20/5/2017 Draft ideas from Sharon for debate/journal on Contentiousness


What do we mean by ‘contentious’?

As our project has progressed, it has become clear that what might be considered contentious varies in the different institutional and research settings and according to the views of different actors. The discussion that follows is dedicated to reflecting on this and considering what we might mean by this key term of our project. By doing so, we hope to provide some useful ways for analysing and engaging with what we are finding and for going beyond the state-of-the-art in debates about heritage and Europe. 

The everyday and the analytical
The word ‘contentious’ is not just an academic term. Perhaps it is not so often used in everyday life either but it is nevertheless a term that many people might use without stopping and wondering about it. What our work sometimes does, however, as we have learned, is to throw it to the fore, prompting those we work with – and us ourselves – to ask just what it means. 

If a term has an everyday life of its own, one research approach is to try to document its various uses and applications. What gets labelled as ‘contentious’, when and why? We could document these uses and list the different things to which it applies, and who uses it and in which ways and so forth. This can be pretty interesting – it can highlight the range of what is in use, maybe can tell us that some kinds of players are more likely to use it than others, and no doubt some other interesting things too. Doing this, however, we quickly come up against the issue of whether we are only documenting the use of this particular word or are we trying to grasp a broader concept to which it applies. Are we also going to count terms such as ‘contested’ or ‘awkward’ as meaning the same thing? What about terms used in other languages – are these covering the same scope? And what about cases where nobody is labelling something as ‘contentious’ but it looks that way to us?

Another research approach is to set out a clear definition of what we want the term – ‘contentious’– to mean and to direct our focus to those phenomena that fit this definition. So we might, for example, come up with something like ‘contentious refers to… [e.g. heritage] that people argue about’. This is the kind of definition we find in dictionaries. Because of the wide range of what this might include – arguments about whether somebody finds the Mona Lisa beautiful as well as whether the Holocaust happened – a scientific approach would push for something more precise that could narrow things down. This would ideally need building up through a discussion of theory, investigating possible concepts in relation to their possible analytical baggage, and specifying what precise work we want to concept to be able to do. So far we haven’t done this. One possibility, then, is to take up the challenge to do so.

Another approach, which can indeed be part of the latter, is to work between the everyday and the analytical, as indeed is common in anthropological research. This means that we might begin with a first analytical working definition but then refine and reshape this by putting it into dialogue with what we are finding in practice. This does not mean that we have to include everything that anybody we interact with counts as contentious. Indeed, we need to guard against what might be called the ‘expansion into vacuousness’ trap, in which we deprive the term of any analytical use by saying that ‘everything is contentious in some way or another’. Rather, we need to give careful attention to whether what we encounter does of does not fit our working concept and whether altering it would help us to better address the key questions and objectives of our project. This means that we need to keep a good grasp on whether the idea that something is contentious is coming from us or from those who we variously encounter in our work. If we don’t keep that distinction in mind, we lose the critical dialogic potential that its difference holds. We need that gap in order to operate reflexively.

Below, then, is, first, a look back to our starting position, followed by consideration how that has been – or might be – troubled by further reflection and the experience of the CCPs. This is then followed by consideration of other possible terms and distinctions within the heritage studies literature; concluding with some thoughts on where we might go from here. 

Elsewhere in the journal we invite reflections from other project members. [We could also include some specific summaries or quotes from relevant texts from our literature overview/bibliography.] Drawing on the rich multi-linguality of the project, this includes a glossary of reflections on how the term might be translated into other languages and the struggles or different connotations that particular terms might have. 

Contentious at the outset
In our project application document we did not explicitly define what we meant by contentious. Rather, the idea of contentious heritage was positioned within statements about a crisis of identities and values within Europe. We wrote: ‘Social and political conflicts within and between European states are acted out on the field of culture, including heritage institution and practice. This leads to a continuous and ubiquitous confrontation with European histories, values and conflicts’ (Traces 2015: 2). We began, then, with a framing of contentiousness in relation to the social and political, though elsewhere in the document there is some acknowledgment of other possibilities, such as recognising that a topic such as death might give rise to uncomfortable emotions. Our working definition also took contentious to mean involving confrontation and conflict, that is, as acknowledged and active differences of position leading to problematic friction. 

In effect, we could say that our working definition of contentious heritage at the outset of our project was something like ‘heritage that is subject to open and unresolved conflicts from players who are differently situated socially and politically’. This was helpful in its implicit suggestion that we pay attention to the social and political dimensions of conflict and of the cultural itself. But could it capture the important concerns arising in our research? 

