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Abstract: The article1 critically engages with the articulations and manifesta-
tions of a UNESCO initiative for the safeguarding of so-called intangible cultural 
heritage in Croatian context in the first years of the active Croatian implementa-
tion of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(2009–2013). It presents the intersections of a UNESCO initiative with past and 
present ethnology and folklore research in Croatia. Though one might get the 
impression (not entirely unfounded) that the project of protecting or safeguarding 
intangible heritage within the Croatian context first and foremost constitutes 
a global, imported product, the notion of protecting or safeguarding intangible 
cultural heritage can also be traced in the history of Croatian ethnology, folklor-
istics, art conservation, legislation, and folklore festivals production. A strong 
tendency to transform culture into a slick product can be seen as the main or 
only ‘innovative’ aspect of transmitting the old concepts into the contemporary 
framework of the UNESCO initiative. It seems like this aspect makes it easier for 
everyone involved – state administration and experts and those to whom a given 
cultural practice ‘belongs’ – to ignore ‘the side effects’ of the UNESCO initiative 
and the processes of its implementation that are discussed in the article. These 
side effects, perhaps not so visibly, concern society as a whole, and more directly 
local communities, as well as our specific professions and disciplines: ethnology 
and folkloristics.
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INTRODUCTION: STAGING INTANGIBLE CULTURAL 
HERITAGE

‘Inherited tradition in counterpoint to modernity’ and none other than ‘man 
in the centre of things’ were key elements in the ceremony organised to mark 
Croatia’s entry into the European Union, a celebration held in the main square 
in Zagreb on the night of 30 June 2013.2 As stated in the promotional materi-
als prepared for the occasion, the programme was built around ‘the values of 
Croatia’s protected cultural property, including the UNESCO Representative 
List’, and strove to emphasise ‘Croatia’s representative qualities in the areas of 
music, literature, and science’. In the aforementioned materials the UNESCO 
Representative List, which grew out of the 2003 Convention for the Safeguard-
ing of Intangible Cultural Heritage, refers to the area of so-called intangible 
cultural heritage, or what was once known as folklore, traditional immaterial 
culture, folk art, popular traditions, or some other more or less cognate and 
similar terms, all of which are closely and probably inextricably linked to ethnol-
ogy and folkloristics. In previous years, a ‘new’ intangible cultural heritage of 
humanity, as it is referred to in the UNESCO Convention, has periodically been 
added to the List. Annual carnival bell ringers’ pageant, the spring procession 
of Ljelje/Kraljice (Queens), Nijemo kolo, the silent circle dance, and traditional 
manufacturing of children’s wooden toys: these are, to use the terminology of 
the Convention, some of Croatia’s elements which found their place on UNESCO 
Lists and ultimately in the celebration held to mark Croatia’s accession into the 
European Union, along with their supposed antipodes: modernity and so-called 
high art. At times these elements were at the forefront of the programme, while 
at other times their inclusion was almost imperceptible, as in the case of the 
aforementioned wooden toys which were, together with plastic rakes, given 
to child actors to ‘play’ with during the Croatian Radiotelevision Symphony 
Orchestra and the Symphonic Wind Orchestra of the Croatian Armed Forces’ 
occasional performance of Sunčana polja (Sunny Fields) by Croatian composer 
Blagoje Bersa.

Whether the celebration was a ‘conceptual mixed bag’, ‘crammed with sig-
nificant features of Croatian tradition and identity which “must be presented” 
to the world’ (Prnjak 2013), or perhaps ‘superbly executed within the set form’ 
(Matasović 2013) is not the issue here. We are not interested in whether the 
ducats on the Ljelje’s costumes were authentic or fake, whether the songs and 
dances were performed by indigenous bearers of cultural elements or trained 
members of folklore groups from Zagreb and professional dancers, or whether 
the performers’ costumes were well or poorly reconstructed. The question of 
whether experts on traditional culture were consulted in the process of select-
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ing and shaping individual performance pieces, or whether the programme 
included performances that were choreographed long ago and previously staged 
on numerous occasions, together with descriptions of representative elements 
of intangible cultural heritage already in circulation (in reality promotional 
materials from the official website of UNESCO and other similar websites), is 
not relevant here.

