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Foreword
Jeff Todd Titon

In June 1999, experts in music from all over the world gathered at the 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, to discuss efforts to ensure 
the vitality and diversity of music on this planet. One of its main outcomes 
was the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. Twenty years later, in September 2019, the Smithsonian 
Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage invited another group of 
experts—​some of whom also attended the 1999 meeting—​to reflect on the 
consequences and impact of declaring music an intangible cultural heritage, 
as well as the framework surrounding it. While I was sadly unable to attend 
this meeting, it is a pleasure to offer some reflections in this Foreword to the 
important volume that emanated from it, critically assessing cultural policy 
and practice in regard to music.

In this book, 15 authors from three continents who have been deeply in-
volved in these efforts review successes and failures of UNESCO and other 
cultural institutions in working to ensure future continuity in musical 
traditions. This book is about music-​making communities, cultural policy, 
and sustainability. Music-​making communities are social groups that par-
ticipate in music through exchanges of sound, information, behavior, social 
solidarity, and at peak moments, exchanges not only of expression, but also 
emotion and feelings of flow. The community’s total involvement with music 
is termed its music culture: ideas, actions, institutions, material objects—​
everything that has to do with music. We can identify music cultures with 
Indigenous peoples, with ethnic groups, with religious communities, with 
geographic communities, and with occupational communities, among 
others; we can also identify musical communities clustered around musical 
genres and sub-​genres such as bluegrass, taiko, reggae, hip-​hop, guqin, Afro-​
pop, jazz, and classical music.

Consider the two following vignettes, each focused on a different music-​
making community in the United States. One: Ralph Stanley, a renowned 
bluegrass musician and winner of a Heritage Award from the US National 

 

 



viii  Foreword

Endowment for the Arts, performs with his band at a county fair. After the 
performance is over, he sits behind a portable table, with dozens from the au-
dience queued up waiting to buy an autographed copy of his latest CD. A fan 
thanks him, saying if it weren’t for her stumbling on one of his record albums 
40 years ago, she’d not have become a bluegrass musician herself. Two: a half 
dozen members of the Indian Bottom Association of Old Regular Baptists, 
an obscure religious denomination in Kentucky with a singing tradition five 
centuries old, demonstrate their musical heritage for tourists at a folk festival, 
unwilling to think of it as a performance. Although CDs of this music happen 
to be available in a festival sales tent, they did not bring them and are not in-
terested in marketing their music. These contrasting attitudes toward music 
commodification are expressions of two different music communities. The 
bluegrass community is presentational; that is, performers present music to 
an audience that pays to hear it. This religious community is participatory; 
that is, everyone in a worship service sings; there is no separate audience. The 
music is intended as worship, not entertainment; no one pays to make it or 
hear it. We can find examples of presentational and participatory musics all 
over the world.

Bluegrass music is secure through at least the next generation, with a pro-
fessional organization (the International Bluegrass Music Association, or 
IBMA), an industry, and an international reach. Bluegrass music-​making 
communities exist in many nations, including the Czech Republic, Sweden, 
and Japan. The religious community had considered its musical tradition 
endangered. Now it too is secure in its original context of church worship 
through at least the next generation, in part because of the community’s part-
nership with applied ethnomusicologists, public folklorists, arts organiza-
tions, museums, and colleges and universities. No cultural policy is directed 
at the bluegrass music community today and none is needed; a network of 
supporters, some well-​connected in the music industry, boosts the music 
through recordings, concerts, festivals, music instructions camps, and a 
presence on the internet.

On the other hand, the religious music community was the recipient of at-
tention from historians, ethnomusicologists, folklorists, and musicologists, 
as well as arts administrators with their own connections to the music in-
dustry. This was the oldest, continuous English-​language religious music in 
oral tradition in the United States. It had been thought to have become ex-
tinct, but 50 years ago it was found to have survived here. In the years since, 
these sympathetic outsiders visited and got to know community members, 
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each group gaining the others’ friendship and trust. The visitors marked the 
music as cultural heritage, and they arranged for its recognition outside of its 
region in demonstrations at museums, colleges, and festivals. Singers from 
this community were invited to academic conferences on the history of their 
music and its international kin. Community members shared their music 
and talked about its meaning. They also learned things about their music 
they had not known before. They had already known its value in worship; 
now they realized its historical import. They had already known that this 
music belonged to them; now they understood that they were its stewards. 
This musical community benefited from cultural policies at the national 
level in the United States that arose in the 1970s, policies that were directed 
at music and other folk arts among marginal social groups, with the goal of 
promoting cultural diversity and equity.

