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Heritage trails
International cultural heritage policies in a 

European perspective

almost a hundred years ago, in 1911, Jacob cornelis van overvoorde, an 
influential dutch advocate of the preservation of old buildings, made a trip 
around the world to investigate the material remains of the glorious dutch 
past overseas. alarmed by the lack of awareness surrounding the mate-
rial legacy of what he considered an extremely important period in dutch 
history, Van overvoorde issued an emergency call for the preservation of 
overseas monuments representing this period. although these stone remains 
were unlike the monuments one finds in contemporary europe, they were 
considered important because of their influence on indigenous art forms. 
Van overvoorde (1910) was appalled by the lack of an inventory of overseas 
monuments, let alone an active preservation policy. according to him, the 
dutch should follow the example of the British, who maintained the dutch 
monuments in British india with more care than the netherlands did its own 
in the dutch east indies.

a century later, managing the remains of the past is still a topical theme. 
in 2002 the netherlands celebrated the 400th anniversary of the Vereenigde 
oost-indische compagnie (Voc, east indies company). Various asian coun-

* the centre for international heritage activities (cie) in amsterdam was requested by gert 
oostindie, director of the KitlV, to write a chapter on international heritage policies with regard 
to colonial heritage in a european perspective. For this purpose, the cie established a working 
group chaired by robert Parthesius. the participants come from different academic backgrounds 
but all are involved in international heritage policy. this chapter is the result of brainstorming 
and joint research by this group. We would like to thank all members for their input and com-
ments, all respondents to our email questionnaire and of course gert oostindie for this assign-
ment.
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Anouk Fienieg and others24

tries considered this decision unfortunate as, from their perspective, the anni-
versary should be commemorated rather than celebrated. From an indonesian 
point of view, colonial oppression by the dutch began in the seventeenth cen-
tury, with the Voc, not with dutch colonial administration in the nineteenth 
century. While for indonesia this historic occasion was thus not an event to 
celebrate, for many in the netherlands the Voc period represents the most 
successful century in national history. 

the history of dutch expansion is a story of wealth and power as well as 
war and repression. the resulting mix of pride and shame in discussing the 
colonial past is a recurrent theme, which is also evident in dutch policies 
relating to colonial heritage, whether in the realm of the former Voc or in the 
atlantic sphere once covered by the dutch West-indische compagnie (Wic, 
West indies company). since the mid-1990s, the dutch government has cre-
ated a political infrastructure intended to encourage and ensure funding for 
projects aimed at the preservation of dutch colonial heritage overseas. For 
every partner country the netherlands works with, different challenges and 
perspectives present themselves regarding colonial heritage and its manage-
ment in the present.

the dutch policy, which will be broadly discussed in this chapter, focuses 
on the concept of a common cultural heritage. its purpose, as formulated by 
the government, is the joint conservation of this common cultural heritage. 
cooperative efforts of this kind are utterly dependent on political goodwill 
and the commitment of all parties concerned. Within the policy framework, 
common cultural heritage is defined as overseas cultural heritage relating to 
the periods of the Voc, Wic and subsequent colonial rule. 

this chapter aims to compare the netherlands’ active international cultur-
al heritage policy with the policies of a selection of (former) european colo-
nizing countries, thus providing a historical context, outlining when and how 
the concept of heritage was introduced and what the consequences are for 
the development, awareness and incorporation of heritage policies. it gives 
an initial overview of european international heritage policies, in an attempt 
to stimulate and contextualize the rethinking of dutch heritage policy. given 
the wide scope of this research, it is difficult to draw strong conclusions from 
this inventory. therefore, it is presented as the first step towards further 
research on and awareness of this important topic. an introduction to dutch 
common cultural heritage policy is followed by a discussion on the theoreti-
cal aspects of the concept of heritage, the roots of heritage management and 
the force field of heritage policy design, thus setting the stage for a european 
comparison. 
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II  Heritage trails 25

Dutch common cultural heritage policy1

as a starting point for its common cultural heritage Policy – one of the 
priorities within dutch international cultural policy – the netherlands chose 
the mutuality of colonial heritage.2 in the definition used by the government, 
common cultural heritage refers to both the tangible and intangible remains 
of the former dutch presence. this heritage dates back to an era when the 
dutch sailed the seas as explorers or merchants and held control as rulers or 
colonial administrators. the policy framework divides common heritage into 
three categories:

1.  overseas cultural heritage: a collective term generally used for cultural 
heritage outside europe, relating to the periods of the Voc, Wic and 
colonial rule. 

2.  objects (including archives) the dutch constructed in or transported to 
other countries, commissioned by third parties, for which they had no 
subsequent responsibility.

3.  objects currently in the netherlands but originating in countries with 
which it once had a relationship of reciprocal cultural influence. 

generally, the deciding factor as to whether something is indicated as com-
mon cultural heritage is whether it is perceived as such in the country con-
cerned. the priority countries for this policy as determined by the dutch 
government are russia, indonesia, sri lanka, india, ghana, south africa, 
suriname and Brazil.3 With the exception of russia, all of these have had 
some kind of colonial relationship with the netherlands. however, not all 
countries once linked to the netherlands by colonialism are included on the 
priority list, nor are the netherlands antilles and aruba, former caribbean 
colonies still forming part of the Kingdom of the netherlands. although 
Brazil was later added to the list, it has not been included in this overview 
because activities under the common heritage policy began only recently, 
making an analysis premature. 

since 1997 the concept of common cultural heritage has attracted politi-
cal interest in the netherlands and several projects were initiated under 
this policy, mostly financed by the dutch cultural Fund (homogene groep 
Internationale Samenwerking (HGIS) ‒ Cultuur).4 Political interest was ini-

1 this section is an abstract of Fienieg 2006.
2 currently, the netherlands uses the term ‘common’ for its cultural heritage overseas. 
during the past ten years the terms ‘shared heritage’, ‘mutual heritage’ and ‘heritage overseas’ 
were also frequently used in policy frameworks.
3 Raamwerk gemeenschappelijk cultureel erfgoed. Kamerstuk 27.032, no. 2, 26 april 2000.
4 this source of funding ended in 2007.
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Anouk Fienieg and others26

tiated by an appeal from the dutch member of Parliament eimert van 
middelkoop, who thought colonial history and its remains were increasingly 
regarded as nothing but a dark page in dutch history. Feelings of guilt and 
shame predominated. With the new policy, this heritage began to be reinter-
preted as a valuable tool for critical reflection on dutch colonial history, 
while simultaneously serving as a method to strengthen bilateral relations 
with former colonies.5 the policy aims to preserve common cultural heritage 
and utilize it as an instrument for sharing expertise, building capacity for the 
cultural field in the partner country, creating public awareness and increasing 
knowledge of this heritage. 

the partner country’s political commitment is an important condition 
for funding. another condition is that the partner country must define a 
selected heritage site as common heritage. however, a 2004 evaluation of the 
policy and related projects revealed that in most cases the dutch government 
saw the concerned heritage as common, while the partner countries did not. 
often, their interest has been rather limited.6 Policymakers may have over-
looked the fact that the role of the netherlands in the history of most of its 
partner countries is a minor one. as was also argued in the previous chapter 
by gert oostindie, suriname and the netherlands antilles are an exception 
in this respect, as the roots of the majority of their populations are connected 
to the dutch colonial history of slavery and indentured labour.

 the concept of common cultural heritage is complex. the mutuality 
in this definition assumes a shared view of the concerned heritage on the part 
of the dutch and the partner country. heritage, the ‘silent’ remains of history, 
resonates with the echo of many voices in the contemporary interpretation 
and presentation of a site. the stories selected in this process determine the 
site’s character and consequently its meaning for society. however, such sto-
ries differ depending on the storyteller. a quick scan of the partner countries 
demonstrates that their perspectives can differ from the dutch interpretation 
of a common heritage site. the tension between pride and shame and the 
conflicting interpretations of history through heritage are clearly visible. 

the overview presented here demonstrates that different countries have 
their own way of dealing with this type of heritage and that as a result of 
this diversity dutch policy practices have become very pragmatic. naturally, 
there is not one perspective on heritage and history within the nation state, 
given that national populations are not homogeneous entities and may be 
divided, for instance along ethnic lines. this multivocality and the plural-
ism of interpretation are well illustrated in the following case studies, which 

5 Verstrooid verleden. Kamerstukken 1996-1997, no. 25.320, den haag, april 1997.
6 Verslag consultatie internationaal cultuurbeleid; De plaats van cultureel erfgoed binnen het interna-
tionaal cultuurbeleid. ministry of Foreign affairs, den haag, 28 may 2004.

Dutch Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage : Past and Present, edited by Geert Oostindie, BRILL, 2008. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4636562.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-02-12 01:09:51.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



II  Heritage trails 27

briefly describe the reality of cultural heritage policy and its implementation 
and development between the netherlands and six of the related priority 
countries. 

since interpretations of common heritage differ from country to country, 
we also see that the dutch and the partner country’s interpretations may be 
at odds. sometimes this is due to societal changes or to differences in the 
dominant perspectives on a heritage site. in some cases sites were not even 
designated as monuments prior to dutch involvement. in countries such as 
suriname the shared history is obvious, while in others, such as indonesia 
and sri lanka, it may be more appropriate to speak of a synchronous history 
as the local and colonial populations shared a geographical location but their 
descendants have very different views on the history of these sites.