In this context, the abovementioned celebration of Croatia’s entry into the 
EU might provide us with something else. Due to the fact that its content is 
intertwined with traditional culture, the celebration programme provides us 
with an opportunity to draw comparisons with the UNESCO initiative for the 
protection or safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage. The possibilities for 
drawing comparisons are numerous: one such comparison might focus on the 
problem of representation as well as selectivity, that is, choosing certain ele-
ments for presentation on stage or inclusion on the List over others; additional 
comparisons might be concerned with the role of authority (the director or folk-
lore expert) and the extent to which the procuring party (state administration) 
exerts influence on this type of undertaking. Possible comparisons might also 
focus on means of expressing national pride, presenting a diverse but non-
conflicting (polite and spruced-up) national identity, as well as on the role of 
the idyllic image of dancing peasants in this type of representation.

However, it was something else that prompted us to engage in a discus-
sion of the EU accession ceremony in a text which, adopting a focused local 
perspective, presents disputes which, to be sure, have parallel articulations 
the world over. Our main incentive was the issue of whether or not the whole 
of UNESCO’s current project for the protection or safeguarding of intangible 
cultural heritage – which includes innumerable meetings, conferences, consulta-
tions, workshops, reports, feasibility studies, petitions, travels, financing3 – is 
in actuality a performance, a process that ultimately turns select elements into 
a part of ceremonial celebrations and tourist offers (or maintains the exist-
ing status of these elements while adding a brand new UNESCO certificate 
to them), thus turning them into a ‘salvationist framework’ (Pofuk 2013) for 
developing cultural and artistic programmes on stage, utilizing them for pres-
entation purposes, as pretty pictures in catalogues and on websites – in short, 
reducing them to mere products, despite explicit claims of the abovementioned 
Convention (cf. UNESCO 2003, Preamble; Art. 1, Art. 2, Art. 11 and Art. 15) 
that its focus is on the local community and UNESCO’s noble intentions to give 
the community a central position and active part in the process of preserving 
its own culture in a living context, so that, having been empowered, that same 
community can take the fate of its own culture into its own hands. Bearing 
contemporary social tendencies and imperatives in mind, the commodification 
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of culture is by no means unexpected, but we would like to point out that it is 
potentially devastating to the self-perception of communities, individuals, pro-
fessions and institutions participating in this whole process, to self-perceptions 
that presuppose a higher degree of complexity and substance.

After all, the main problem with the UNESCO project and other similar 
projects lies with their side effects, which is to say conflicts, encroachments, and 
losses, which are already numerous (cf., e.g., Mezey 2007; Mountcastle 2010; 
Nikočević 2012; Noyes 2006). It is precisely these unsettling (to say the least) 
side effects – revealed on the margins of the great UNESCO project, and even 
there by participants or observers speaking in low or hushed voices – that were 
the incentive for this text, created in collusion with a globally increasing group 
of texts which are concerned with the side effects and neuralgic points of the 
UNESCO project and similar endeavours, and address some of the following 
questions (cf., e.g., Bendix 2009; Bortolotto 2009; Hafstein 2007; Leimgruber 
2010; Tsitsishvili 2009): What happens when people begin to perceive their 
everyday life or part of their lives as heritage? What role does the concept of 
ownership – a key problem which stems from the Convention implementation 
but is entirely ignored by that same Convention which makes no attempt to 
solve it – have within the UNESCO project? What is the role of international 
political and other organisations, national state administration, and experts in 
this process? What is the role of the community, and what exactly does the term 
‘community’ refer to? Who is included in the process, who has been overlooked 
and who, perhaps intentionally, excluded and why? Which practices of inscrip-
tion onto UNESCO Lists (which seems to be the most important, at times even 
the only point of the Convention) are perceived by the public? How is culture 
bought and sold on the political and economic market?

These questions are also essential for understanding the problems which 
are becoming increasingly prominent in the Croatian context and form the core 
of following local dilemmas we read about or infer from media reports, and 
quote or paraphrase in this article.4 Is traditional Ojkanje singing a Croatian, 
Orthodox, Serbian or Balkan tradition? Is Ganga singing a ‘privilege’ reserved 
only for inhabitants of its native region in Croatia, or can it also be performed 
by Croats living abroad? Why does it matter whether one or all groups of 
Zvončari (described as annual carnival bell ringers’ pageant) are inscribed 
onto the UNESCO List? Can Klapa multipart singing as a stadium attraction 
be considered a part of the UNESCO heritage, or is this status reserved only 
for authentic a cappella Klapa multipart singing? Does the inscription of the 
Sinjska Alka on the List imply its official recognition as the world’s oldest 
chivalric tournament? Is the UNESCO initiative in Croatia in fact the project 
of a single Minister of Culture?
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CONVENTION FOR THE SAFEGUARDING OF INTANGIBLE 
CULTURAL HERITAGE