These two vignettes raise issues that confront the contributors to this 
book: How do differences in music-​making communities impact the cul-
tural policies directed at them? When should culture workers, such as 
arts administrators, museum specialists, ethnomusicologists, folklorists, 
sociologists, community scholars, and practitioners, attempt to intervene in 
musical life, and when should they leave music-​making communities alone? 
How should cultural policymakers assess the health of music-​making com-
munities and their traditions, and with what inputs from and partnerships 
with the communities themselves? How should policymakers and culture 
workers define and carry out their roles? What are the cultural values that 
a given community assigns to its various musical activities, and how do cul-
tural values determine economic value, and vice versa? If sustainability is a 
goal, what strategies may best be adopted to achieve it? What are the factors 
that enable a music-​making community to be resilient in the face of distur-
bance and change, and how may a pragmatic, adaptive management strategy 
work toward sustaining cultural and musical integrity?

Moreover, underlying these particular issues is a broader considera-
tion: Why is it the business of cultural policy to promote diversity and eq-
uity? Chiefly for two reasons: the belief, shared by many, in cultural equity; 
and the survival value of diversity, whether cultural diversity or biodiversity. 
Post–​World War II decolonization and establishment of new nation-​states, 
the growing influence not only of the United Nations but also of UNESCO, 
and a series of declarations of human rights and cultural sovereignty have 
led to a gradual acceptance of cultural democracy. Cultural democracy 
embodies cultural justice on the basis of the principles of human dignity 
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and the rights of all to life, liberty, and self-​realization. Every music tradition 
of every social group has cultural rights, just as all peoples throughout the 
world have the right to physical and cultural survival. Today sweeping so-
cial, political, and economic changes induce sweeping cultural changes that 
have profound effects upon music throughout the world. Modernization, de-
velopment, political and cultural conflicts, refugee resettlements, industrial 
and technological revolutions all have subjected musical traditions to cul-
ture change, sometimes rapid and sometimes less so but no less profound. 
Ecology teaches that diversity itself has survival value in the face of profound 
change. An analogy between cultural and biological diversity was on Alan 
Lomax’s mind in his influential “Appeal for Cultural Equity”: “[At the same 
time that] folklorists and musicologists were studying the varied traditions of 
the peoples of the earth their rate of disappearance accelerated.” With the loss 
of these communicative systems, “the human species not only loses a way of 
viewing, thinking and feeling but also a way of adjusting to some zone on the 
planet which fits it and makes it liveable” (Lomax, 1972, pp. 4–​5). Cultural 
democracy thus couples with sustainability to provide a philosophical basis 
for inclusion and cultural pluralism initiatives in cultural policy, and espe-
cially for the more recent efforts, including those from UNESCO, in cultural 
conservation, heritage, and safeguarding.

Cultural conservation was the umbrella name that public folklorists and 
ethnomusicologists in the United States gave to their efforts since the mid-​
1970s in partnering with communities to encourage their traditional arts 
and expressive culture as heritage, music prominent among them, by iden-
tifying, documenting, and presenting them in museums, festivals, fairs, on 
recordings, and in film and other media (Loomis, 1982; Feintuch, 1988; 
Hufford, 1994). But the focus of this volume is on the international arena 
and UNESCO, which came to this practice late in the last century. UNESCO 
drew upon American public folklorists’ and applied ethnomusicologists’ 
experiences, but also on the 1950 Japanese Law for Protection of Cultural 
Properties, which included music and other “important intangible cultural 
properties” of utmost value (Article 71, Section 1), as well as conservation 
efforts in Korea (Howard, 2006). The concept of intangibility is meant to dis-
tinguish music and other ephemeral cultural performances from the tangible 
heritage embodied in material objects such as historically important archi-
tecture. International efforts in archiving and preservation and the activities 
of the International Council for Traditional Music (ICTM, a UNESCO-​
affiliated NGO) also influenced UNESCO when it constructed its more 
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far-​reaching and ambitious version of cultural conservation, its Convention 
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). Rejecting 
the term folklore in favor of the phrase intangible cultural heritage (ICH), 
UNESCO adopted the goal of what it termed “safeguarding” in its efforts to 
encourage member nations to identify, document, set aside, and care for their 
people’s ICH, particularly those thought to be endangered. Often this exem-
plary heritage is carried by minority and Indigenous populations, themselves 
at risk as well as their traditions—​populations that are already committed to 
and often struggling to maintain their way of life insofar as possible.