Asia

Indonesia

indonesia, the former dutch east indies – originally the central point of the 
Voc emporium – became the netherlands’ most important overseas pos-
session in the nineteenth and twentieth century. From a dutch point of view 
indonesia plays a major role in its national history. in indonesia, concern for 
the colonial heritage is slowly developing. this heritage is appreciated more 
as an economic resource in processes of urban revitalization than as a cultural 
resource or part of national history.

in the first decades following indonesia’s independence in 1945 most 
indonesians did not consider dutch heritage important. amongst younger 
generations, however, a small group is currently demonstrating a grow-
ing awareness. While it labels heritage from the dutch colonial period as 
indonesian, and not as dutch or common, this group feels that it is important 
to preserve it. sometimes heritage marked as common by the dutch govern-
ment is not considered heritage at all by this new generation; at other times it 
no longer regards this as the heritage of the oppressor, but as indonesian. the 
growing historical distance might explain these differences. 

the increased interest in colonial heritage is also functional, given the 
financial possibilities of designating monuments as common heritage. despite 
the new awareness, remaining administrative problems have precluded the 
signing of a joint policy framework for common heritage collaboration with 
indonesia. 
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Anouk Fienieg and others28

Sri Lanka

sri lanka, formerly ceylon, was an important Voc trading post. dutch influ-
ences are still visible in many coastal towns, especially in the city of galle, a 
unesco World heritage site. the dutch period has received much attention 
on sri lanka, accompanied by political commitment to the preservation of its 
heritage. the dutch occupy a relatively safe position in sri lankan history, 
being neither the first european conquerors nor the last colonial rulers. 

the dutch and sri lankan narratives of the heritage sites have much in 
common. they recount the same histories, both of which focus on the dutch 
population in ceylon and not on influences on and consequences for the local 
population. in this, the mutuality of this shared history is open to challenge: 
although formal interpretations do not disagree, the absence of a local sri 
lankan voice and perspective is evidence of exclusionary historiography and 
historical practice. 

India

With only a few exceptions, dutch heritage is not defined as heritage at all 
in india. the indian agency responsible for monuments, the archaeological 
survey of india (asi), originates from the period of British rule, when a 
number of dutch-period monuments were listed as such, albeit with lim-
ited concern or attention. there is a lack of public awareness and almost no 
political commitment to further dutch-indian collaboration on these common 
heritage sites; and it is impossible to develop a policy of common heritage 
without recognition by the partner country. Yet several sites are closely linked 
to the dutch period, especially in the south, where the Voc established many 
trading posts. 

a few projects have recently begun in this region, upon the insistence 
of the dutch. india has many monuments with a more obvious – often reli-
gious – relation to present-day society and the dutch presence has almost 
completely been forgotten. although india is a priority country for the 
netherlands, it would appear that there is no common heritage to preserve. 
in this case, the development of a dutch common heritage policy takes a back 
seat with regard to themes and priorities concerning the more recent British 
colonial influence and ongoing debates about religious heritage. 
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II  Heritage trails 29

Africa

Ghana

the most important common material heritage shared by ghana and the 
netherlands are the castles and forts along africa’s gold coast, a primary 
hub of the atlantic slave trade. nowadays, as heritage sites, these fortifica-
tions form a major tourist attraction for african americans and other mem-
bers of the african diaspora in search of the consolidation of their identity 
and the symbolic affirmation of a territorial location for a common past. in 
this regard, the castles are extremely important to ghana. they are registered 
as architectural monuments and thus are government-owned rather than 
local collective property. the local community of elmina (the former dutch 
headquarters on the gold coast) is not involved in the management of this 
heritage and receives limited benefits from the tourist flow to the castle. 

But the dutch period also has positive connotations. dutch surnames 
engender pride and every January elmina celebrates the dutch christmas. 
this is perhaps less surprising when taking into account that elmina flour-
ished in the dutch period, but suffered poverty and destruction during 
British rule (doortmont 2005:36-7). the common heritage of ghana and the 
netherlands may have a future because of the positive economic spin-off, 
although as yet there is no sense of common heritage as such. 

South Africa

south africa and the netherlands share a history dating back to the first set-
tlement established by the Voc in 1652 and continuing to the present day. 
much of it and the resulting common heritage now have contested mean-
ings. an example is cape castle in cape town, a monument reflecting dutch 
rule over the region. the castle served as the starting point of south africa’s 
colonization but is also a landmark for the apartheid period. substantial 
dutch financial support was available for this monument, but ultimately the 
south africans rejected the funding. debates surrounding the castle’s use 
and its ownership by the ministry of defence resulted in the project being 
cancelled. 

For the netherlands, cape castle is a perfect example of common herit-
age. the building originates from the Voc period and was established by 
the entrepreneurial maritime merchant Jan van riebeeck. south africans, 
however, do not only associate the castle with the dutch period, but also with 
apartheid. it was a symbol of repression; its silhouette was even used as an 
emblem on military uniforms.

in contrast to other Voc countries, the dutch-descendant population in 
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tomb of sheikh Yusuf, islamic mystic from makassar, and four followers at  
cape of good hope
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II  Heritage trails 31

south africa (Boers and later afrikaners) remained in power long after the 
departure of the dutch colonial authorities, through the repressive white 
supremacist system of apartheid that lasted until the 1990s. the dutch com-
mon heritage factor plays a minor role in cape castle’s image, compared with 
interpretations of the castle as a symbolic reminder of apartheid, the most 
salient period in contemporary south africa. 

the rewriting of history and its presentation to the public are important 
themes in most societies; this is particularly true with regard to the current ren-
dering of the past in south africa. the nation is engaged in a transition process 
of identifying and rewriting its collective memory. its heritage policy increas-
ingly recognizes the importance of intangible heritage in this process, includ-
ing oral traditions. however, it may be too early for south africa to embrace 
the concept of common cultural heritage. the close association of ‘white’ herit-
age from the dutch colonial period with the recent history of apartheid makes 
the management of such monuments an extremely sensitive process.

South America

Suriname

in suriname the temporal proximity of colonial history and historical memory 
poses a similar challenge to the concept of common heritage and the develop-
ment of a policy in this field. suriname became an independent republic in 
1975, but remains strongly connected with the netherlands. does this mean 
that suriname considers its heritage to be common with the netherlands? 
strong transnational ties make it difficult to differentiate between dutch 
and surinamese visions on common heritage. there are almost as many 
surinamese living in the netherlands as in suriname. and, except for the 
small indigenous population, the majority of surinamese have roots in the 
shared history of both countries: the surinamese population is formed mainly 
by the descendants of african slaves and British indian or Javanese inden-
tured labourers.

since this interrelated history and recent migration flows make it difficult 
to define two distinct visions on heritage, speaking of common heritage seems 
reasonable. From this perspective, almost everything originating before 1975 
can be designated as common heritage of suriname and the netherlands. 
But, as gert oostindie will argue in the next chapter, there are contrasting 
interpretations and valuations of this past and its heritage. suriname’s hgis 
projects have therefore been formulated with great care and contain almost 
no references to slavery or colonialism. 

the dutch government has financed projects such as the establishment of 
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Anouk Fienieg and others32

an art school in Fort Zeelandia, the transformation of Plantage Frederiksdorp 
into a hotel and collective management training for the surinaams museum. 
after the application for funding no reference was made to common herit-
age; common interpretations are hardly ever provided. in other words, the 
explicit implementation of a common heritage policy has found a politically 
more acceptable channel through implicit projects and contributions between 
both countries. 

The historical context of cultural heritage management

the different perspectives on heritage sites and the tension between conflict-
ing feelings of pride and guilt in the netherlands where colonial heritage is 
concerned, are not surprising, particularly when considering the definitions 
and interpretations of heritage itself. researching heritage policies first of all 
requires a working definition of heritage, or at least the awareness that ‘herit-
age’ is a complex term used for a wide spectrum of objects, monuments and tra-
ditions, tangible as well as intangible, moveable and immovable. it is important 
to realize that heritage does not just consist of static relics from the past; rather, 
it exists in the present and is shaped by continuous interpretation. 

old stones are not heritage – a building marked as an important example 
of medieval architecture is. heritage, then, is always created. Yet it is not 
the same as history. researching heritage involves asking questions such 
as: Who decides what is heritage and what is not? Whose heritage is it, 
who is included? interpretation of any sort always leads to exclusion and 
as a result, heritage is always contested. conflicting interpretations and the 
associated feelings of exclusion can lead to what is termed ‘dissonant herit-
age’ (tunbridge and ashworth 1996:21). in the context of a policy on colonial 
heritage, a significant issue is thus who is involved in the interpretation proc-
ess. marking heritage as colonial can be seen as a form of interpretation that 
directs, precludes and redirects subsequent interpretations. 