In previous years, the term ‘intangible cultural heritage’ has become increas-
ingly present in public discourse in Croatia and elsewhere, in a cultural and 
scholarly context, but also in the context of tourism and even politics. The reason 
for this is the aforementioned UNESCO initiative and its key document, the 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO 
2003). Among other things, the aim of the Convention is to raise awareness of 
the importance of intangible cultural heritage, ensure the vitality of its local and 
national elements, and thus indirectly influence the safeguarding of cultural 
diversity and human creativity, that is, intercultural dialogue and respect (cf. 
UNESCO 2003, e.g. Preamble; Art. 1; Art. 2). Responsibility for protecting and 
safeguarding (though loosely defined) lies primarily with the States Parties, 
which therefore identify and define elements of intangible culture, create and 
update Lists, and take necessary steps towards creating and implementing 
suitable public policies and measures (cf. UNESCO 2003, Art. 11–15). Setting 
the continuous negotiation process conducted on all levels, and possible modes 
of granting direct assistance to the States aside (cf. UNESCO 2003, Art. 18–24), 
it might be said that the very act of awarding certificates or inscribing elements 
on the two Lists – the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity and the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent 
Safeguarding5 – as well as adding them to the Register of Best Safeguarding 
Practices, constitute virtually the only measures UNESCO itself is obligated 
to implement.

As has already been noted on numerous occasions, a long, perhaps even 
several-decades-long negotiation and consulting process which takes place on 
an international level (cf., e.g., Aikawa 2004) forms the background of the 2003 
Convention. The Convention is immediately preceded by the Recommendation 
on the Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore (UNESCO 1989), the 
first official document specifically aimed at safeguarding what will later be 
termed intangible cultural heritage, as well as the Masterpieces of Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity programme, inaugurated in 1998. The Con-
vention itself is sometimes interpreted as an amendment of sorts, but also 
as the first significant attempt to move away from the influential and much 
older UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural 
and Natural Heritage (UNESCO 1972), the focus of which was the protection 
of monuments, groups of buildings or sites, in other words what is nowadays 
termed tangible heritage. A key critical issue of the 1972 Convention is its 
Western perception of heritage which has, in the process of implementing the 
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Convention, resulted in the fact that the status of ‘heritage of humanity’ is for 
the most part granted to urban sites and monuments of high culture, as well as 
landscapes, the majority of which are located on the northern hemisphere (cf. 
Kuutma 2013 [2012]: 24). On the other hand, it has often been pointed out that 
the notion that intangible cultural heritage needs protecting and safeguarding, 
and consequently the adoption of the 2003 Convention, were strongly influ-
enced by the assumption that globalisation has destructive, even disastrous 
effects on intangible heritage. At the same time, analyses that would question 
the adoption of this particular UNESCO Convention from the perspective of 
UNESCO’s wider re-orientation towards promoting, at times even directly serv-
ing market interests, in some cases also via partnerships with transnational 
corporations (cf. Fawcett 2009), are yet to be carried out. Namely, one cannot 
help feeling that the UNESCO programme is potentially, in some cases also 
literally, directing culture towards so-called market challenges. By determin-
ing, singling out, listing, in other words evaluating culture as representative 
or endangered elements of intangible culture, for which the responsibility is not 
delegated to anyone and at the same time is delegated to everyone (humanity, 
countries, communities, and individuals alike), by its very text, the Conven-
tion for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage defines segments of 
culture which – in the name of various agendas, ranging from strengthening 
the national tourist or other offer to stimulate the self-sustainability of local 
communities via similar activities, with a dose of entrepreneurial skill – can, 
when necessary, be treated as resources and products (cf., e.g., Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 2006: 195; Labadi 2013: 141–142). Considering the period in which 
this process takes place, it seems illusory to expect that the economic coding of 
yet another sphere of human activity, the culture of ‘ordinary’ people, will in 
the long run truly signify something more than the strengthening of a system 
which values those same people in terms of their necessity to keep the wheels 
of capital accumulation and circulation turning as effectively as possible. As 
Walter Leimgruber expressed clearly in the closing remarks of his article on 
Switzerland and UNESCO Convention:

Should current trends continue, the process triggered by the UNESCO 
Convention will generate isolated, immobilized, but ‘pretty’ intangible 
cultural forms that will become popular tourist attractions. However, 
these forms have little to do with the lifeways of actual communities. 
Intangible culture instead will become as decontextualized as the objects 
of material culture placed behind glass cases, on display in our museums. 
(Leimgruber 2010: 186)
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THE NOTIONS AND MANIFESTATIONS OF PROTECTING 
AND SAFEGUARDING IN THE PAST AND PRESENT 
CROATIAN CONTEXT

Croatia ratified the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage already in 2005 (cf. Zakon 2005), thus adding to the num-
ber of countries necessary for the Convention to enter into force in 2006. The 
promptness that characterises Croatia’s acceptance of the Convention is one of 
many indications of just how willing its state administration – which has with 
that express purpose in mind put entire administrative and expert-scientific 
machineries in motion – is to take such a step.

