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Heritage and Democracy, edited by Kathryn Lafrenz Samuels and Jon D. Daehnke, 
explores the engagements and overlaps of heritage studies with different forms and 
levels of democracy. Heritage studies – a conglomerate discipline bridging fields like 
archaeology, history, cultural studies, museum sciences, etc. – is deeply implicated in 
questions of democracy because the field is centrally concerned with how people 
understand, preserve, control, and utilize their heritage. For a discipline analysing the 
control and use of heritage, there is inherently a democratic component, because 
heritage is socially conceptualised and requires the input of a group. At the same time, 
heritage is generally preserved, protected, and promoted through different levels of 
government (some more and some less democratic) and these differing levels of 
government often function under competing mandates/objectives. These are the 
tensions that the essays in the collection explore. 

The book navigates the key terms of heritage and democracy in complex, multi-
faceted ways. In the introduction, the editors distinguish three primary intersections 
of heritage and democracy: heritage work within and through the democratic nation-
state, democratised approaches to heritage practice, and the study of democratic 
heritage(s) in themselves (4-5). The essays principally explore the first two 
intersections. At the same time, the collection acknowledges that democracy itself is not 
a singular thing, drawing a primary distinction between liberal and participatory 
democracies (12-13). ‘Liberal democracy’ typically refers to state governments 
legislating through elected representatives and/or parliamentary systems, and so they 
function ‘officially.’ By contrast, ‘participatory democracy’ refers to a broad range of 
structures and strategies incorporating democratic voting or referenda into various 
socio-cultural, economic, and collective spaces, thus empowering those in those spaces 
to control them. Heritage work typically engages liberal democratic structures in the 
form of governments – at the international, national, state/provincial, or local level – 
and primarily engages participatory democracy through community-based aĴempts 
to preserve or promote heritage organically. 

Beyond the introduction (Part I), the book is structured in four parts, focusing 
on different concerns within heritage studies. Part II contains two essays on ways in 
which Indigenous heritage claims are navigated within the seĴler colonial nations of 
the US (Daehnke) and Canada (Hogg et al.). This section explores how competing 
claims of authority are balanced in light of multiple, sometimes mutually exclusive 
priorities, and how histories of injustice and dispossession impact heritage claims. In 
Part III, the focus shifts to political economics in a specifically US context, looking at 
myth structures of capitalist progress in the Henry Ford Museum (Camp) and how 
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communal nostalgia for a bygone mining economy in northeastern Pennsylvania is 
weaponised against new immigrants (Shackel). Both chapters highlight ways in which 
neoliberal political economics serve the interests of capital against communal 
solidarity.  

The next part, Part IV, brings together four chapters examining how heritage 
concerns are complicated in multi-ethnic societies, where discourses of heritage may 
exclude or delimit belonging. Jasmine Reid examines which ethnic groups’ interests 
and experiences are considered legitimate within post-apartheid South Africa, looking 
at the forced removal of an Indian community. Next, Magda Mankel examines how a 
walk commemorating the struggles of migrants from Latin America challenges 
dominant political narratives of immigration in the US. Continuing the theme of 
challenging dominant narratives, Rachel and Dorothy Engmann’s chapter argues that 
community-based heritage education practices in Ghana expand opportunities for 
and engagements with the country’s complex history, particularly under colonialism. 
Then, Lafrenz Samuels and Bobbie Foster Bhusari analyse how meme culture has (re-
)constructed US conceptions of Confederate monuments and their removal in light of 
the white supremacist rally at CharloĴesville, VA, in 2017.  

Part V shifts focus to the ways in which different levels of government/ 
governance impact the preservation of heritage. Peter Gould begins the section by 
theorising the relationship of heritage preservation to polycentric governance, 
meaning the differing tiers of authority that function at greater or lesser removes from 
the communities in which that heritage is centered. He concludes that heritage 
preservation should principally be rooted locally, with higher levels of authority 
providing support but exerting less control. The subsequent chapters explore 
problems when national or international institutions try to control localised heritage 
structures too closely, either through the Mexican government mandating 
preservation without providing any material or financial support (Morgan) or by 
UNESCO’s Creative Cities Network conflicting with the living economy of a local area 
(PlaĴs). 

As the summary above suggests, Heritage and Democracy brings together a 
dynamic range of chapter topics – not unusual for an edited collection. While this is a 
strength of the collection as a whole, it also means that many readers will prefer 
individual chapters rather than the entire book. A reader interested in, say, heritage 
work in Ghana (or West Africa more generally) will want to read the Engmanns’ 
chapter, but may not find much utility in the rest of the book. Another weakness is 
that many chapters are specifically set up as case studies, which, again, is not unusual, 
but does mean that their value may be limited for readers not working on those 
specific aspects of heritage preservation. While some chapters (like Gould’s) are 
theory heavy and therefore applicable to a wide range of other projects, many of the 
case studies are less useful beyond their specific subject maĴer. 

Between the framing of Lafrenz Samuels and Daehnke’s introduction and 
conclusion and the varied critical focuses of the chapters, Heritage and Democracy 
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provides a complex exploration of issues of control, power, and democracy within the 
multi-disciplinary field of heritage studies. The implications of and usefulness for 
those working in heritage studies should be obvious, particularly given the 
international crisis of democracy (17) and the potential (mis)uses of heritage for anti-
democratic, authoritarian, and bigoted purposes. But these stakes also mean that this 
book – or at least individual chapters – will be of interest to political scientists, 
international relations scholars, museum science scholars, Indigenous scholars, 
historians, sociologists, and cultural studies scholars. The book/chapters are generally 
wriĴen accessibly, meaning they can be assigned to or read by graduate students or 
advanced undergrads, though the diversity of the chapter topics probably limits how 
useful the book as a whole would be for most classes. But for scholars interested in 
how the use and preservation of history and culture functions within differing 
democratic structures, this book will be of great interest. 
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