the dissonant nature of heritage interpretation and the power relation-
ships inherent in this are fundamental challenges in present intercultural her-
itage management collaboration. this is increasingly reflected in european 
attempts to deal with critiques of a perceived Western hegemony in heritage 
practices and policies. understanding this, requires a more detailed look at 
the historical roots of heritage management in europe itself. as this manage-
ment is rooted in early attempts to study and preserve material remains as 
markers of the past, it is important to focus on the development of archaeo-
logical heritage management in particular, which can be traced back to the 
emergence of archaeology and its advancement as a discipline. 

the roots of archaeological thought and concerns about how to deal 
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II  Heritage trails 33

with cultural remains have been traced back to the ideals of european 
enlightenment in general and to the concept of ‘cultural continuity’ in par-
ticular (cleere 1989b). however, archaeology as a discipline in the modern 
sense only developed in europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
with the organization of archaeological societies and the institutionalization 
of archaeology through universities and museums. it was in this same period 
that it came to be exported globally as part of colonialism, either directly 
or indirectly through the favourable climate created by administrative and 
military contexts.7 

the preservation of and research into archaeological remains during this 
period can be linked to concerns regarding (re-)establishing national identi-
ties in post-napoleonic europe (Willems 2002). they can also be connected to 
a colonial project that sought to explain – and justify – european dominance 
on the world stage in terms of an ongoing process of ‘cultural evolution’. 
in these models europe was commonly depicted as being at the ‘civilized’ 
pinnacle, whereas the ‘savage’ or ‘barbarian’ colonized peoples were usually 
seen through a culture-historical lens which interpreted their cultural innova-
tions as a result of external diffusion rather than the product of indigenous 
development and initiation (ucko 1995; trigger 2006). 

the first laws relating to the care of what is now termed ‘archaeological 
heritage’ appeared at roughly the same time as the archaeological discipline 
developed in europe. concerns relating to the preservation of material 
remains of the past were often developed within nationalist frameworks of 
collection and documentation for educational, ideological, financial or reli-
gious purposes (díaz-andreu 2007; eickhoff 2007). From the late nineteenth 
century onwards, concerns about the destruction of historical landscapes and 
the survival of scientific data played an additional role. 

interestingly, heritage laws dealing with archaeological remains sometimes 
emerged earlier in overseas contexts than in the colonial metropole itself, as was 
the case in the dutch east indies with the passing of a monuments Preservation 
act in the early twentieth century, a direct reaction to the British example in 
indo-china and india (soejono 1984; toebosch 2003). By and large, such efforts 
were aimed at selecting and interpreting indigenous heritage within ‘Western’ 
frameworks of understanding and categorization (tanudirjo 1995; ucko 1995). 
moreover, they focused mostly on preserving or restoring monuments for 
the educational or scientific benefit of a public at home in europe,8 with little 
regard for the monuments’ real and potential local significance. 

7 Byrne 1991; trigger 2006. some authors have in this sense even spoken of imperialist 
archaeology (see trigger 2006).
8 at this time, the first cautious calls for managing former dutch colonial heritage in 
indonesia could also be heard (see Van overvoorde 1919). 
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Anouk Fienieg and others34

the above outlines the start of heritage management in europe, which 
became institutionalized in political discourses and legal frameworks in the 
second half of the twentieth century. gaining impetus within the environ-
mental debates in the 1960s and 1970s, followed by the emerging awareness 
in the 1980s and 1990s that destruction must be prevented through interdis-
ciplinary, integrated and proactive regulated systems, heritage management 
developed as a profession in its own right. But while ‘academic’ archaeology 
increasingly incorporated self-reflexive critiques of its socio-political implica-
tions for ‘non-Western’ contexts and communities, this was arguably less the 
case for the field of heritage management. Practical and financial constraints 
played a role in this, as did positivist beliefs in terms of dealing with heritage 
concerns and political demands. the result was that by the end of the 1980s, 
there was a mounting critique of the ‘remarkably coherent style of archaeo-
logical heritage management practiced throughout the world with almost no 
discussion of how it came about’ (Byrne 1991:272).

such discussions did appear soon after, with the rise of indigenous move-
ments and postmodern theoretical critiques, as was reflected in international 
conferences such as the World archaeological congress in southampton in 
1989. this greater attention to regionally distinctive variations of archaeologi-
cal research and approaches to heritage management led to international crit-
icism of the unquestioned conservation ethic that was apparent in ‘Western’ 
heritage management discourses and embedded within international herit-
age policies and institutions (ucko 1995; cleere 1989a; trigger 1989). in short, 
these dominant approaches linked a conservation ethic to state agencies and 
policies, and were based upon what were seen as objective valuations, selec-
tions and surveys of ‘heritage’ sites deemed worthy of preservation, to save 
them through integrated planning, salvage excavations, restoration and/or 
public education programmes (Byrne 1991:271). 

While most professionals agreed that material markers of the past were 
non-renewable and under threat of disappearing globally, they did not agree 
on the obvious ‘need’ to preserve them.9 such a need, so apparent in ‘Western’ 
societies, was questioned increasingly as it became clear that not all socie-
ties and cultures recognized this as a problem nor would they approach its 
management in the same way. indeed, there appeared to be many different 
opinions about what constituted ‘heritage’ in the first place. 

From the 1980s onwards it became increasingly clear that the idea of ‘cul-
tural continuity’, central to the conservation ethic regarding material mark-
ers of the past, sometimes contrasted sharply with the notion of ‘spiritual 
continuity’ apparent in many contexts across the world (cleere 1989b). in 

9 more recently, the idea of the past as a non-renewable resource has been criticized as well, 
see for example holtorf 2002.
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II  Heritage trails 35

these contexts, heritage tended to be valuated in connection with the ‘spirit 
of place’ and social or religious meanings, while the preservation of the actual 
material remains was not necessarily considered a priority. still, in many 
post-colonial states european forms of heritage legislation had meanwhile 
been adopted, while the legacy of culture-historical approaches to interpret-
ing the past was often evident as well. in many cases this led to the preserva-
tion of pre-colonial as well as colonial cultural heritage within frameworks of 
post-colonial national identity (Byrne 1991; ucko 1995). 

given that these forms of heritage legislation and theoretical backgrounds 
to disciplines were adopted in an unchanged form by post-colonial states, it 
was recognized that ‘Western’ approaches to heritage preservation might not 
have been directly imposed following decolonization. rather, they could be 
seen as the result of what some development theorists have termed ‘inappro-
priate ideology transfer’ through subsequent political, scientific and financial 
international frameworks (Byrne 1991:274).

in these contexts discrepancies between ‘Western’ concepts of heritage 
management and endogenous socio-cultural systems and values presum-
ably contributed to conflicts regarding heritage preservation, ownership and 
development. added to this, was the awareness that governments had used 
archaeological interpretations and heritage legislation to establish policies 
that delineated and mobilized specific histories and identity groups (smith 
2004) and that this tended to disempower indigenous communities in par-
ticular. it was recognized, then, that heritage management was ultimately not 
only about archaeological and architectural remains, but even more so about 
the values attributed to them. 

according to this new awareness, an exclusive focus on heritage preserva-
tion of material remains is often inappropriate when taking into account local 
views on cultural heritage related to, for instance, intangible values, traditions, 
ethnicity, livelihoods and/or the need for development and poverty reduction 
(lopes Bastos and Kanan 2003; Pwiti 1996; seif 2006). coupled with concerns 
about expanding cultural tourism and globalization, declining cultural diver-
sity and the impact of short-term economic strategies, attempts to accommo-
date different approaches to heritage management took shape in the 1990s 
with the adoption of international guidelines such as the nara declaration 
on authenticity in 1994 of the international council on monuments and sites 
(icomos), which explicitly recognized the existence of cultural and heritage 
diversity. Besides this, the idea of implementing integrated and holistic herit-
age management approaches became popular (mason and avrami 2002). 

of these approaches, the model that emerged through the australian Burra 
charter (1998) has gained widest currency, mainly because of its emphasis on 
community participation and the ideological concept of valuing the resource. 
this model does not see the preservation of the material remains of a heritage 
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Anouk Fienieg and others36

site as the fundamental objective, but rather argues for managing its ‘cultural 
significance’, which is seen as the multitude of sometimes conflicting ‘values’ 
(including aesthetic, economic, social, religious and historical values) that 
can be ascribed to the site by a range of stakeholders. although international 
organizations and policymakers such as icomos and unesco have adopted 
these value-based approaches in recent years, and although such models call 
for more community participation in decision making, the question remains 
which values receive priority in policymaking or, in other words, which stake-
holders actually perform the ‘valuing’ of the heritage resource.