The concepts of cultural and musical sustainability arrived only a few 
years after the 2003 UNESCO safeguarding Convention. Unlike conserva-
tion, preservation, and safeguarding, which “put applied ethnomusicologists 
and public folklorists in a defensive posture of safeguarding property as-
sets . . . with tourist commerce [and] staged authenticities,” sustaina-
bility partnerships are targeted “interventions aimed directly inside music 
cultures” (Titon, 2009, p. 119). The sustainability principles that guide them 
do not come from developmental economics (sustainable development) but, 
rather, from “conservation ecology—​diversity, limits to growth, interconnec-
tedness, and stewardship” (Titon, 2009, p. 119). Sustainability quickly gained 
prominence in the worlds of public folklore and applied ethnomusicology in 
the United States, largely replacing the earlier concept of cultural conserva-
tion (see Cooley, 2019). Acknowledging its currency, the American Folklore 
Society themed its 2013 annual conference on cultural sustainability. 
Sustainability entered UNESCO’s rhetoric not as cultural sustainability, how-
ever, but in the older sense of sustainable development, as popularized in the 
Brundtland Report (1987) and later reiterated in the 17 goals formulated in 
the 2030 agenda for sustainable development (UN 2015), which significantly 
lack a clear reference to culture, in spite of lobbying efforts by international 
cultural organizations to the contrary. Translated to the cultural sector, sus-
tainable development seems to be limited primarily to a collateral economic 
benefit that may accrue from safeguarding ICH: namely, that ICH may also 
be regarded as a cultural asset that will generate income for the tourist in-
dustry. Heritage tourism depends on a local creative economy, that portion 
of the economy that relies primarily on arts and innovation (Howken, 2001).

If the traditional arts potentially do confer an economic benefit, then in-
stead of their usual role as beggars at the policymaking tables, arts organiza-
tions become power brokers. Yet innovation and marketing are not always a 
good match for traditional expressive culture. As the second of the vignettes 
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above shows, not all intangible, community-​based cultural heritage is easily 
commodified; and sometimes the result is a confusion of cultural values with 
economic value (Titon, 2013a; see also van Zanten, Chapter 4, and Clark, 
Chapter 9, in this volume). The demands of the tourist market may come 
to take precedence over those of the original, tradition-​bearing community 
and affect both the content and delivery of the “cultural asset.” Moreover, 
targeted interventions to support one component of a music culture have 
sometimes had unpredicted negative consequences for other components 
and processes. It is ironic to consider cultural heritage tourism as an example 
of sustainable economic development if modernization and presumably un-
sustainable economic development endangered the cultural traditions in 
the first place. In addition, scholars from a critical heritage perspective have 
pointed out that just as traditions are social constructions of the past in the 
present, so heritage is made, rather than discovered. This is especially true 
when traditions are subject to revivals, as for example during the 1960s when 
blues revivalists thought we had discovered something called “blues,” but in 
our acts of discovery we constructed the object we thought we had discov-
ered (Titon, 1993). Finally, a few scholars have critiqued the sustainability 
discourse within applied ethnomusicology for diverting attention from so-
cial justice concerns that are central in feminist, Marxist, and Indigenous 
approaches to music and culture (Keogh & Collinson, 2016; Diamond & 
El Shawan, 2021, p. 3). Yet social justice concerns are paramount in many 
applied ethnomusicology projects targeted at sustainability (e.g., Summit, 
2015; see also Haskell, 2015).

Cultural policies are the subject that the contributors to this book con-
sider. The authors are themselves practitioners and contributors to these 
cultural policies, and their chapters are themed about music communities, 
commodification, heritage, cultural tourism, and best practices for musical 
diversity, inclusion, and equity. Taken as models, successes as related in this 
volume may succeed elsewhere. Or they may not. Failures, moreover, lead us 
to question even the fundamental assumptions behind our work, as well as 
the reasons for the difficulties in their implementation and the consequences 
of their outcomes. As Svanibor Pettan and I realized more than a decade ago, 
applied ethnomusicologists in one part of the world were unaware that they 
were developing and putting into practice models that had already been the-
orized, practiced, thoroughly critiqued, and either modified or abandoned 
in other parts of the world (Pettan and Titon 2015, p. 10). Among the for-
tunate consequences of Music, Communities, Sustainability will be a better 
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understanding of the development of the 2003 UNESCO Convention, some 
of the influences of its ratification on communities and nation-​states, the 
continuing exchange of ideas among professionals of sustainable cultural 
policies, and recommendations for improvements.
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1
Introduction

Approaching Music as Intangible Cultural Heritage

Anthony Seeger and Huib Schippers

The support for certain musical practices to ensure their viability, develop-
ment, transmission, and enduring significance to communities has always 
been almost exclusively a local, regional, or national concern. In many soci-
eties, this has led to intricate systems of support, from philanthropy to gov-
ernment subsidies, from grants for productions to paying living national 
treasures, from infrastructure for performance to elaborate education sys-
tems. Often, these are linked to a sense of identity and/​or prestige. That is 
why the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage (hereafter ICH Convention) was a revolutionary docu-
ment for those of us working in music and the performing arts: It was the first 
global effort to “keep our songs strong”—​as a group of Australian Aboriginal 
women expressed it succinctly and eloquently in discussion with Barwick 
and Turpin (2016).