Though one might get the impression (not entirely unfounded) that the 
project of protecting or safeguarding intangible heritage within the Croatian 
context first and foremost constitutes a global, imported product, the notion of 
protecting or safeguarding intangible cultural heritage can also be traced in 
the history of Croatian ethnology, folkloristics, art conservation, and legisla-
tion. Namely, contributions (in the second part of the twentieth century also 
prompted by international organisations and bodies) dealing with various levels 
of ‘protecting’ (from descriptions and regulations, through inventory-making to 
conservation protection) what is nowadays termed intangible cultural heritage, 
stemmed from those precise areas.

In the Croatian context, intangible culture has been codified since the adop-
tion of the 1999 Law on the Protection and Safeguarding of Cultural Property. 
Still in force today, this Law also defines ‘immaterial forms and instances of 
man’s spiritual creation in the past’ (Zakon 1999, Art. 2), or ‘intangible cultural 
property’ (Zakon 1999, Art. 9) as a special type of cultural property. What is 
more, one of its mechanisms – the Register of Cultural Property of the Repub-
lic of Croatia (or rather the segment of the Register which refers to intangible 
cultural property) – has taken on the role of a national inventory of intangible 
cultural heritage, an instrument set out in the UNESCO Convention (UNESCO 
2003, Art. 12), and nowadays functions as the entry point for Croatian nomina-
tions to UNESCO Lists. Namely, entry into the Register is a prerequisite for 
being nominated to one of these Lists. Paradoxically enough, legal definitions 
require the Register to include intangible cultural property which is (with the 
exception of linguistic phenomena) explicitly oriented towards the tradition-
al, folklore and folk, which is at odds with the wider definition provided by 
UNESCO. In other words, Croatia can nominate such elements of intangible 
culture to UNESCO Lists that are manifested as ‘language, dialects, speech, 
and toponyms, along with all kinds of oral literature; folklore production in the 
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areas of music, dance, traditions, games, rituals, and social practices, along with 
other traditional folk values; traditional skills and craftsmanship’ (Zakon 1999, 
Art. 9), while the much wider definition set forth in the UNESCO Convention 
describes intangible culture as ‘(a) oral traditions and expressions, including 
language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage; (b) performing arts; 
(c) social practices, rituals and festive events; (d) knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe; (e) traditional craftsmanship’ (UNESCO 
2003, Art. 2, § 2).6

Although the term ‘intangible cultural property’ was introduced into legisla-
tive regulation in 1999, the means of safeguarding and protecting intangible 
cultural heritage had been discussed in the Croatian Ethnological Society more 
than three decades earlier. As elsewhere, it was the part of, as Laurajane Smith 
calls it, Authorised Heritage Discourse of a time or professional discourse ‘in-
volved in the legitimization and regulation of historical and cultural narratives, 
and the work of that these narratives do in maintaining or negotiating certain 
societal values and the hierarchies that these underpin’ (Smith 2012). Reports 
on the work of the Croatian Ethnological Society thus contain information 
about the establishment of the Ethnographic Commission for Museum and 
Conservation Work in 1962 (Milićević 2009: 16) which was, among other things, 
charged with the task of proposing alterations and amendments to the 1960 
Law on the Protection of Monuments of Culture, ‘with reference to intangible 
traditional heritage’ (Škrbić Alempijević & Oroz 2009: 70). That the issue of 
protecting intangible aspects of traditional culture was of particular interest 
to individual members of the Commission – conservators and museologists – is 
seen in the fact that two years later an independent Commission for Detecting 
Possibilities for Protecting Intangible Culture was formed (Škrbić Alempijević 
& Oroz 2009: 70).7