The policy context

in addition to taking into account critiques of ethnocentric views on heritage 
management, it is important to understand that policy is not created in a 
social vacuum. Policies in general, and heritage policies in this specific con-
text, are formulated within a broader force field. these forces can manifest 
themselves within the bureaucratic policymaking body, but they can also be 
external, either in the form of local and national lobby groups or as national 
and international ‘epistemological communities’.

national cultural policy, and heritage policy as a subcategory, is subject to 
the efforts of lobby groups. recent years have seen the emergence of post-colo-
nial migrant groups making an impact on the heritage scene. the recent focus 
on diversity in european cultural policy emphasizes the multicultural nature 
of heritage and the role of migrant or minority organizations in formulating 
and executing national or municipal heritage policy. examples are the mayor’s 
commission on african and asian heritage in london (mcaah 2005) which 
recommended, among other things, the infrastructure development of african 
and asian community-based organizations engaged in heritage work. 

such a lobby-driven focus on diversity and inclusion within european 
nations10 reflects discourses of multiculturalism present at national and 
international levels of epistemological communities of heritage experts. these 
communities are knowledge-based networks whose members are linked by  
specific technical expertise (on culture heritage), but who will also share a 
set of normative and principled beliefs, causal beliefs, discursive practices 
and a ‘policy project’. they influence local, national and international policy 
through the diffusion of technical knowledge and related norms, values and 
specific terminology (haas 1992). in the netherlands, heritage professionals 

10 Van gorp and renes 2007. this national-level trend towards ‘shared’ or ‘mutual’ heritage 
initiatives is balanced by the search for a shared european cultural heritage, emphasizing con-
vergence rather than diversity at the level of the continent.
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II  Heritage trails 37

within governmental and non-governmental organizations may themselves 
be part of such heritage-based epistemic communities, or at least be influ-
enced by the values, attitudes, discourse and policy strategies they dissemi-
nate nationally and internationally. 

in the case of cultural heritage policy such communities might consist 
of, at a national level, actors in academia and the museum world, including 
archaeologists, anthropologists and museum studies specialists. international 
bodies concerned with cultural heritage represent these communities at the 
international level. these could include ‘global governance institutions’ such 
as unesco and other united nations (un) institutions, along with interna-
tional non-governmental organizations and professional networks such as 
icomos and the international council on museums (icom). it is within this 
‘global public sphere’ (Kirshenblatt-gimblett 2006), through these networks 
and the discourses circulating within them, that concepts such as ‘mutual’ 
and ‘shared’ heritage are introduced and can come to gain policy salience. 

since 1997 the netherlands has adopted an approach to cultural heritage 
reflecting a concern for both the colonial past and contemporary multicul-
turalism. this approach is evident in many dutch policy documents.11 it 
reflects the influence of specific interest groups and broader expert networks 
on negotiations, within heritage policy, regarding colonialism and diversity. 
similar negotiations have been taking place within other european countries, 
with a wide range of policy outcomes.

Dutch common cultural heritage policy in a European perspective

so far we have discussed the concept of common cultural heritage and 
the global-historical trends and regulatory guidelines – local, national and 
international, public and private – which have directed the development of 
heritage management in general and policy implementation and implications 
in particular. as our focus on the netherlands and its partner countries has 
illustrated, heritage is something that is created. the practical realization of 
any cultural heritage policy thus involves the ethical issue of finding a bal-
ance between different interpretations by different actors, who often have 
different goals and whose operations are shaped by changing socio-historical 
realities and geopolitical agendas. 

‘colonial’ heritage and the presentation of the period of european expansion 
and colonization remain the subject of continuous negotiations and potential 
dissonance within many countries. in the netherlands, these issues have been 

11 see Raamwerk gemeenschappelijk cultureel erfgoed (2000), Ruim baan voor culturele diversiteit 
(1999), Koers kiezen; Meer samenhang in het internationaal cultuurbeleid (2006). 
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Anouk Fienieg and others38

approached in part through the development of an official policy of ‘common 
cultural heritage’. however, as was demonstrated in the case studies above, 
this issue is relevant beyond the specific dutch context. this raises the question 
of how other european countries are dealing with similar issues.

the following section will give an overview of the international cultural 
heritage policies of european countries that were selected due to their former 
involvement in colonialism. the comparative perspective this inventory 
adopts aims to stimulate the active rethinking of dutch heritage policy. While 
colonization worldwide has not been restricted to european expansion, it is 
this period and its influences on european policy with which this chapter is 
concerned. accordingly, this overview limits itself to a comparison between 
the netherlands and the following european countries: Portugal, spain, the 
united Kingdom, germany, France, italy and Belgium. this examination of 
cultural heritage policy in relation to former colonies is concerned specifically 
with ‘official’ aspects; that is, policy development and the awareness of it in 
the respective european governments as is evident from official policy and 
state-led projects. there is only brief consideration of the implementation of 
these policies and their reception within the former colonies. 

as stated above, the ‘commonality’ of heritage is often open to debate. 
With the previous themes as a theoretical framework, a questionnaire was 
formulated for the seven aforementioned european countries. Policymakers, 
heritage experts and scientists from these countries were asked to introduce 
and comment upon their policies concerning colonial heritage. interviews 
and further discussions with other stakeholders as well as a review of second-
ary literature complemented the results of this questionnaire,12 resulting in a 
preliminary overview of european colonial heritage policy. the first question 
posed within this comparative research was whether a concept of common 
heritage, similar to that in the netherlands, exists in the selected countries 
and whether specific policies have been developed to facilitate cooperative 
efforts towards conserving this heritage. 

the following is a brief outline of different state and non-state organiza-
tions and administrative bodies involved in the development and concerns of 
international cultural heritage policy and associated projects. these cases are 
all framed through a comparative lens that is also looking at the theoretical 
and practical realities of policies that offer an alternative or complementary 
approach to the dutch framework of ‘common heritage’. the order in which 
they are presented reflects the level of similarity to dutch policy. 

12 much of the general data in the cases presented here is derived from the following sources: 
The Council of Europe/ERI Carts ‘Compendium of cultural policies and trends in Europe’, ninth 
edition, 2008 (http://culturalpolicies.net/web/index.php; European Heritage Network: National 
heritage policies (http://european-heritage.net/sdx/herein/national_heritage
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II  Heritage trails 39

Portugal

of the researched countries, Portuguese policy regarding the heritage of 
european expansion is most comparable with the dutch common heritage 
policy. like the netherlands, Portugal emphasizes the european features of 
its heritage in the former colonies and its policy started with a focus on com-
mon language and common history. While it appears to refer more explicitly 
to the colonial past than dutch policy, in both cases, whether the term ‘colo-
nial heritage’ or ‘common heritage’ is used, the former colonizing country is 
still claiming some form of ownership of the heritage concerned. 

in addition to official institutions, a number of private foundations are 
engaged in intercultural programmes. the two primary public actors are the 
international cultural relations office of the ministry of culture and the 
institute camões, now under the authority of the ministries of culture and 
of Foreign affairs. the main private actors are the Fundação oriente (orient 
Foundation) and the calouste gulbenkian Foundation.

Within Portuguese national heritage legislation cultural heritage incorpo-
rates all assets that merit special protection and enhancement, to the extent 
that they reflect relevant cultural interest or bear witness to a social or cul-
tural value. the Portuguese language is seen as the basis of the country’s 
sovereignty and as an essential constituent of Portuguese cultural heritage. 
interestingly, this element is almost completely absent in dutch policy. 

Within the framework of bilateral and multilateral relations with 
Portuguese-speaking (lusophone) nations, for instance through the com-
munity of Portuguese language countries (cPlP), Portugal contributes to 
the preservation and enhancement of cultural heritage that is testimony to 
chapters of its common history, located within or outside the national territory. 
its policy includes strong cultural agreements, for instance with the african 
countries of Portuguese official language (PaloP countries), including the 
former colonies of angola, cabo Verde, guinea-Bissau, mozambique and 
são tomé and Príncipe. these cooperative efforts are concerned with safe-
guarding material and non-material heritage, referring especially to common 
language but also specifying support for initiatives from the PaloP coun-
tries relating to built heritage, the Portuguese language, books, libraries and 
the safeguarding of joint archives and intellectual property. one of the most 
important aspects is the training of local technical experts in these fields.13

the Portuguese state also contributes to the preservation and protection 
of any cultural heritage located beyond the Portuguese-speaking sphere, pro-
vided that it bears special relevance to Portuguese ‘civilization and culture’. 
cultural heritage policy is specifically aimed at the conservation and protec-

13 www.gpeari.pt/english/acordos.asp?zona=relacoes_bilaterais
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II  Heritage trails 41

tion of first, cultural heritage of european importance and second, cultural 
heritage with an outstanding universal value, particularly regarding cultural 
assets incorporating or showing significant connections with Portuguese 
cultural heritage.14

in addition to national policy frameworks, Portugal has, since 2006, sup-
ported significant projects through unesco and icomos with regard 
to World heritage of Portuguese origin (WhPo). the first international 
meeting on this subject was held in april 2006 in coimbra, Portugal. its 
main purpose was to pave the way towards the creation of an international 
cooperation network of experts from all countries containing heritage of 
Portuguese origin.15 this network will be charged with developing identifi-
cation systems and tools, gathering knowledge, safeguarding and fostering 
each country’s heritage and providing technical support for the preparation 
of the corresponding tentative lists. this will involve, specifically, drawing-
up applications for serial nominations of World heritage sites of Portuguese 
origin.16 in accordance with the overall unesco strategy to promote less 
well-represented categories and improve the geographical distribution of 
World heritage sites, Portugal and countries identified as possessing cultural 
heritage of Portuguese origin,17 have pledged to work towards these goals. 