Whereas the 1972 UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection of 
the World Cultural Heritage had largely focused on the celebration and pres-
ervation of buildings, monuments, and landscapes, the ICH Convention 
targeted the knowledge and enactment of ideas and skills by communities, 
groups, and individuals, inclusive of many kinds of knowledge and activi-
ties, rather than limited to predefined Eurocentric categories such as “music” 
and “folklore.” In so doing, it courageously confronted a number of con-
ceptual and practical challenges. As the contributions to this volume show, 
UNESCO’s lofty goals came with many complicated choices. These ranged 
from defining what constitutes ICH and how it functions in various contexts 
to how to execute precise rules needed to implement a convention of this 
level of abstraction and global scope.

While it is unlikely that it will ever be turned into a Hollywood—​or 
Bollywood—​script, the story of how the ICH Convention developed and was 
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implemented is a riveting tale: a story of ideas, ideals, actions, people, and 
power (e.g., Seeger, 2015, and this volume). After I (Seeger) had attended 
several regional meetings as president of the International Council for 
Traditional Music, I was asked by Noriko Aikawa if I thought it would be 
possible to organize a global meeting in the United States to consider the 
1989 UNESCO Recommendation on the Safeguarding of Traditional 
Culture and Folklore. Aikawa was brilliant, eloquent, strategic, and con-
vincing, moving through crowds of scholars with a smile on her face and 
purpose in her step. Although I was concerned about the potential expense, 
as director of Smithsonian Folkways Recordings I took the suggestion to my 
supervisor at the Smithsonian, Richard Kurin, who welcomed the idea and 
threw himself into making it happen. As director of the Smithsonian Center 
for Folklife and Cultural Heritage, a dynamic administrator, trained social 
anthropologist, and folklorist, Kurin became one of the driving forces be-
hind the realization of a conference focusing on a global assessment of the 
1989 Recommendation. This meeting was held in Washington, DC, June 27–​
30, 1999, and produced key recommendations for the 2003 ICH Convention, 
in which Aikawa played a decisive role as director of UNESCO’s Intangible 
Cultural Heritage Program (Seitel, 2001).

Twenty years after that gathering at the Smithsonian, as the next director 
of Smithsonian Folkways Recordings, I (Schippers) suggested a working 
conference to critically evaluate the first two decades of approaching music 
as ICH, featuring some of the people who were at its inception, and others 
who have worked with various nation-​states, institutions, and communi-
ties since. At the time of this writing, the ICH Convention has influenced 
national policies, community arts, and opportunities for enabling people to 
continue to practice and develop traditions they value in many of the 180 na-
tions that have ratified it, and even in some countries that have not yet done 
so. Participants of the second meeting, which took place on October 23–​25, 
2019, again at the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage, 
were asked to send their papers beforehand, so we could focus on discussions 
rather than presentations, which were open, honest, often critical, but ulti-
mately optimistic.

This volume is the outcome of those discussion, divided into three 
parts: Part I presents a unique inside view of how the ICH Convention came 
about and operates, told by four people who were present when key aspects 
of the Convention and its implementation were discussed and decided. Part 
II offers profound reflections on how the Convention worked (and didn’t 
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work) on four different continents. Part III offers possible pathways to im-
prove or develop new strategies to realize the objectives of the Convention in 
the ever-​changing realities of the twenty-​first century.

For reasons of space, two of the papers are summarized in this volume but 
appear in full on the book’s website. Anthony Seeger and Wim van Zanten 
volunteered to do this since they no longer need to be concerned about in-
stitutional evaluations of their scholarly production. For the same reason, 
media examples have been placed on the website. We encourage readers to 
consult the website while reading the chapters here .