On the basis of my own reflections and on experience that I have heard about from the CCPs, I suggest that there were some important ways in which it could not. In particular, these concerned experiences (a) that are not so obviously social and political; (b) that are not overtly contested. Significant in relation to the latter too is the point raised especially by CCP3 about whether our project itself produces contentiousness. 

Beyond the social and political
Social and political conflicts are clearly of high importance in the European context, and the ways in which heritage plays into this are crucial to understand. That our project put especial emphasis on this made good sense within our framing of the project’s concerns as ones of relations between and within states. 

There are, of course, perspectives that argue that the categories social and political cover everything, and they certainly have a point. But as with the note about the risk of expansion into vacuousness above, it can be useful to delimit the usage in order to do analytical work. In this case, what our project seemed to also draw attention to were problematic aspects of experiential or phenomenological dimensions of heritage and its transmission, and of conflicts of views over these that could not necessarily be aligned to social or political differences. Specifically, the representations of death and human remains that some CCPs were tackling seemed to also be contentious for their subject matter and the emotions that they might arouse. While social and political dimensions are fully present, and indeed attention to these can be illuminating about the emotions involved, the disturbing and controversial dimensions of this heritage do not seem to be reduced to these. Understanding the culturally phenomenological in itself also seems be necessary. Perhaps we don’t have to also label this ‘contentious’. But, as such cases do cause conflict on such grounds, and as they are so present in our project, we need to address them – though probably primarily with regard to the different views about how deal with them in relation to the public. 

What this means is that our working definition needs to expand to include contention not only over the social and political but also over the experiential and phenomenological. It leads to questions about what it is that becomes contentious and why, and how far this is culturally specific. 

Already in contention?

Whether the heritage that our project has been concerned with needed to already be in active contention was one of the issues that soon became evident from the work of the CCPs. In various cases, including the Slovenian death masks, the objects were not being actively contested. Indeed, one feature of some of the cases that we included – and of others that we might have thought about too – was that they were largely forgotten or invisible to a wider public. One question that we wanted to address in the project was that of relatively hidden histories and collections. So going beyond the overtly contended was another important expansion to make to our understanding of contentious. 

Here, it should be noted that the term contentious is advantageous in that it can potentially refer both to what is actually contested and argued about and also to what might potentially be. This too then is a necessary expansion of our use. 

Where we are at by now, then, is something like: ‘heritage that is or might be actively entangled in emotional, social and political friction’ [??] Is this analytically useful? We need to put it to work with our cases to see. We can also, however, consider it in relation to various others possible terms. 

One note on what follows: the term heritage is what the following are being considered in relation to. That itself might be subject to a similar exercise to this one. That, however, is for another time!

Contested and conflicted heritage
The idea of contest and conflict has been used quite widely in debates about heritage [add examples – Karp and Lavine, conflict zone etc…]. These are useful in drawing attention to active contest and conflict; and there is a subfield of ‘heritage in conflict’ research concerned explicitly with situations of war and its aftermath (Schofield etc…). But as noted above for the idea of ‘contended’, they imply that contest or conflict – i.e. some kind of battle between persons or groups – is underway. An interesting and important dimension of the heritage with which we are concerned, however, is that there is not necessarily such active contest or conflict present. Indeed, as some research has pointed out, it is equally important to try to understand why some things that might be contested are not, and I have drawn on the distinction between contestable and contested to as why – in some situations – is the contestable not necessarily contested? (add ref…) The term contentious also allows us to ask this question – is the potentially contentious actively contended or not? 


Uncomfortable, awkward and dissonant heritage
If contested and conflictual seem potentially too strong for the range of cases that we want to discuss, then various other terms such as those in this subtitle might perhaps be preferable. I have myself used the term ‘uncomfortable’ previously in my own work, in some early attempts to characterise Nazi architectural heritage (2005). While there are mentions of heritage as awkward in the relevant literature, this has not been extensively developed analytically. Its sense, however, is of something that does not easily fit into existing frameworks but that does not necessarily cause friction. 