Portugal also coordinates meetings and publications relating to the 
unesco slave route Project as part of 2008 european Year of intercultural 
dialogue. in addition, in march 2006, angola, Brazil, mozambique and 
Portugal participated in a joint conference on world heritage and the 
Portuguese language.18 in april 2008 the Portuguese minister of Foreign 
affairs announced, during a visit to the sultanate of oman, that Portugal 
would launch a programme for the international inventory, conservation and 
rehabilitation of heritage of Portuguese origin. he also presented the nomina-
tion of World heritage sites of Portuguese origin dispersed throughout the 
world as contributing towards improving the balance of World heritage sites 
with positive developmental and equitable consequences.

in addition, important international cooperation takes place privately 
through the Fundação oriente, with headquarters in lisbon and delegations 
in macao, india and east timor. this foundation pursues activities of a cul-

14 Fundamental law of the Portuguese cultural heritage (english translation), 8-9-2001, no. 
209/01 Series I-A, Statue/Act Law no. 107.01, pp. 5808-29.
15 See UNESCO Cultural Heritage Laws database (http://www1.ci.uc.pt/whpo/home.html, for 
‘World heritage of Portuguese origin’) and news report at http://whc.unesco.org/en/events/282/
16 WHPO conclusions Coimbra, 29-4-2006, at http://www1.ci.uc.pt/whpo/home_en.html
17 these are: angola, Bahrain, Benin, Brazil, cabo Verde, east timor, ghana, guinea-Bissau, 
india, Kenya, morocco, mozambique, nigeria, Paraguay, são tomé and Príncipe, tanzania, 
uruguay and the administrative region of macao (china).
18 http://whc.unesco.org/fr/actualites/239
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Anouk Fienieg and others42

tural, educational, artistic, scientific, social and philanthropic nature, mainly 
in Portugal and macao, aimed at developing and continuing historical and 
cultural ties between Portugal and the Far east, specifically china, and at 
cooperation with the migrant macanese community worldwide. although 
main exchanges relate to the arts and music, the foundation also emphasizes 
its work in the recovery of architectural and cultural heritage, with a geo-
graphical concentration in macao, india and Portugal and a thematic focus 
on ‘state monuments’.19

the international department of the calouste gulbenkian Foundation 
supports restoration work on Portuguese-built heritage across the world, 
with projects submitted by the authorities in the relevant countries. Part 
of the costs must be met locally, while the foundation may send technical 
experts and other specialists for an in situ study of the condition of the herit-
age proposed for restoration. it may also intervene directly in these projects 
and in the definition of guidelines for project execution.20

as these few examples demonstrate, Portugal is an active player in the 
international heritage field, contributing through official state directives 
which are complemented with private projects and initiatives. common 
language and common history form the basis of its heritage policy. there is a 
wide range of activities but it is not clear how, for instance, PaloP countries 
are involved in decisions regarding which project to finance, or how they 
value the monuments of the common past without Portuguese intervention. 

United Kingdom

in contrast to Portugal and the netherlands, the united Kingdom’s (uK) 
cultural heritage projects relating to former colonies focus on development 
issues and cultural diversity rather than on common heritage and common 
history.21 however, the heritage activities funded by the British government 
are quite similar to those initiated by Portugal and the netherlands. 

the commonwealth is a key institution for the united Kingdom, connect-
ing 53 nations formerly part of the British empire, much larger but somewhat 
similar to the Portuguese cPlP. the projects and aims of international cultur-
al cooperation focus on sustainable economic and humanitarian development 

19 Fundação oriente annual report 2006:29 (a full list of activities by the Fundação oriente can 
be downloaded from http://www.foriente.pt/159/activity-report.htm)
20 http://www.gulbenkian.org/english/serv_internacional_1.asp
21 Sources for this policy summary include: http://www.thecommonwealth.org/; http://www.
britishcouncil.org/; http://www.culture.gov.uk/; http://www.lottery.culture.gov.uk/; http://ctc.
britishcouncil.org.cn/welcome.html; DCMS International Strategy 2006, downloaded from http://
www.culture.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/F26AE9B0-90D0-472B-8E43-8AC92F534549/0/internatonal_
strategy_revisedOct06.pdf
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II  Heritage trails 43

as well as environmental issues. at first glance the united Kingdom does 
not appear to have a specific policy regarding heritage in its former colonies. 
however, awareness and funding of international cultural heritage is evident 
in various national governmental bodies, such as english heritage, the British 
council, the Foreign and commonwealth office (Fco) and the Building 
monuments and sites division of the department for culture, media and 
sport (dcms). 

many of these official bodies are regulated by policy that is concerned 
with various elements of heritage protection within the united Kingdom, 
thus not on an international level. For example, dcms handles national 
heritage issues while the secretary of state is responsible, with advice from 
english heritage, for the scheduling of ancient monuments, the determining 
of applications for scheduled monument consent and the listing of buildings 
of special architectural or historic interest within england.22 

But dcms’s international cultural policy also includes building and rein-
forcing relationships between British and overseas cultural organizations, 
thus improving the international position of the British cultural sector and its 
influence on public diplomacy. the united Kingdom’s international strategy 
is aligned with goals presented by the Fco and often administered and co-
supported by the British council. in this regard it appears that international 
policy objectives are designed with an eye to international promotion and 
multilateral support of global developmental goals, rather than pursuing 
specific bilateral heritage partnerships. 

english heritage, established through the national heritage act of 1983, is 
active as both dcms’s and the government’s statutory adviser on all matters 
concerning the conservation of the united Kingdom’s built historic environ-
ment; similar to the dcms it has a national focus.

the British council, partly funded by the Fco, facilitates many interna-
tional projects focused on sustainable development and culture for develop-
ment initiated by individuals and independent organizations through busi-
ness exchanges and networks. it has offices in 110 countries worldwide and is 
especially involved in arts and cultural initiatives for education and capacity 
building towards economic development. its creative industries unit pro-
motes the united Kingdom’s cultural heritage sector internationally through 
seminars and missions overseas.

most state heritage policies focus on the built historic environment but 
are expanding towards cultural heritage institutions, including museums. 
international programmes through dcms in cooperation with the British 
council include ‘connections through culture’, a project relating to cross-
cultural united Kingdom-china-hong Kong partnerships in cultural devel-

22 http://www.european-heritage.net (UK section 2.1.1).
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Anouk Fienieg and others44

opment.23 initiatives focus on art, theatre, dance, music and offer small-scale 
funding for travel, training and so forth, but also accommodate proposals 
relating to built heritage and funding, such as a photo exhibition of British 
architecture in nanjing. 

the majority of international heritage policies related to the British colo-
nial expansion are framed in terms of cultural diversity or development 
cooperation. references to common, shared or colonial history appear to be 
absent in such strategies. an important goal of dcms’s international strategy, 
for instance, is sustainability, with international funding going to training and 
cultural heritage protection for priority regions with no specific or explicit 
historical connection to the united Kingdom. another goal is diversity and 
within this strategy, key countries are those with a uK resident or descended 
population (for example Bangladesh, india, the West indies and anglophone 
africa). national educational and awareness-raising programmes within this 
focus may refer to the historical relations between the united Kingdom and 
these priority countries. 

one such project is the recent opening of the international slavery museum 
in liverpool marking the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the transat-
lantic slave trade (1807-2007). another initiative was the British museum 
africa Programme, a joint British-african exchange and capacity building 
cooperative (2003-2006) aimed at including culture in development work in 
africa and involving high-profile exchanges of staff, training initiatives and 
collection loans between the British museum and partners across the conti-
nent. any explicit references to historical colonial relations with the united 
Kingdom seemed to be absent in this programme. 

these various priorities imply that while the united Kingdom may well 
be concerned with colonial heritage and its ongoing protection, international 
relationships in this regard are nurtured through broader (multiplayer) col-
laboration and projects initiated and implemented at the local rather than 
the state level. the explicit focus of official international cultural heritage 
policy is, in contrast to Portugal and the netherlands, almost exclusively on 
development issues and cultural diversity, rather than on common heritage 
or shared history. this policy offers assistance and funding in relation to 
heritage in the former British colonies but does not claim ownership of this 
heritage by defining it as colonial or common. 