The Genesis of the ICH Convention

In Chapter 2, Richard Kurin begins by reviewing some of the efforts 
to preserve what has been variously labeled “traditional,” “folklore,” 
“folklife,” and “heritage” in different parts of the world during the past 
150 years. Next, he discusses the changes from the 1989 UNESCO 
Recommendation to the 2003 ICH Convention, with special attention 
to the 1999 global meeting at the Smithsonian Institution. He notes the 
influence of both previous and contemporary UNESCO instruments on 
the development of the ICH Convention, among them the UNESCO 
Universal Recommendation on Cultural Diversity and the Masterpieces 
program (2001), and the Convention on the Protection and Promotion 
of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005). He writes, “Participants 
concluded that a new instrument should contain certain additional 
features lacking in the Recommendation, such as a code of ethics for 
principles of respect; the inclusion of customary owners of traditional 
culture and folklore as the principal participants in and beneficiaries 
of the process of documenting and disseminating their knowledge; 
recognition of the collaborative role of NGOs and other institutions 
that could assist in preserving this cultural heritage; and widening the 
scope of the Recommendation to include the evolving nature of tra-
ditional culture and folklore—​not ‘freezing’ it in some idealized past 
form.” Tracing the writing of the Convention, he notes some aspects 
that make sense within the UNESCO context but subvert the objectives 
of the document, among them the necessity for ICH to conform to the 
Declaration on Human Rights, the definition of sustainability (which 
we will return to later), and the non-​binding nature of the obligation 
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of nations to consult the culture bearers in the safeguarding of their 
traditions.

Rich in detail and inside perspectives, Noriko Aikawa-​Faure’s Chapter 3 
focuses on one of the core issues of this book: the changing nature of the par-
ticipation of communities during the writing of the Convention. She describes 
the very strongly community-​based, bottom-​up recommendations that 
emerged from the 1999 Global Evaluation at the Smithsonian, which empha-
sized the importance of community initiative and control over their ICH and 
the steps taken to safeguard it. Noting how that strong community-​based 
wording was weakened in the writing of the Convention and particularly in 
the development of the Operational Directives that transformed the general 
statements of the Convention into practice (and which can be altered without 
requiring the complex process of making changes to a Convention), she 
insists that “empowering communities should be one of the most powerful 
tools in ensuring an ‘endogenous’ participatory approach to the safeguarding 
of the ICH.” She documents a steady erosion of the importance of communi-
ties and an increasing presence of top-​down decisions in ICH policies.

UNESCO conventions are the final result of years of discussions, 
negotiations, and interventions. Even a single word can be important. 
The change of a single phrase can have major implications for what is 
included and excluded and for the implementation of the Convention 
by the countries that sign it. As anthropologist Wim van Zanten notes 
in Chapter 4, “conventions are constructions of words, and words are 
tricky things.” He participated in meetings of specialists who endeav-
ored to define essential concepts as the Convention was being written. 
He and his colleagues prepared a Glossary of Terms, which was eventu-
ally not included in the Convention itself. His chapter examines issues 
surrounding the definitions of two essential words in the Convention 
that are also the subject matter of this book: “community” and “sustain-
ability.” He addresses some of the complexities of the word “community” 
in relation to the Dutch tradition of Sinterklaas and Black Pete, and then 
traces the changing nuances of the word “sustainability” from the text of 
the Convention to its use in the Operational Directives. He concludes 
with an examination of a related concept referred to in the Convention, 
“sustainable development” (as distinct from the sustainability of music 
practices) and whether it can be applied to tourism, referring to his work 
with the Indigenous Baduy in western Java. The full chapter is available 
on the book’s companion website .
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With her characteristic frankness, Naila Ceribašić’s Chapter 5 moves from 
the genesis of the Convention to critiquing the lack of community agency in 
the nomination process for the Convention lists. She writes “based on my 
experience, ranging from very local to international levels, I can hardly recall 
cases of implementation under the 2003 Convention where culture bearers 
and their communities were truly empowered to have a decisive influence 
on the nature, representation, and actions relating to their ICH.” She reveals 
how the vagueness of the definitions of the words “communities, groups, and 
some individuals” in the Convention arises repeatedly in the meetings of the 
24 states in both the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage and the Operational Directives. Ceribašić 
also notes the disconnect between paper statements and on-​the-​ground real-
ities, and the tendency of UNESCO to increasingly rely on paper statements 
alone, while excluding contributions by the public. The on-​site descriptions 
are more often made by non-​governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
ethnomusicologists (for example, Xiao Mei, Olcay Muslu, Tan Sooi Beng, 
Logan Elizabeth Clark, Salwa El-​Shawan Castelo-​Branco, and Rebecca 
Dirksen in this volume), and there is no mechanism for incorporating their 
findings through UNESCO channels. She suggests that one solution might 
be the creation of an ICH NGO monitoring center to integrate expertise into 
the process, and to operate more like the World Heritage Convention.