On a somewhat similar trail is also the manuscript of a lecture, given by 
Croatian ethnologist Dunja Rihtman-Auguštin (1982), at that time acting as 
representative of the Yugoslav Government in the UNESCO Committee of 
Governmental Experts (Rihtman-Auguštin 1984: 27). Though pursuing other 
research interests in her scholarly work, Rihtman-Auguštin gave the aforemen-
tioned lecture at a conference dedicated to issues of folklore protection in the 
Balkan countries. In the lecture, Rihtman-Auguštin presented the Yugoslav 
and wider professional community with the necessity for and means of protect-
ing folklore, a topic that had also been discussed in Paris the previous year, 
at the meeting of said UNESCO Committee in which she herself took part. 
Protection is presented as a process which has to bring together two perspec-
tives: an ethnological-folkloristic perspective, which includes the processes of 
safeguarding, collecting, organizing, and archiving, publishing, studying, and 
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applying, but also a legal perspective concerned with protection from ‘inappropri-
ate uses of folklore creations’, commercialization, and other forms of exploitation 
(Rihtman-Auguštin 1982: 2, 5). Furthermore, Rihtman-Auguštin suggests that 
a ‘register of institutes, bureaus, museums, public and private collections’, in 
other words, ‘a database of traditional culture and folklore’ (Rihtman-Auguštin 
1982: 7–8) be formed, first on the level of individual republics of the former 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, and then on the level of the Republic as a whole, 
with the tendency of expanding, to include the entire Balkan area. The Croa-
tian Ethnological Society and the Institute of Folklore Research (nowadays: 
the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research) began work on ‘a database of 
folklore and traditional culture in Croatia and Yugoslavia’ (Rihtman-Auguštin 
1984: 23), which resulted in a register containing more than 100 institutions 
in Croatia, dedicated to collecting and safeguarding materials related to tradi-
tional culture and folklore (s.n. 1986; cf. also Škrbić Alempijević & Oroz 2009: 
75). Plans for incorporating ‘the information system of materials regarding 
traditional culture and folklore into the international system implemented by 
UNESCO’, networking with institutions with similar databases, and continuing 
with the process of analysing folklore materials with the aim of incorporating 
them into the aforementioned system (Rihtman-Auguštin 1984: 23) were not 
realised. The project led to the publication of Institutions that Collect and Pre-
serve Materials on Traditional Culture and Folklore in the Federal Republic 
of Croatia (s.n. 1986), as well as archival materials which include completed 
forms from individual Yugoslav institutions and are kept in the Archives of the 
Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research in Zagreb (Turčin 1982–1986).

Efforts aimed at creating a database that might be linked to the documenta-
tion of (traditional) culture as one of many important activities within Croatian 
ethnology and folkloristics in general, and activities developed independently 
from UNESCO and its initiatives, may be subsumed under the term of so-called 
salvation ethnology, anthropology or ethnography. The term refers to specific 
initial stages of a given discipline or disciplines, marked (both in Croatia and 
elsewhere) by the idea of salvaging cultures that are visibly disappearing, and 
primarily under the influence of a wider combination of processes which are 
often described as modernization, urbanization, industrialization, etc. Within 
the Croatian context, the notion of salvation (though not expressed by such an 
explicit syntagm) can be traced back to the end of the nineteenth century and 
the first, subsequently more systematically developed, attempts to describe 
and document folk life and folk traditions.8 The points, methods, and means 
of approaching traditional culture, as well as the choice of elements that need 
to be salvaged – documented, described, but perhaps also truly preserved – 
changed over time and were differentiated, based on their theoretical starting 



138 	 					                   www.folklore.ee/folklore

Marijana Hameršak, Iva Pleše

points and areas of ethnological and folkloristic activities. However, regard-
less of these changes, as well as the changing role and status of the salvation 
project within Croatian ethnology and folkloristics, the idea of salvation has 
never completely died out and might thus be designated not only as one which 
marks the beginning of scholarly investigations of (traditional) culture, but also 
as one which, in a way, presents a permanent feature of our disciplines. With 
regard to all this, UNESCO’s salvation mission (as expected) also fell on fertile 
ground in Croatia. Even more so, since the Convention for the Safeguarding of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage which, in truth, is often interpreted or presented 
as a deviation from the type of salvation based on listing and documenting, lists 
those same activities among key measures for protection and safeguarding (cf. 
UNESCO 2003, Art. 2, § 3; Art. 12; Art. 16–17).

In present-day Croatia, the salvation attitude towards culture, especially 
traditional culture, is perhaps most prominent in various forms of public pres-
entations of folklore, from the UNESCO initiative to folklore festivals, the 
oldest systematically organised activities of this type. Presenting folklore on 
stage, similar to presenting folklore on one of the Lists, is regularly (though not 
always and not exclusively) defined as a form of safeguarding, protecting – in 
a word, salvaging. Furthermore, this type of salvation is often initiated, prom-
ised, undertaken, supervised and at times (if only for promotional purposes) 
adopted by political, state, international or party agendas and administrations.