Spain

Positioned more or less between the common heritage approach of Portugal 
and the netherlands and the united Kingdom’s emphasis on culture for 

23 http://ctc.britishcouncil.org.cn/welcome.html
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development and cultural diversity, spain employs all these concepts in the 
management of its common ibero-american heritage.24 the spanish state 
funds a range of related activities, mostly through the organización de 
estados iberoamericanos (oei, organization of ibero-american states for 
education, science and culture). it provides international assistance regard-
ing heritage through its contributions to unesco’s World heritage Fund, 
through financing foreign excavations by the institute of spanish historical 
heritage and through its convention with the World heritage centre for 
technical assistance in foreign countries. in addition, several training courses 
related to heritage have been carried out abroad.25 Voluntary organizations 
focusing on culture and development also collaborate with unesco and 
ibero-american associations. 

spain has been a member of the oei since 1949 through the directorate 
general of cultural cooperation and communication, which coordinates the 
participation of the ministry of culture at the ibero-american conferences. 
the XV ibero-american summit in 2005 stressed the need to ‘promote and 
protect the cultural diversity that underpins the ibero-american community 
of nations, and to search for new mechanisms of cultural cooperation between 
ibero-american countries able to strengthen the identities and the wealth of 
their cultural diversity and promote intercultural dialogue’.26 at the same 
meeting, the heads of state and government were urged to work together on 
the production of a cultural charter for ibero-america to reinforce the com-
mon cultural space that defines all ibero-american countries. this document 
specifically recognizes a common culture and spain’s inclusion is evidence of 
a common heritage policy recognizing both the mutual aspects and diversity 
of the ibero-american heritage.

in 1982 spain signed the intergovernmental andrés Bello agreement 
promoting educational, scientific and cultural integration with the partner 
countries (Bolivia, chile, colombia, cuba, ecuador, Panama, Peru, spain and 
Venezuela). the andrés Bello convention includes many ibero-american 
cultural initiatives, notably ‘somos Patrimonio’ (We are heritage) with spain 
and twelve latin american countries as members. it offers a virtual space for 

24 Sources for this policy summary include: The Council of Europe/ERI Carts ‘Compendium 
of cultural policies and trends in europe’, ninth edition, 2008 (http://culturalpolicies.net/ espe-
cially section 2.4.3-2.4.6 on european and international cooperation and other relevant issues). 
The Council of Europe National Heritage Policies (http://www.european-heritage.net/, espe-
cially section 9.4 on international cooperation); http://www.convenioandresbello.org; http://
www.aecid.es; http://www.aecid.es/03coop/4program_coop/Patrimonio/index.htm; ministry of 
culture at http://www.mcu.es/index.html; ‘somos Patrimonio’; http://www.micrositios.net/cab/
index.php?idcategoria=1247
25 source: http://european-heritage.net/
26 According to the summary in the Council of Europe/ERI Carts Spain section 2.4.3., http://
culturalpolicies.net/
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the development, sharing and discussion of cultural heritage and its manage-
ment and use within sustainable development. 

this emphasis on heritage for development is also furthered through the 
agencia española de cooperación internacional para el desarollo (aecid, 
spanish agency for international cooperation for development), an autono-
mous body affiliated with the ministry of Foreign affairs and cooperation 
through the secretary of state for international cooperation. this agency 
is responsible for the design, execution and management of cooperative 
projects and programmes for development, either directly, using its own 
resources, or via cooperation with other domestic or international bodies and 
non-governmental development organizations. 

among the agency’s key cooperation programmes is Patrimonio para 
el desarrollo (heritage for development), the successor to the 1985-2005 
Programa de Patrimonio de cooperación español (heritage Programme of 
spanish cooperation). heritage for development focuses on ibero-america, 
with projects involving the revitalization of historic centres, the restoration 
of monuments and the development of workshops in sites such as cartagena 
(colombia), tikal (guatemala) and cuzco (Peru). the aecid supports this 
initiative technically and financially, by assisting local institutions in the 
development and execution of plans. the programme intends to contribute 
to the protection of identity, heritage and collective memory, improve the con-
ditions of the urban liveability, generate economic activity and employment, 
and enhance governance aspects. 

the spanish heritage policy infrastructure, the oei, is similar to the 
Portuguese cPlP and the British commonwealth. all three countries are 
involved in heritage management in their former colonies, with each employ-
ing a different strategy. the major difference between the common heritage 
approach of Portugal and the netherlands and the culture and development 
approach of the united Kingdom and spain lies in the emphasis on develop-
ment issues and the diversity of the heritage in the latter two countries.

Germany

germany’s Federal Foreign office supports a programme promoting german 
cultural heritage abroad and the preservation of cultural heritage in devel-
oping countries.27 since its launch in 1981, 1,300 projects in 132 countries 

27 sources for this policy summary include country case studies and comparisons in maass 
2005 and the Council of Europe/ERI Carts ‘Compendium of cultural policies and trends 
in europe’, ninth edition, 2008 (http://culturalpolicies.net/ especially section 2.4.3-2.4.6). For 
european and international cooperation and other relevant issues, see; http://www.european-
heritage.net/sdx/herein; http://cms.ifa.de, www.windhuk.diplo.de, http://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/diplo/en/Aussenpolitik/Kulturpolitik/Kulturerhalt.html
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have been facilitated. its budget is to be used worldwide and is thus not 
solely restricted to priority countries. currently, however, priority lies with 
projects relating to cultural dialogue between europe and the islamic world, 
in particular afghanistan, including restoration and training programmes for 
moveable and immovable, tangible and intangible heritage. 

a major recipient of funds within this cultural preservation programme 
is namibia, a german colony between 1884 and 1915, for which, since 1985, 
circa € 900,000 have been made available for heritage projects. Bilateral cul-
tural relations between namibia and germany are, according to the german 
embassy in Windhoek, rooted in their mutual history. in november 2007 
the exhibition ‘namibia and germany; a special relationship’ opened in 
swakopmund, after having been on show at the goethe centre in Windhoek. 
activities similar in scope to those instigated under the dutch cultural pol-
icy are ‘cultural preservation; collection of oral history’ and the ‘Warmbad 
project’, named after a town in the south of namibia well known for its 
historic buildings dating back to the early twentieth century, including a 
german fort, officers’ houses and a church. Funding was made available for 
the restoration of these buildings. the oral history project studied how dif-
ferent ethnic groups view the german colonial period, particularly the 1903-
1908 colonial wars. this study resulted in the publication What the elders used 
to say; Namibian perspectives on the last decade of German colonial rule (2008). 

international cultural policy is considered the third pillar of germany’s 
foreign affairs. in 2006 and 2007 major conferences were held to highlight 
the new political importance accorded to foreign cultural policies and to dis-
cuss future developments. the growing importance of these policies on the 
political agenda was underlined by changes in the federal budget. counter to 
former trends, funding was increased in 2007 and 2008.

Primary areas of foreign cultural policies are cross-border cooperation 
in education and science, international cultural dialogue, promotion of the 
german language abroad and exchanges in the fields of art, music and lit-
erature. For the most part, these policies are implemented by intermediary 
organizations funded by the Federal ministry of Foreign affairs, such as the 
goethe institute, the german academic exchange service, the institute for 
Foreign cultural relations, the alexander von humboldt Foundation and the 
german unesco commission. an important actor in transnational intercul-
tural dialogue is the Federal cultural Foundation (Bundeskulturstiftung).

relevant bodies of the Länder (the states within the german Federation) 
cooperate closely with the Federal government in the field of foreign cultural 
policy. municipalities and civil society groups are also actively involved in 
cultural work abroad. one of the central cultural policy mandates is the pro-
tection and preservation of the built heritage: cultural monuments and man-
made landscapes, including architectural, archaeological and paleontological 
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monuments as well as parks.
the united Kingdom, spain, Portugal, the netherlands and (to a certain 

extent) germany are the main actors in the field of european expansion herit-
age policy, but many other european countries are also concerned with this 
type of heritage without a specific national policy. France, Belgium and italy 
support international cooperation at the project level through their embassies 
and international cultural institutions. 

France

France does not have one policy framework but rather uses a system of 
various decentralized structures for international cultural heritage.28 a major 
platform for international cultural cooperation is the Francophonie, a body 
that is comparable to the cPlP and the oei, although it does not appear to be 
involved in (colonial) heritage programmes. France’s central policy in interna-
tional cultural cooperation is aimed at exporting expertise in the field of herit-
age and at achieving a balance between heritage and development so that the 
countries concerned will eventually become self-sufficient in this field. there 
is an emphasis on cultural diversity and on the promotion of French culture 
and language abroad. 

Within the French ministry of culture and communication, the department 
of architecture and heritage has no explicit official policy regarding colonial 
heritage. however, in recent years a series of activities has taken place to iden-
tify, study and enhance this heritage, which for a long time was not considered 
interesting. colonial heritage was, for instance, beyond the scope and atten-
tion of heritage activities funded by France in Vietnam or algeria. however, a 
conference organized by l’institut national du Patrimoine (national heritage 
institute) in 2006 followed a strategy of raising awareness and inventorying 
and sharing studies in former colonies and overseas territories. 

similar to many members of the european union (eu), France is inter-
ested in representing cultural diversity or pluralism within its own multicul-
tural society, influenced for instance by the eu. the worldwide promotion of 
the French language and culture is seen as a contribution towards this goal 
and official policy centres on the rayonnement de la France, the glorification of 

28 sources for this policy summary include country case studies and comparisons from dodd, 
Lyklema and Dittrich-van Weringh 2006 and the following sites: the Council of Europe/ERI Carts 
‘Compendium of cultural policies and trends in Europe’, ninth edition, 2008 (http://cultural-
policies.net/web/index.php);The Council of Europe; National Heritage Policies, http://www.
european-heritage.net/sdx/herein; http://www.culture.gouv.fr; http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr 
(Personal contact from UNESCO, Marie Noel Tournoux); http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/
min/organigramme/index-organigrammes.htm; Code patrimoine, http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/
affichCode.do?cidTexte=LEGITEXT000006074236&dateTexte=20080515
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France. the principal objective of the ministry of culture and communication 
is to link culture and new information technologies, to reach a greater number 
of French citizens, other europeans and people throughout the world. 