* * *
These four chapters, told from the vantage point of active participants in key 
discussions, jointly form a unique document of the story behind the ICH 
Convention: the worldviews, the ideas, the words, the idealism, the prag-
matism, the politics, the compromises, the concessions, the individual and 
joint efforts to turn a mind-​bogglingly complex concept and massively di-
verse realities into a more or less workable global policy. As they illustrate, 
empowering musicians and communities was at the center of the planning 
for the ICH Convention. But once approved and operational, that was tested 
against the harsh realities of institutional and national ways of doing things. 
That is hardly surprising: UNESCO is a large and complex institution with 
over 195 member states, hundreds of NGOs as partners (including five in 
music), about 65 field offices and institutes reporting to headquarters in 
Paris, and an underfunded and overworked staff of about two thousand. Its 
officers pursue many initiatives simultaneously in different branches of the 
organization. What is being developed in one part of the organization can 
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have an effect on what happens in another part. UNESCO also has National 
Commissions in most countries, which are expected to act as liaisons be-
tween national governments and UNESCO. Because it is an organiza-
tion composed of nations, UNESCO can formulate recommendations and 
conventions for ICH, but it has little control over how these are implemented 
by the States Parties, so what actually happens varies widely.

The ICH Convention in Action

In terms of positive effects, building on the reputation UNESCO had gained 
with similar instruments for tangible cultural and natural heritage, the ICH 
Convention powerfully increased awareness of the value of intangible cul-
tural heritage across the world, and sparked a lively intellectual engagement 
with the concept. The value of this can hardly be overstated, with impact 
on musical performance, education, scholarship, economy, and tourism, to 
name but a few. More practically, it led dozens of countries to modify their 
cultural policies and inventory and celebrate elements of their cultural her-
itage, imbuing them with prestige (see, for example, Chapter 6 by Xiao Mei 
and Yang Xiao, Chapter 7 by Muslu, and Chapter 9 by Clark, in this volume), 
while some nation-​states, most strikingly China, dramatically increased 
their funding for ICH as a result of the 2003 Convention.

On the negative side, there was a considerable amount of political ne-
gotiation around which form of which expression would get recognized, 
both within and between nation-​states. And as anywhere with regulations, 
people tried to manipulate the system, for instance by misrepresenting ICH 
expressions and their histories to present newly created ICH, to the point 
that rumors circulated about bribing experts to recognize recently invented 
traditions as time-​honored ones (cf. Hobsbawn & Ranger, 1983). Another 
issue raised by several scholars is the risk that ICH items come to be seen as 
just that: as objects, rather than parts of living culture (see, for instance, Gao 
Shu, Chapter 11 in this volume). Perhaps the biggest losers in these battles 
have been many of the communities themselves, who often found them-
selves without much agency in selecting, presenting, and planning for the 
ICH they created and owned (see Ceribašić, Chapter 5 in this volume; and 
for reflections on contemporary approaches to working with communities 
Bartleet & Higgins, 2018; Schrag & Van Buren, 2018; and Garcia Corona & 
Wiens, 2021.
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Indigenous communities frequently have less power than other commu-
nities in the nation-​states of settlers who displaced them from their terri-
tories and now surround them. In her critical examination of its provisions 
for Indigenous peoples, Henrietta Marie argued that the ICH Convention 
did not serve Indigenous people well because it failed to address issues of in-
tellectual property, consultation, and mechanisms for protection, as well as 
some other UNESCO and UN instruments (2009, pp. 174–​176). Perhaps the 
clearest statement regarding Indigenous control over their ICH is to be found 
in the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
It gives them far more control over their ICH than the ICH Convention 
grants to any other communities:

Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and de-
velop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional cultural 
expressions [ . . . ]. They also have the right to maintain, control, protect and 
develop their intellectual property over such cultural heritage, traditional 
knowledge, and traditional cultural expressions. (UNESCO, 2007, p. 23)

Even though specific protection of Indigenous rights was not granted in the 
ICH Convention, Indigenous peoples in many countries have become in-
creasingly active agents for their own ICH, often using national ICH poli-
cies for their own ends (Stobart & Bigenho, 2018). Many nations that ratified 
the ICH Convention have nominated the ICH of Indigenous peoples within 
their national borders to the UNESCO lists in recognition of its impor-
tance for cultural diversity and national identity. Other nations that did not 
ratify the Convention for fear it would expose them legally or financially—​
including Australia, Canada, and the United States—​in fact developed 
programs which could be considered in the spirit of the ICH Convention. 
For instance, the National Recording Project for Indigenous Performance 
in Australia has tried to counter the egregious loss of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander music by documenting music practices for future generations 
(Marett et al., 2005). The chapters by Clark and van Zanten reveal additional 
ways in which Indigenous communities make use of the ICH Convention 
and their Indigenous identities to negotiate their status within nation-​states.

