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Address by Chérif Khaznadar

Chairperson of the second session of the General Assembly of States Parties 
to the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
at the opening of the third session of the General Assembly of States Parties 
to the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

Paris, UNESCO, 22 June 2010

Assistant Director-General, 

Ministers, 

Ambassadors, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
Dear Friends,

Two years ago, you did me the honour of electing me Chairperson of the General Assembly. Presently, on handing over my mandate, I wish to share with you a few thoughts gleaned from attentively and diligently monitoring the implementation of the Convention. These thoughts fall into two categories: those related to circumstances, and those related to the substance of the Convention.  

With regard to circumstances, we observed the immediate and great interest which a number of countries showed in the Representative List and the very large number of nominations submitted for inscription on that List, which led to a material and human inability to process all of them. At the same time, the Urgent Safeguarding List, which initially drew little interest, has started to receive greater attention, resulting in the submission of an increasing number of nominations. 

This situation created quite some turmoil, but this is usual in what can be considered a “breaking-in” period for the Convention. It obliged States Parties to review the operational directives of the Convention and propose amendments which should contribute to improving its implementation in the light of the experience acquired. 

As regards substance, we cannot but note that a misunderstanding, which was moreover predictable from the outset of the Convention, has still not been completely cleared up. The misunderstanding stems from the establishment, within a safeguarding convention, of a representative list, similar to the World Heritage List of the 1972 Convention. For many people, it became the authoritative list, while the main safeguarding list as a result took on a pejorative connotation.

However, as I speak, a new trend and a genuine understanding of the goals of the Convention are emerging. 

This is by virtue of a widespread realization of the importance of the intangible cultural heritage and what it means to contemporary society. 

Indeed, the concept of heritage, such as it has stood until today limited to monumental heritage and reinforced by the 1972 UNESCO Convention, is part of a Western notion of “heritagization”, which societies of the South have trouble incorporating into their culture, and which conveys, whether we like it or not, a form of imperialism or neo-colonialism. Indeed, let us not forget that one of the main reasons for the creation of the 2003 Convention was to “rebalance” the 1972 Convention. The unease expressed at the time reflected a desire to expand the notion of heritage to include not only the natural heritage, yet another Western view, but also all those forms of non-built, intangible heritage which make up the identity of societies throughout the world. This means including the living heritage, which, handed down from generation to generation, conveys identity, the heritage which promotes the creativity of those who, as the great poet Aimé Césaire wrote, “have built neither castles nor palaces, but without whom the earth would not be the earth”.
 This desire, far from being a return to the late nineteenth-century concept of folklore, is a response to globalization and to increasingly urgent economic needs. It also corresponds to a gradual and slow, yet substantial calling into question of the concept of “modernity” which, according to some, is the cause of the profound crisis of an entire generation of young people cut off from their roots and traditions. The intangible cultural heritage responds to this search for difference, this need for dialogue with others, dialogue that is possible only with differences, which can only be enriched by these differences. Without difference there can be no diversity, this diversity which a third UNESCO convention acknowledges and encourages. 

The international community’s awareness of the need to safeguard the intangible heritage is the recognition of the creativity of the human genius, of our know-how, it is the passage from the consecration of the monumental and the outstanding to civility, to the answers that people find to the fundamental questions on their relationships with their neighbours, with nature, their gods, with the forces that govern the universe. Here, there is no hierarchy, no expertise, no masterpiece. Here, there is recognition and mutual understanding, here, there is a declaration of faith in humanity. 

The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage marked a decisive and irreversible turning point in the international community’s understanding of the concept of heritage. We must be fully aware of it, and today, over and beyond the procedural details, let us stay on track, let us preserve the spirit of this Convention, which goes further than fashion trends and stars, further than the glitz and the glamour, and opens up the prospect of a better future for humanity, deeply rooted in our history, in our land, in our identity, in the know-how and practices transmitted to us by our forebears. 

The intangible cultural heritage is not about lists; it is a new vision of the world and of the future of humanity. 

I thank you for your patience with me during these last two years and, on leaving, I would like to express to you my wishes for the success of this third General Assembly. 

�	Aimé Césaire in Return to my native land.