Italy

italian awareness of the political and socio-economic relevance of interna-
tional cultural cooperation has been growing since the early 2000s, along 
with the conviction that enhancing the international image of italian culture 
would represent a valuable foreign policy tool.29 there is acknowledgement 
of the need to rationalize the focus, by shifting the balance in foreign relations 
from europe to other areas, such as the middle east and asia Pacific. close 
cooperation in the conservation and re-appropriation of these countries’ her-
itage is seen as the italian way to contribute to the improvement of mutual 
understanding. Programmes have been developed with latin america, iran, 
afghanistan, iraq and china, but no reference is made to colonial cultural or 
common heritage in italy’s cultural policy. 

the main institutional actor in this field is the directorate general for 
cultural Promotion and cooperation (dgcPc) within the ministry of 
Foreign affairs. together with the directorate general for cooperation and 
development and with the technical and scientific assistance of the ministry 
for cultural heritage and activities, the dgcPc engages in cross-border 
cooperation in technical assistance and managerial and manpower training 
in the heritage field.

the ministry of Foreign affairs also includes various regional directorates 
general (dgs), which in turn are responsible for institutes such as the 
instituto latino-americano and the istituto per l’africa e l’oriente. Within 
the ministry for cultural heritage and activities there is no specific dg in 
charge of foreign relations. these are dealt with by the cabinet’s diplomatic 
attaché and the heads of the various dgs involved, depending on the issue. 
despite the lack of a specific dg for foreign relations, since 2000 the ministry 
for cultural heritage and activities has upgraded its role in terms of foreign 
cultural policy. the ministry’s strengthened international emphasis may be 
ascribed in part to the expansion of italy’s involvement in providing technical 
and financial support for heritage activities in developing countries. 

Bilateral cultural cooperation is carried out through the italian cultural 
institutes abroad, through bilateral cultural agreements and the joint organi-
zation of annual cultural events. the mission of the institutes is the promotion 

29 sources for this policy summary include country case studies and comparisons in the 
Council of Europe/ERI Carts ‘Compendium of cultural policies and trends in Europe’, ninth edi-
tion, 2008 (http://culturalpolicies.net/), instituto italiano per l’africa e l’oriente: www.isiao.it

Dutch Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage : Past and Present, edited by Geert Oostindie, BRILL, 2008. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4636562.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-02-12 01:09:51.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



V
ie

w
 o

f g
oa

Dutch Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage : Past and Present, edited by Geert Oostindie, BRILL, 2008. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4636562.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-02-12 01:09:51.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.
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of italian culture internationally. there are some italian archaeological exca-
vations taking place in former colonies (for example, italian archaeologists 
are involved in research in leptis magna, libya), but there are few activities 
with regard to italian colonial architecture. 

recently, the italian state has passed legislation pertaining to cultural 
heritage and landscapes that includes references to the new interpretation 
of heritage issues at the international level. For the first time, ‘contemporary 
architecture’ has been marked as an important heritage category. this could 
be an opportunity for colonial heritage cooperation, as most italian colonial 
heritage consists of modern architecture. 

Belgium

Finally, cultural policy in Belgium – a federal state divided into three regions 
(French-, Flemish- and german-speaking) – tends to be regionally focused. 
since 1993 the three regions have enjoyed self-government, allowing them 
to enter into agreements not only with foreign states but also with foreign 
regions or provinces. Belgian international cultural cooperation has been 
transferred to the regional governments, which rotate in their participation 
in international bodies. cultural policies are governed by the subsidiary 
principle, which means that in principle the state does not intervene directly 
in cultural matters other than through general regulations and the awarding 
of grants.

international cooperation for development is carried out by the directorate 
general for development cooperation under the supervision of the Federal 
ministries of Foreign affairs, commerce and cooperation for development. 
a specific policy on international heritage cooperation or colonial heritage is 
lacking but there are projects related to these topics that are funded by the 
Belgian state. While there is no structural policy, at the level of projects and 
within academia these matters do receive attention.

For instance, the francophone community has a cultural centre, le centre 
Wallonie-Bruxelles, in Kinshasa, the capital of the democratic republic of 
congo (drc), which finances projects relating to colonial heritage.30 the 
Flemish minister of culture has developed similar programmes, includ-
ing a Flemish cultural centre in the drc.31 the Belgium-africa connec-
tion finds strong support through many other channels, most significantly 
through museums and university-based research collaborations, workshops 
and foundations. For example, the Flemish interuniversity council’s pro-
gramme includes a special congo project and cultural heritage initiatives 

30 www.wbri.be/cgi/bin3/render.cgi?id=0050484_matrice&ln=ln1&userid=&rubr=afrique
31 www.kvs.be/index2.php?page=news

Dutch Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage : Past and Present, edited by Geert Oostindie, BRILL, 2008. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4636562.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-02-12 01:09:51.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Anouk Fienieg and others52

that fall within its development aid agenda.32 in 2005 the royal Flemish 
theatre in Brussels organized a major convention on colonial heritage in 
Belgium and central africa. the initiative for this bilingual (dutch-French) 
event was taken by the africa museum in tervuren and ghent university.33 
additionally, in 2007 the ghent africa Platform within ghent university 
organized an international conference on heritage in africa entitled ‘heritage 
and/as reproduction in Africa; Outcomes and limits’. 

other university-based projects in Belgium include avrug, a foundation 
established within ghent university organizing regular events pertaining to 
colonial heritage and devoting special attention to the contestation of colonial 
monuments in the public domain.34 in addition, projects and workshops that 
originally emphasized (the francophone) language have been expanded to 
include attention to colonial monuments. the Flemish administration has 
been working towards parallel initiatives and in 2007 the Vlaamse Vereniging 
voor Bibliotheek-, archief- en documentatiewezen (VVBad, Flemish society 
for libraries, archives and documentation) organized the workshop ‘Flemish 
heritage abroad’.35

the largest research centre in Belgium focusing on central africa is the 
royal museum for central africa in tervuren, which in its master plan high-
lights the congolese diaspora. Within the museum an advisory board is made 
up of representatives of african associations in Belgium.36 it was founded as a 
colonial museum following the World exhibition in 1897 and houses impor-
tant colonial collections, both material and immaterial.37 

the Belgian project-based approach backed up by funding, results in 
increased awareness on the subject of colonial heritage, but such activities 
take place without a comprehensive theoretical aim or policy framework.

Conclusion

From the results of the research described above it can be concluded that 
all of the european countries surveyed are in some way concerned with the 
cultural heritage of the european expansion and colonization. they do have 
very different policies, practices and principles with regard to how this herit-

32 www.vliruos.be/index.php?navid=499&direct_to=Congoprogramma
33 http://cas1.elis.rug.ac.be/avrug/forum/bake.htm
34 http://cas1.elis.rug.ac.be/avrug/document.htm#gke
35 http://www.vvbad.be/node/1293/print
36 www.africamuseum.be/museum/about/comraf
37 http://cultuurweb.be/CNETPortal/DetailDossiers.aspx?id_dossiers=2C1A535F-C312-FED9-
FEBFC34746C17027&language=nl&locale=nl-Nl

Dutch Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage : Past and Present, edited by Geert Oostindie, BRILL, 2008. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4636562.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-02-12 01:09:51.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



II  Heritage trails 53

age should be defined, supported and approached. it is possible to make a 
distinction between those countries that focus on the colonial or common 
dimension of heritage and those that prioritize the development aspects of 
heritage cooperation. 

each country’s policy has different levels, emphasizes different approach-
es, is based on a different infrastructure, starts from different premises and 
moves towards different aims. Broadly, we can distinguish between activities 
based on the notion of ‘common heritage’, preferred by Portugal and the 
netherlands, and those focusing on cultural diversity, as favoured by the 
united Kingdom and spain. For some countries, most activities are directed 
by an official policy or by policy guidelines, while others, such as Belgium 
and France, provide funding for projects outside a specific policy, work-
ing towards related or overlapping agendas that include heritage concerns. 
sometimes the preservation of heritage is seen as the primary aim of an activ-
ity, in other cases it is rather a tool for development. 

it is worth noting that the differences in policy directives and the compre-
hensiveness of policies are related to the different governmental structures, 
including forms of regional autonomy that result in different representative 
communities within a european country. For example, in Belgium the separa-
tion into three different linguistic regions complicates any all-encompassing 
policy. the individual linguistic and cultural concerns for each representative 
community are likely to emerge within the development of heritage projects 
both internally and in relation to the former colonial context. 

similarly, germany is organized through a system of sixteen semi-autono-
mous federal states, an infrastructure which may partially be responsible for 
the absence of any federal policy in this field. in spain a system of autono-
mous regions similarly reflects and articulates regional differences. in addi-
tion to such variations in government structure, it is important to note that 
the colonial history of some countries is very recent, as seen for example in 
the case of macau, which only gained independence from the Portuguese in 
1991. 