Other communities that are at peril of being underrepresented in nation-​
driven ICH exercises are those divided across national (often colonial) 
borders, diasporic communities, displaced people, refugees and other war 
victims, as well as censored, discriminated, persecuted, and incarcerated 
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people. ICH in Africa frequently crosses national boundaries and is often 
misrepresented—​the heritage of colonialism (e.g., Agawu, 2003). Diasporic 
cultures often present challenges in identifying and prioritizing what needs 
to be sustained (see, for instance, Dirksen, Chapter 14 in this volume). The 
culture of refugees and displaced people is supported erratically at best in 
their new and often temporary homes (Pettan, 2010), and culture is rarely a 
priority for incarcerated people (Balfour et al., 2019). Rebuilding meaningful 
engagement with music in post-​conflict environments is a major challenge 
(Howell, 2018), and religious intolerance is a key reason for music actively 
“being disappeared” (Seeger in QCRC, 2008; see also Tan, Chapter 8 in this 
volume). There is a growing body of research and literature on many of these 
groups, but much works remains to be done in this realm.

With over 20 years of planning and implementing, it is fascinating to see 
the Convention’s intended and unintended effects in specific nation-​states, 
music traditions, and communities. Whereas the authors in Part I all par-
ticipated in UNESCO committees related to the ICH Convention, the 
authors in Part II (and in Part III) have all done extensive research in the 
field, documenting the effects of the Convention and of approaching music 
as ICH in various settings. With the exception of Logan Clark and Rebecca 
Dirksen, who live in the United States, they all report on research projects 
conducted in their own countries, often after decades-​long association with 
a particular genre. Each chapter reveals a different type of complexity in 
the relationships between musicians, communities, nation-​states, and the 
UNESCO Convention.

In Chapter 6, Xiao Mei and Yang Xiao report on the largest comparative 
project described in this volume. The study on the impact of what they call 
the “ICH Movement” in China involved extended research on 11 “certified” 
practices over a period of 6 years. They write about multiple contexts for 
many of the traditions recognized as ICH, static state protection versus living 
state protection, the crystallization of five different forms of transmission, 
the recognition of inheritors, and the complex position of scholars between 
government and musicians in a system that is “led by the government, guided 
by scholars, and participated in by culture bearers.” They conclude that the 
multiple gazes of government, institutions, academia, artists, the commercial 
world, and the population at large are a mixed blessing at best in the country 
that probably invests more in ICH than any other.

In Chapter 7, Olcay Muslu presents contrasting sustainability projects 
in two parts of Turkey: one both enabled and limited by the new approach 
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of the government toward ICH since 2018, and the other one controlled by 
the community. She gives an insightful analysis of challenges in represen-
tation, expertise, and mixed motives, also noticing that “better visibility for 
elements of intangible cultural heritage and heighten[ing] awareness of their 
significance [ . . . ] can be a double-​edged sword,” as elements become “stan-
dardized and turned into stage performances and material for tourism.” At 
the same time, she points out that “UNESCO-​free” projects where the com-
munity truly has agency often suffer from lack of resources and visibility.

Tan Sooi Beng describes in Chapter 8 the complex relations between 
communities, state governments, the Malaysian nation, and the ICH 
Convention by comparing the treatment of Mak Yong theatre in Kelantan 
State and a multicultural heritage festival in George Town, in Penang State. 
Malaysia has its own nationalist cultural policies, but individual provinces 
have broad discretion over their implementation. The result, she argues, is 
that “the Convention does not offer protection against the misappropriation 
and cleansing of cultural forms to suit the requirements of political and reli-
gious elites, the suppression or exclusion of women in performance, and the 
dispossession of the tradition bearers, particularly in conservative Islamic 
states.” She suggests possible improvements to the Convention, as well as the 
creation of regional centers for collaboration on ICH.

Logan Elizabeth Clark’s Chapter 9 on the effect of a UNESCO listing on 
the Indigenous Achí-​Mayan dance-​drama in Guatemala provides an ex-
ample of the ability of local communities to take advantage of the oppor-
tunities provided by UNESCO recognition. In this case, the participants 
valued the religious nature of the dance-​drama, and the government valued 
the development of tourism in the rural region. Focusing on systems of value 
and the attitudes of the performers, Clark concludes, “UNESCO recognition 
resulted not in the replacement of local values, but rather in the translation 
of one type of value to another, and, consequentially, greater agency for the 
dance practitioners.”