There are other similarities between folklore festivals and the UNESCO pro-
gram. Seeing that they provide a vivid summary of the key points of UNESCO’s 
initiative (especially its implementation), we will discuss these similarities in 
more detail below.

UNESCO Lists and programs for intangible cultural heritage create a public 
image of folklore, heritage, tradition, and similar categories, even of subject 
matters and aims of ethnology and folkloristics, in the same way that folklore 
festivals have been doing for decades, and continue to do today.

The UNESCO initiative insists on a wide range of practices and living tradi-
tions, which serves to emphasize its departure from previous initiatives of this 
type, including folklore festivals, often aimed at building national culture via 
performance on stage or some other form of reviving elements that have been 
recognized as representatives of earlier, traditional culture. However, a more 
detailed comparison between UNESCO and folklore festivals reveals that dif-
ferences between them are those of degree rather than type. Although, as has 
already been noted, the concept of intangible cultural heritage, as defined in the 
Convention, is wider than the one promoted by folklore festivals (as it includes 
practices such as craftsmanship, which are only marginally included in folklore 
festivals in Croatia or even excluded altogether, as well as practices of so-called 
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high or urban culture), a significant number of Croatian cultural property 
inscribed on UNESCO Lists belongs to musical or dance forms (e.g. Bećarac 
singing and playing, Ojkanje singing, Nijemo kolo – silent circle dance), as well 
as customary practices (e.g. Ljelje, Zvončari), which have earlier, some even 
a long time ago, been established as representative within folklore festivals. It 
should be noted, for instance, that Ojkanje, perhaps the ‘most exotic’ Croatian 
element found on UNESCO Lists, attracted possibly the most attention of both 
experts and the general public, even before World War II (cf. Ceribašić 2003: 
153–156). From a historical perspective, the festivals defined a canon that has 
permeated collective images of folk culture and the legal definition of cultural 
property, and then went on to shape Croatia’s participation in the UNESCO 
program and Lists.

In sum, what is often nominated to the Lists is previously canonized folklore, 
while the aforementioned proclaimed distance and break are reduced to little 
more than ornamental and rudimentary additions to concepts previously estab-
lished by folklore festivals. In a turn of events, the UNESCO program itself was 
the theme of the 2010 International Folklore Festival held in Zagreb, Croatia; 
without too many difficulties and in agreement with its previous practices, this 
festival transformed elements from the Lists into elements performed on stage, 
thus reinforcing the impression that the only thing that the UNESCO project 
brings to the table is a new packaging for things that are familiar and have 
already been seen. All this leads us to conclude that it would be more appro-
priate to consider the link between folklore festivals and UNESCO in terms of 
continuity, that is, expansion, upgrading of existing concepts and practices, as 
well as re-orientation towards documentation practices, workshops etc., rather 
than radical departures and twists.

Even the insistence of the UNESCO Convention on living practices, and 
communities and individuals connected to them, is not very far removed from 
the focus on so-called authentic folklore which has (with occasional departures 
or attempts at departures) functioned as the central axis of folklore festivals in 
Croatia since the 1930s (cf., e.g., Ceribašić 2003; Sremac 2010). Namely, the con-
cept of so-called authentic folklore also assumes that communities present their 
own, though most frequently once living, collective practices on stage. Within 
the framework of this concept, village folklore groups perform repertoires that 
are seen as a characteristic expression of their tradition, which initially signified 
a radical departure from previous practices copied from urban environments, 
which is to say practices of village choirs performing authorial compositions 
based on folk songs. Introducing the concept of so-called authentic folklore also 
shows signs of opening up at least towards previously living practices, as well 
as of lending a certain degree of legitimacy to participants in these practices 
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(Ceribašić 2003: 187), which are, as has already been mentioned, the levels that 
UNESCO also insists on. However, after the initial momentum, a performance 
and genre canon of folklore festivals was established, which at times blocked 
even explicit attempts to present a wider range of practices rooted in contem-
porary and everyday life; at the same time lending legitimacy to performers as 
social subjects with disruptive potential has gradually been downgraded to the 
sphere of amateurism devoid of wider social pretensions. Along with the canon 
itself, its effect was transferred into the UNESCO initiative, which is thus, just 
like the folklore festivals before it, primarily realized as a representational and 
staged project, at times even with economic potential, usually miles away from 
living practices or life in communities that UNESCO itself swears by.