returning to this chapter’s initial focus on the netherlands, it is worth 
considering some of the implications of and potential tensions within dutch 
(and Portuguese) appeals to ‘commonality’ through the concept of a common 
cultural heritage. this policy departs from the principle of similarity rather 
than cultural diversity. in the dutch context, it can be argued that this has 
sometimes resulted in a practice of dissonant heritage, in which the perspec-
tives of the netherlands and its partner countries do not always match. in 
other words, the ‘commonality’ of common cultural heritage, by definition, 
will require a relationship of balance, which is never a given. can a fortifica-
tion in indonesia be indonesian and dutch heritage simultaneously, and does 
this amount to common heritage? does labelling a site as common entail the 
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risk of silencing the voices of different communities and alternative interpre-
tations? 

studying relations with the dutch partner countries reveals that there is 
always some dissonance between the dutch vision and the dominant inter-
pretation held or presented by the partner country. dutch policy does claim 
that common cultural heritage is not only part of dutch history and identity, 
but of that of the partner country as well. this assertion has many ambigu-
ous premises that remain unclear within the dutch administration. starting 
with definitions of heritage, it is necessary to underline that not all sites were 
considered ‘common heritage’ or even ‘heritage’ at all prior to dutch involve-
ment. 

heritage is always socially constructed and the concept of heritage – what 
it is and what it should be – has been biased towards the dutch perspective, 
particularly when the recognition of a site as part of national cultural herit-
age occurred predominantly due to dutch efforts. For example, although 
officially all projects must be initiated by the partner country, this initiative is 
often the direct product of preceding appeals by the dutch partner, who will 
have created enthusiasm for a project and made the necessary appeals for 
funding, local partners and necessary political commitment. old buildings, 
shipwrecks and cemeteries are thus transformed into cultural heritage by 
interpreting and ‘musealizing’ them. this process itself can, however, create 
dissonance, as it removes sites from their predominantly local context and 
opens them up to the needs and demands of a much broader circle of stake-
holders. the associated extension of the consumer base is likely to be a cause 
of additional tension as heritage managers struggle to appeal to the various 
consumers and their often contradictory demands and perspectives. 

common heritage, then, is created at the very start of a project. But label-
ling it as such does not automatically mean that the site forms part of the 
identity and history of either or both countries. our view of the past is always 
dictated by the present and our independent understanding of the past dic-
tates our interpretations and what we see. For the dutch government, the 
common heritage sites are part of national identity and history, even if they 
are located beyond the national borders. it regards the monuments built by 
the dutch or during dutch periods of administration in any partner country 
as common heritage. But for the partner country, this need not be the domi-
nant way of seeing, interpreting or presenting these remains. after the dutch 
period these sites remained; they received new functions and interpretations, 
or they received no interpretation at all and were left to slowly collapse. 

the passage of time marks both man and monument and the relation-
ship between them. a monument could be a prominent part of the partner 
country’s history and identity, functioning as a symbol of colonial heritage 
and commemorated or celebrated as such. alternatively, the colonial nature 
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of a monument may be superimposed by events before or after the colonial 
period, so that the main narrative of a site can be different or even completely 
divorced from the dutch one. likewise, a site or monument can be part of the 
identity of a country due to its status or function but not as a historical monu-
ment. the dutch state has to become aware of its role as a creator of heritage 
and the claims that labelling historical objects, first, as heritage and, second, 
as common heritage entails. this policy implies not only a change of use but 
also a change of perspective regarding the involved object. 

From this examination of the practice of dutch policy it is clear that the 
netherlands works quite pragmatically within its policy framework, adjust-
ing to the various socio-political agendas and local attitudes. if a partner 
country’s enthusiasm for its dutch history is apparent, dutch heritage is 
highlighted with pride and presented as a primary objective of the heritage 
and development agenda. But if the dutch period is associated with colonial 
guilt or historical shame, its heritage is likely to take a secondary role.

While Portugal appears to employ a similar policy, it was not possible to 
study the actual execution of its projects and take into account the perspec-
tives of its partner countries. Portuguese and dutch heritage policies may 
depart from the same common heritage premise, but the major difference is 
the binding factor of the Portuguese language and the cPlP union associated 
with this. it would be very interesting to study how other cPlP countries 
react to the common heritage policy, whether Portugal is as dominant as 
the netherlands in the selection of projects and whether it has found a way 
of balancing pride in its former empire with feelings of colonial guilt and 
embarrassment.

the united Kingdom and spain appear to focus primarily on develop-
ment in their international heritage policies. this ‘culture and development’ 
approach is practiced through institutions with a colonial background, such 
as the commonwealth for the united Kingdom and the oei for spain. such 
organizations can easily incorporate development issues and cultural diver-
sity functions as a starting point. 

most international heritage policies could still be criticized for advocating 
preservation – sustaining the resource for future generations – as their core 
activity, with less attention to meeting the demands of contemporary popula-
tions. this primacy of preservation results not only from the dominant para-
digm, in which a conservation ethic and eurocentric definitions of heritage 
are central, but also from the dominant techno-scientific discourse, privileg-
ing positivism and processual science that continues to frame the discipline 
(Williams and Van der linde 2006; duineveld 2006). in addition, most inter-
national heritage policies and organizations work with a system of selecting 
and preserving cultural heritage on the basis of ‘universal’ values and for the 
global benefit of all humanity (for example the notion of ‘outstanding univer-
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sal value’ underlying unesco policies; skeates 2000:12). 
this approach implies that, for all of humanity, preservation of the mate-

rial markers of the past is the underlying vision when dealing with the past. 
such ideas of ‘universal’ value assume that people across the globe prioritize 
the same aspects of heritage and that a positivist framework for selecting and 
valuating heritage sites is possible. some authors even speak of the ‘dangers 
of a fundamentalist ideology apparent in heritage preservationism’ (holtorf 
2006), considering the globalizing heritage agencies and the heritage strate-
gies of some Western countries as neocolonial. although such accusations 
may be overstated, it is clear that an understanding of the historical and 
socio-political frameworks and of the concepts underlying Western herit-
age policies, is crucial for developing more sustainable and ethical forms of 
interaction. 

in a post-colonial world, heritage policies and international collaboration 
will succeed only as long as they work explicitly from the basis that valoriza-
tions and concepts of heritage are subjective, contested and multiple, and that 
different cultural philosophies and approaches towards heritage manage-
ment are equally valid. Possible ways to achieve this have been suggested, 
for instance through dealing with notions of ‘dissonant heritage’, or with 
a notion of heritage that encompasses ‘care’ rather than being based upon 
‘curation’. it has been argued that this could include care for personal lives, 
in which development issues and poverty reduction could be more easily 
incorporated (rowlands and Butler 2007). 

another possible way forward could be the adoption of heritage approach-
es and policies based upon a notion of ‘human development’ as opposed to 
one of ‘preservation’ (Van der linde 2004; galla 2002). in such models, the 
function of cultural heritage is seen primarily as a path towards develop-
ment and progress, endorsed by principles such as empowerment, education, 
capacity building, knowledge exchange and public involvement. 

the fundamental challenge for the heritage management field will be the 
translation of these postmodern and post-colonial critiques and concepts into 
workable policy guidelines and financial frameworks. a comparative analy-
sis of how different european countries deal with the legacy of their heritage 
overseas and with that of their heritage policies, seems crucial.

the overview presented in this chapter is far from complete. more research 
is needed on the implementation of heritage policies and on the interpreta-
tions of related activities in the partner countries. these policies, and the 
dutch policy in particular, demonstrate the tension between the desire of the 
former colonizing countries to engage in what they consider to be heritage of 
the european expansion and the needs of the former colonies and their priori-
ties in heritage preservation and, indeed, in coming to terms with the past. 

it is difficult to overcome this tension, as it is still predominantly the 
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european countries that fund the training, restoration and so on. But the 
demands of the partner countries should always be central to these policies, 
entailing intensive cultural cooperation between the countries where the 
heritage is located and those with the budget. While european countries may 
sometimes succeed in stimulating public awareness of heritage, it is impor-
tant to respect the demands and priorities of the partner countries. 

at the moment of writing, the netherlands is rethinking and rewriting 
its common cultural heritage policy and the possibilities for cultural coop-
eration. this process includes a debate on the use of ‘common heritage’ as a 
label for the heritage involved. it is evident that friction will remain between 
generalized notions of commonality and feelings of resentment, pride and 
embarrassment relating to the colonial past, just as the discussion of the ways 
to commemorate or celebrate this past will persist. similarly, the practical 
implications of a common policy that is mainly financed and controlled by 
the former colonizing power remain complex. Joint policy frameworks and 
project proposals have been formulated and projects have been executed in 
close collaboration. 

evaluating these activities will help to improve the policy field and 
hopefully also bilateral relations between the netherlands and its former 
colonies. notwithstanding the critical perspective presented in this chapter, 
the netherlands does appear to be engaged in an open-minded attempt to 
deal with its overseas heritage along with its designated partner countries. 
common cultural heritage policy thus remains an intriguing, and ongoing, 
experiment in exploring new avenues for cultural cooperation. 
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