Salwa El-​Shawan Castelo-​Branco, in Chapter 10, examines the processes 
and legacies of heritagization of Cante Alentejano over a period of 90 years 
in southern Portugal. This unaccompanied two-​part polyphonic singing was 
first institutionalized by Portugal’s authoritarian regime (1933–​1974), then 
was given new meanings during the democratic regime beginning in 1974, 
and in the twenty-​first century has been shaped by the impact of the ICH 
Convention and its implementation in Portugal. In spite of the clear influ-
ence of different government policies over many decades, Castelo-​Branco 
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concludes that “the sustainability of cante has not depended so much on the 
politics of heritage, nor on recent attempts to package it as a value-​added 
product for the tourist market, but rather on its central place in practitioners’ 
lives, and the social intimacy created through the act of collective singing.”

The Future of Music as ICH

Part III moves from illustrating the complex relations of communities, na-
tions, and UNESCO policies to considering some of the implications of these 
for future policies. No one expected the ICH Convention to be a perfect 
framework when it was launched (e.g., Kurin, 2004, and most contributors 
to this volume). A flawless system for safeguarding music practices world-
wide may be impossible to devise. However, as with so many approaches to 
highly complex issues, while the ICH Convention and its implementation 
have probably raised more questions than the Convention answered, it has 
enabled more refined thinking and has led to better questions, suggesting 
ways forward to continue making this important work more effective. That 
is already evident from the authors in Parts I and II, but even more so in the 
final Part of this volume.

In Chapter 11, Gao Shu writes about the fascinating concept of experi-
mental cultural ecological zones developed and implemented in China, with 
the stipulation that they abide by the adage “see people, see items, see life,” 
protecting “both intangible cultural heritage and the human and natural 
environment[s]‌ that foster the development of intangible cultural heritage.” 
To the best of our knowledge, this is the only extensive nation-​driven pro-
gram that takes into account not only a single element of the tradition, but 
emphatically also the people and their social and natural environments. It 
also represents an important contrast with the item-​focused sustainability 
efforts in China, which has led to a frequently critiqued system of public 
performances with high production values, but relatively little attention to 
cultural context.

Anthony Seeger notes in Chapter 12 that audiovisual archiving has been 
profoundly transformed in the twenty-​first century by emerging tech-
nologies. The internet multiplied the number of archives, changed the 
relationships between archives and communities, and created an “archival 
multiverse” (Gilliland, 2018). The six basic functions of archives (relation 
to institutional mission, acquisition, organization, preservation, access, and 
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dissemination) haven’t changed, but the ways they are undertaken have. 
Many other features of ICH have also been transformed by the internet, 
which allows distant community members to work together. The isolation of 
the COVID pandemic forced further innovations in musical performances, 
human interactions, and creative collaborations: communities, individuals, 
and the usefulness of archives for serving, safeguarding, and creating music 
will all benefit from these changes. The full chapter is available on the book’s 
companion website .

In Chapter 13, Catherine Grant convincingly argues for carefully 
employing comparative approaches to gauge the vitality of specific practices 
and to assess changes over time, using three approaches that have proven 
their value in other arenas (cf. Grant, 2014). While cautioning against 
“applying positivist tools to something as rich, complex, and human as 
music,” and aware of the “unruly tendency of music genres to mutate, and 
even migrate without human bearers,” she presents three models that can 
provide useful references for the vitality of specific music practices, and any 
changes over time. These can contribute to the ongoing efforts toward moni-
toring the need for and efficiency of interventions over time.

Finally, Rebecca Dirksen’s Chapter 14 addresses the full breadth of topics 
dealt with in the previous chapters. She begins with a description of Haiti’s 
long history of national cultural policies. She notes that the activities of 
UNESCO have been marred by its insistence on the use of French in projects 
in Haiti, where most inhabitants speak only Kreyòl, by the reliance on geo-
graphic regions that placed Haiti with the Spanish-​speaking countries of the 
Caribbean, and by a tendency to reproduce earlier colonial rhetoric about 
development. These have limited the participation of community activists 
and culture bearers. Contrasting two case studies—​Haitian classical music 
and Vodou drums—​she argues that Haiti is a place where the study of patri-
mony should be influenced by calls for restorative justice. The final third of 
her chapter is a critical reflection on the concepts of musical ecologies, sus-
tainability, and the need to rectify pressing social problems. With its call for 
the study of what she calls the “frictions” between different parts of society 
and with international organizations, Dirksen provides a fitting coda to this 
collection.

* * *
There are three more important and related critical issues we feel this 
Introduction should address in order to optimally frame the contributions 