In addition to sharing the repertoires and values of folklore festivals, the 
UNESCO project is similar to them on the level of mechanisms, as well as 
the goals it is based on. In addition to being among the prominent aims of the 
Convention (cf. UNESCO 2003, Preamble; Art. 1), safeguarding heritage and 
encouraging intercultural dialogue are long-standing goals of the International 
Folklore Festival in Zagreb, as well as numerous similar manifestations (cf. 
Ceribašić 2008: 9–12). In relation to mechanisms, it is important to point out that 
national lists of intangible cultural heritage, at least in the Croatian context, 
function as a kind of antechamber, the first round of selection for nominations 
to one of the UNESCO Lists, in the same way that the program for the main 
folklore festival has for decades been selected from the programs of smaller-
scale festivals (regional, local, preparatory, and others). As has already been 
noted for folklore festivals (cf. Zebec 2008: 274), Lists also, even in cases when 
they are not defined as competitive, or even when they, as is the case with the 
UNESCO Lists, explicitly distance themselves from this status, have strong 
innate competitive mechanisms. Furthermore, Lists, like folklore festivals, are 
formed on the basis of external, expert selection, which adds to their competi-
tive dimension.

The final level of similarities between UNESCO initiatives and folklore 
festivals, which we would like to point out here, refers to participation of eth-
nologists and folklorists in their realisation. Since the 1930s, Croatian folklor-
ists and ethnologists have taken part in advisory, appraisal or organisational 
bodies of folklore festivals and, depending on the specific social circumstances, 
have had a variable, but, taking a long-term view, crucial role both in selecting 
individual performances and shaping the concept and orientations of festivals 
in general. They were given a similar role in the process of implementing the 
UNESCO project in Croatia. But while direct preparation of communities for 
participation was rare at the inception of folklore festivals (Ceribašić 2003: 
81), Croatian nominations to UNESCO Lists were characterised by precisely 
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this type of expert involvement. Thus the process within the Croatian context 
was developed top to bottom: namely, experts were in charge of preparing the 
necessary application materials, even though the UNESCO Convention is often 
hailed as the one to make the crucial step towards including the community. 
Setting aside the question of what community is, what its boundaries are, and 
who speaks for it, let us stick to the obvious, which is to say the fact that this 
proclaimed novum of the UNESCO initiative within the Croatian context has 
manifested itself only within its declarative and decorative dimensions. This is 
further suggested by the tendency to (at least in the Croatian context) inscribe 
so-called genres (see, e.g., Zebec 2013), phenomena, and practices on the Lists, 
which are primarily defined in relation to accepted expert concepts and ambi-
tions of the state administration, and not just concrete practices that individual 
communities perceive as their own and as specific. Nowadays one might hear 
that communities themselves tend to demonstrate more and more initiative to 
nominate elements which they perceive as part of their tradition to one of the 
UNESCO Lists. However, the question is to what extent the way in which the 
elaboration might be formulated, i.e., the context in which these elements will 
be placed as a result of the concept of genres and other administrative-expert 
frameworks of the nomination, fits the communities’ initiative.

The problems of a top-down approach which, among other things, leads to the 
substitution of local names with generic ones, while practices are grouped into 
genres which, to an extent, robs the community of its right to its own perspective, 
are illustrated by the example of Ganga singing and Ojkanje singing. Namely, 
the Register of Cultural Property of the Republic of Croatia9 includes a property 
called Ganga singing, associated with the ‘area of Imotski and Vrgoračka Kra-
jina’, which is not under ‘UNESCO protection’.10 At the same time, as suggested 
by materials available on the official UNESCO website,11 as well as by public 
reactions,12 this form of musical expression is part of the cultural property called 
Ojkanje singing, which has been inscribed on the UNESCO List of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Protection. To be sure, the materials for 
nomination to the UNESCO List do not explicitly use the term Ganga singing, 
but the description of the musical expression and the sites mentioned suggest 
that it is also (at least in some of its many variants) included in the nomination. 
Leaving numerous questions aside, including the issue of who has the right to 
represent the Croatian Ganga13 which has been at the centre of public debates 
in Croatia for some time, as well as the question of why the elaboration of the 
nomination of Ojkanje singing makes no explicit mention of Ganga singing, let 
us mention only a few, perhaps exhausting but certainly symptomatic, ‘technical 
problems’ of these lists and registers. For instance, the name of the element, 
“Musical Expression Ojkanje from the Area of the Dalmatian Hinterland”, found 
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in the Croatian Register, leads one to erroneously conclude that this cultural 
property is linked to ‘the Dalmatian hinterland’ alone, when it is in fact – ac-
cording to that same register and the brief description it includes – also linked 
to several other Croatian regions. Moreover, the Dalmatian hinterland itself 
has been included in the register as a separate region (Dalmatian hinterland), 
with two geographical sites entered separately, as if they did not belong to that 
same area (although they do). On the other hand, materials available on the 
official UNESCO website mention the same two sites as part of the Dalmatian 
hinterland. What is more, the description of that element on the UNESCO 
website now also includes some areas which are not found in the description of 
that cultural asset in the Croatian Register. In addition to all this, Ganga sing-
ing has been entered into the Register separately and put in a category called 
“Knowledge and Skills”, while Ojkanje singing is found under the heading of 
“Customs, Rituals and Festivals”. In short, in addition to revealing a relaxed 
situational manner, bureaucratic understatements and contradictions, this mess 
also (and more importantly) points to the drifting created by the notion that 
culture can be segmented into intangible cultural property that can be treated 
just like any other property.

