
 

Obstacles limiting the preservation of global
heritage by UNESCO revealed

July 30 2018

UNESCO established the "Memory of the World" program to promote
the preservation of important historical documents globally. However,
this program's validity has been questioned in the wake of controversy
over the inclusion of documents about the Nanjing Massacre, with China
asserting the global historical importance of these documents but Japan
questioning their authenticity and the capacity of UNESCO to
appropriately evaluate documents for potential inclusion in this program.

In a new paper published in the journal Contemporary Politics, Ryoko
Nakano from the Faculty of Law at Kanazawa University sheds light on
this controversy from a novel perspective. She analyzes the background
of the establishment of this UNESCO program and the form in which it
is currently administered, and proposes that a failure to consider and
accommodate the tension between universal, global and individual-state-
led approaches to heritage and history is at the root of the program's
current difficulties.

The "Memory of the World" program deals specifically with preserving
documents and works of art from all over the world. One of its aims is to
encourage states to revisit their own history and redefine it in ways that
enable a single, universal history of humankind to be established.

The inclusion of documents about the Nanjing Massacre in the "Memory
of the World" register has drawn attention and criticism of this program,
particularly from Japan. This incident, which occurred in 1937-1938, is
acknowledged to have involved a large number of deaths of Chinese at
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the hands of Japanese soldiers, but there is disagreement between the
two countries about the number of those killed and the overall
significance of the event for global and in particular East Asian history.

Professor Nakano asserts that deficiencies in the current set-up of the
"Memory of the World" program are at the heart of this controversy. She
says that these deficiencies can be understood by focusing on the tension
between "solidarist" forces that led to the establishment of the program,
associated with efforts to promote a common global heritage with an
emphasis on human rights, and "pluralist" forces maintaining that
individual states have a right to sovereignty, including in framing their
own histories.

"The failure to resolve the tension between solidarist and pluralist forces
has brought the legitimacy of the whole 'Memory of the World' program
into question," Professor Nakano says. "This failure is based on factors
such as the absence of a treaty or convention on which this program is
based, a lack of means for negotiation or objection to nominated
'memories' or documents by state members of UNESCO, and a lack of
expertise on East Asia in the assessment panels."

The professor claims that efforts to alleviate this tension, such as by
providing more scope for state participation and increasing the
transparency of the process by which nominated documents are judged
to warrant inclusion in the program, will strengthen it and its ability to
continue to defend the world's documentary heritage.

  More information: Ryoko Nakano, A failure of global documentary
heritage? UNESCO's 'memory of the world' and heritage dissonance in
East Asia, Contemporary Politics (2018). DOI:
10.1080/13569775.2018.1482435

2/3

https://phys.org/tags/history/
https://phys.org/tags/program/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13569775.2018.1482435
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13569775.2018.1482435


 

Provided by Kanazawa University

Citation: Obstacles limiting the preservation of global heritage by UNESCO revealed (2018, July
30) retrieved 16 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2018-07-obstacles-limiting-global-
heritage-unesco.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/news/2018-07-obstacles-limiting-global-heritage-unesco.html
https://phys.org/news/2018-07-obstacles-limiting-global-heritage-unesco.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

