning, Tongji
University (Shanghai 200092)
Rodney Harrison, Professor of Heritage Studies
at the Institute of Archaeology, University
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and another one called ‘Reimagining Museums
for Climate Action’. The former aims to
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