The notion of dissonant heritage has been developed at length by Tunbridge and Ashworth in their Dissonant Heritage. The Management of the Past as a Resource in Conflict (1996). This has a clear central problematic, evident in the subtitle, namely the idea that heritage always ‘belongs to someone and logically, therefore, not to someone else’ (p.21), which they see as regularly leading to ‘active or latent’ conflict. Whether we agree that this issue of ownership is at the heart of heritage contentiousness is a question that we could take from their formulation, though I might briefly note my own view is that while there are indeed many instances of this, there are also important cases where it is not and I do not think it captures what is at issue in all of those that we are looking at. Moreover, the presupposition that the past is a limited resource has been argued against by Michael Rothberg in his work of multidirectional memory (ref.). Although Tunbridge and Ashworth have this relatively tight formulation on the one hand, however, they end up with a very broad range of kinds of ‘dissonance’ (not all of which seem to be centrally about ownership), with phenomena such as the heritage of atrocity at one extreme and mismatches between tourism advertising of places and their reality at the other.   
While all of these various terms can be useful, then, in encompassing a wide range of ways in which heritage can be problematic, therein also lies their weakness. They risk including almost everything. They can, however, nevertheless have useful traction when coupled with specific cases in order to direct to the potentially wide range of problems involved. The title of CCP2, Awkward Objects of Genocide, is itself cleverly provocative by coupling the relatively mild term ‘awkward’ with the very strong one of ‘genocide’, so, in effect, redirecting our attention from the immediate assumption that any object of genocide would, of course, be deeply troubling and not only awkward.


Difficult, troubling and unsettling heritage
The term ‘difficult’ partly replicates the advantages and also problems with dissonance and the other terms above in that if we follow everyday language there is a wide range of ways in which it might be used. In their book Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with “Difficult Heritage”, Logan and Reeves do not quite define what they mean by difficult heritage but refer to histories about ‘the destructive and cruel sides of history’ (2009: 1). In my own book Difficult Heritage, which came out in the same year and with the same publisher (without them ever telling us – or at least me – of the concurrence of the same phrase in our title, though I had used it elsewhere in more minor texts, as, I later learned, had some others), I wanted to create a tighter definition to describe a particular phenomenon. Here is a lengthy quote that contains my definition as well as explanation of what I hoped it could address: 

[Difficult heritage refers to} a past that is recognised as meaningful in the present but that is also contested and awkward for public reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity. ‘Difficult heritage’ may also be troublesome because it threatens to break through into the present in disruptive ways, opening up social divisions, perhaps by playing into imagined, even nightmarish, futures. By looking at heritage that is unsettling and awkward, rather than at that which can be celebrated or at least comfortably acknowledged as part of a nation’s or city’s valued history, my aim is to throw into relief some of the dilemmas about its public representation and reception. Doing so highlights and unsettles cultural assumptions about and entanglements between identity and memory, and past, present and future. It also raises questions about practices of selection, preservation, cultural comparison and witnessing (2009: 9).

In this case, therefore, I was using it analytically in order to be able to get a handle on something that I wanted to explain. This enabled me then more recently to return to it and discuss whether that phenomenon had changed and, if so, how (2015). This didn’t mean that I disregarded other kinds of problems with heritage, such as the emotional – on the contrary. But I chose to use the term ‘difficult’ for just one dimension in that particular work. 

In the same book, however, I also discussed that heritage in relation to other terms, such as troubling and unsettling. What I liked about these – and what I invoked them to do analytically – was that they even more strongly suggested the agency of the heritage itself. 


Where now?

In reviewing the above terms my aim has not been to search for alternatives to contentious but to try to understand it – and its possible refinements – better by considering it in relation to other terms. This is not an attempt to fix it once and for all but rather, to present some possibilities from which to move forward in the work to come.

My review of alternatives suggests that the term contentious remains useful and makes sense within our project. It captures the possibility of heritage that might cause conflict but that is not necessarily yet doing so. By containing the idea of conflict and argument within it, however, it does not spread so widely as some of the alternative terms but seems to especially signal the idea of people disagreeing over how to deal with that heritage. While this does not directly address the possibility of the emotionally disturbing in itself, it can encompass disagreements among people over how to deal with that emotional unsettlement. Within the framework of Traces, this seems appropriate. 

It is, however, clear that we are not always dealing with identical kinds of contentiousness. Trying to identify and group these would be a helpful next task. This would contribute usefully towards theorising, especially if we are able to go further to identify the kinds of situations or conditions in which particular kinds of contention or contentiousness are likely to arise. Ideally, then, we would also push towards more systematic analysis of the similarities and differences of the various CCPs and other empirical research being undertaken within Traces. 

The comments that follow from other project partners can be seen as a next step towards this. That is, they take us further into our reflections on what it means for heritage to be contentious – and into just how contentious this itself might be. 

[Do we want to do some of this next step now?]
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