
Critical heritage studies beyond epistemic popularism  

Rodney Harrison*  

*UCL Institute of Archaeology, University College London, 31-34 Gordon Square, London WCJH OPY, 

UK (Email: r.harrison@ucl.ac.uk) 

Accepted version, published online at https:/ /doi.org/10.15184/aqy.2018.223  

 

Abstract 

A response to the recent debate piece in Antiquity by González-Ruibal et al., examining the role of 

epistemic popularism in critical heritage studies and public archaeology. 
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Alfredo González-Ruibal and his co-authors ('Against reactionary popularism'; 2018) offer some 

valuable criticisms of the implications of certain tendencies within public archaeology and critical 

heritage studies to valorise 'popular' understandings of the past over 'expert' ones. Nonetheless, I 

disagree with several of the points made. One of these is the authors' apparent characterisation of 

critical heritage studies as a field of research that predominately promotes what they term 

'epistemic popularism'. As the author of one of the two citations given as representing critical 

heritage studies and its suggested dominance (Waterton & Smith 2010; Harrison 2013), I would like 

to offer some comments. These concern the relative heterogeneity of critical heritage studies as an 

area of research in relation to questions of expertise and publics (which have formed core interests 

for heritage studies alongside questions of representational politics). I will also briefly outline my 

own position on these issues, which differ significantly from the ways in which the authors 

characterise those of the field more generally. I do so not only to point out the range of views on 

these matters and the discussions that have occurred in relation to them within critical heritage 

studies itself, but also because I think the overly simplistic characterisation of critical heritage studies 

in the text is not helpful in moving forward debate on these matters. This is because a significant 

number of scholars who work in heritage studies would find it difficult to see their work represented 

in the critique that is offered. 

González-Ruibal et al. argue that public archaeology and heritage studies have tended 

towards forms of epistemic popularism: "What the People say is correct because it is they who say it. 

What makes a statement true is not the logical consistency of the statement, but who it is that 

utters it" (2018: 509). The association of Critical Heritage Studies manifesto (ACHS n.d.) and the work 

of Smith (especially 2006; see also Waterton & Smith 2010) are cited and discussed as examples of 

this tendency, and Smith and Campbell (2018) responded as the authors of the manifesto. In moving 

quickly from this characterisation of the field of research to the suggested solution to the issues 

raised, the article omits reference to the significant ongoing discussion and critique within critical 

heritage studies of these questions (e.g. Harrison 2013 on 'zoological multiculturalism'; Rico 2016, 

2017 on 'stakeholders'; Bennett et al. 2017 on 'culture', 'stakeholders' and 'indigeneity'); and indeed, 

of the ACHS manifesto itself (e.g. Winter 2013; this has also taken place at the biannual ACHS 
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meetings and in various other fora). It further largely bypasses the work of those who have, in 

different ways, taken a less explicitly advocative and/or more agnostic position towards their 

research subjects than those they discuss (e.g. Harvey 2001; Macdonald 2013; DeSilvey 2017). My 

own position on these matters (see Harrison 2013, 2015)-and indeed, for me, the whole point of 

critical heritage studies-is rather different to those précised. I suggest that all forms of heritage-

making need to be scrutinised critically-not just 'expert' claims to heritage, but popular ones too. 

These critiques should not be limited only to 'cultural' heritage, but also extend to 'natural' heritage, 

which is frequently normalised and thus attributed a moral position that removes it from scrutiny 

and a thorough consideration of its implications (e.g. Harrison 2017; Breithoff & Harrison 2018). 

This is not a matter of valuing one form of heritage or one way of doing heritage over 

another. In relation to the arguments that the authors make in favour of educating publics, what is 

most important is exposing all of the processes by which heritage is made-both expert and popular-

and thus allowing publics to understand them in their own social, historical, political and economic 

context. Publics are then able to make an informed decision, taking into account the implications of 

the arguments mobilised in the name of heritage (or archaeology, or any of the other historical, 

social or natural sciences), about which objects, places and practices might form the appropriate 

building blocks for the futures that they wish to construct individually and collectively, and which 

they might choose to neglect, ignore or resist. 

I suggest that there are ways of being critical in relation to heritage that are not inherently 

advocative of either popular or expert knowledge claims, but which are also not disengaged from 

their own contemporary and historical, political, ecological and economic contexts, and how these 

have given rise to various claims to ownership (be they moral, legal or intellectual claims) of 

different forms of heritage. I see the general project of critical heritage studies as outlined here-of 

exposing and educating publics about the operations of (largely structural and systemic) forms of 

power in relation to these various truth claims that relate to 'culture', 'nature', 'past' and 'future', 

and the production of difference more generally-as one which could also be supported under the 

banner of the new public archaeology advocated by González-Ruibal et al., although perhaps in a 

slightly different manner to the one that they suggest. 
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