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Heritage is used as an anchor – a generator of certainty that keeps our senses of self and identity 

secure, reaffirming our feelings of place and belonging through turbulent times. Heritage is 

turned to as a constant in times of change. Increasingly, however, this security we search for in 

heritage has been thwarted. While the future has always been uncertain, now the seemingly firm 

foundations of the past have been unsettled. We have seen more recently how previously 

accepted national narratives are being reckoned with, particularly in the contexts of empire, 

slavery, and colonialism. The perceived stability of heritage has thus been shaken to its core, 

unsettled by challenges about its origin, ownership, purpose, and manifestations.  

 
Uncertain Pasts questions the parts of the past we choose to stand upon – how national and 

ethnic narratives, and the heritage that informs them, are reconstituting communities today. It 

looks to explore what happens when these pasts are drawn into question, and previously accepted 

histories and their legacies are rewritten or reckoned with. The past lives on not just in objects but 

also in our memories and our bodies. But what do we do when this past is unstable, our 

understanding of it shifting? With this theme, we invite papers that address questions such as: 

 

﹣ How does political uncertainty lead to different uses of heritage?  

﹣ How have the challenges to national narratives prompted a reformulation of identities in 

heritage terms? 

﹣ What role does uncertainty play in the formation of geopolitical narratives?  

﹣ Is uncertainty always disruptive of memories and identities?  

﹣ How can uncertainty unsettle our tangible and intangible heritage?  

 

Uncertain Presents considers the unknowns of the instability of heritage in our current age of the 

Anthropocene. We have seen climate change recognized as an ‘emergency’ by scientists, 
activists, and governments alike. The urgency of addressing human-induced environmental 

change is causing many heritage binaries to be revealed as unhelpful at best: nature/culture, 

tangible/intangible. The resulting ontological insecurity is made all the more acute when our 

present seems to be increasingly punctuated by images of destruction and collapse. Seemingly 

under pressure from all sides, with an accentuated sense of impermanence and precarity, 

communities are responding differently in how they reach for and rearticulate their heritage. 

Papers for this theme might address:  



 

﹣ What role do concepts like ‘risk’, ‘endangerment’ and ‘extinction’ play in Heritage Studies? 

﹣ In what ways does climate change impact approaches to heritage? 

﹣ How can heritage practices ‘prepare’ for environmental change? 

﹣ Is there heritage beyond ‘the human’?  

﹣ How does uncertainty influence the way we research heritage in the present? 

 

Paper proposals on other ways in which heritage and uncertainty interact are also welcome. The 

editors seek submissions from across a broad range of disciplines and geographical contexts.  

 
Please send enquiries and proposals (of no more than 300 words) to Alisa Santikarn at 

as2394@cam.ac.uk no later than November 21, 2022. 

 

For guidelines and further details on how to submit, visit https://online.ucpress.edu/gp.  
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