SCHOLARLY PRODUCTION OF HERITAGE VS. SCHOLARLY 
PRODUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE

As has already been mentioned, ethnologists and folklorists in Croatia have, 
from the very beginning, taken part in various activities related to the accept-
ance and implementation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage by acting, for instance, as members of national and interna-
tional bodies, developing methods for implementing the Convention, studying 
intangible cultural practices – potential candidates for inscription onto one of 
the UNESCO Lists, writing or reviewing nominations for inscriptions on the 
Lists, etc. Convention-related practice, by which we primarily mean efforts to 
inscribe elements of intangible cultural heritage onto UNESCO Lists, has for 
years been quite prominent in Croatia. Since 2009, a total of fourteen cultural 
elements have been inscribed on two UNESCO Lists: as many as seven in 
2009, three in 2010, two in 2011, and one in both 2012 and 2013. In contrast, 
the number of texts produced in that same period (2009–2013), which provide 
a critical perspective and view the processes of implementing the Convention 
from a scholarly perspective, is not very big. With the exception of contributions 
which make passing, short, descriptive references to the Convention, or assume 
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the perspective of application,14 we are dealing with a handful of ethnological 
and folkloristic texts.

One of these texts, written by Naila Ceribašić, was initially published in 
2009 under the title “A New Wave of Promoting National Heritage: UNESCO’s 
‘Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage’ and its Im-
plementation”. Published in Bosnia and Herzegovina in a collection of essays 
primarily intended for musicologists, this is the first scholarly paper by a Croa-
tian researcher entirely dedicated to the UNESCO initiative. The second text – 
“Culture or Heritage? The Problem of Intangibility” by Lidija Nikočević – was 
published in the journal of the Croatian Ethnological Society in 2012. In 2010, 
the Croatian journal Studia ethnologica Croatica published another scholarly 
article about the Convention: written by Amy Mountcastle, the paper deals 
with the implementation of the UNESCO program in a different geographical 
and cultural context. In 2013, a text by Tvrtko Zebec provided an outline of 
the processes and conflicts of the implementation of the Convention in Croatia 
from the perspective of participation. Finally, in the same year, all the articles 
listed above were included in a separate collection entitled Proizvodnja baštine 
(The Production of Heritage) and edited by Marijana Hameršak, Iva Pleše, and 
Ana-Marija Vukušić.

As opposed to the rather modest and mostly sceptical domestic scholarly 
production on the subject of the UNESCO initiative, the public (media) discourse 
is marked by celebratory overtones and the practices of counting results. From 
the numerous media reports which have appeared in previous years and which 
deal with the subject of inscriptions onto the UNESCO List of Intangible Cul-
tural Heritage, one interview published online might be taken as a synecdoche: 
while discussing Croatian elements of intangible culture, the Deputy of the 
Croatian Minister of Culture used the following phrase for emphasis: ‘Number 
four in the world, number one in Europe’, referring to the fact that (at that mo-
ment, of course), compared to other European countries, Croatia had the largest 
number of intangible cultural elements on UNESCO Lists, and ranked fourth 
in the world (just after China, Japan, and Korea), based on the same criteria.15

If we were to adopt this dominant (and tiresome) public discourse with 
regard to the UNESCO initiative and decided to ‘count’ the results, we might, 
taking as indicators the number of Croatian entries on the UNESCO Lists on 
the one hand and the number of scientific publications providing criticism or 
reflection on the Convention and its implementation on the other, get a ratio 
in which the second number would be several times smaller than the first one. 
To be sure, this ‘sportsmanlike’ manner of ‘calculating’ results is not an appro-
priate way to view scientific production. In addition, what is under discussion 
here are ‘elements’ – entries on the Lists on the one hand, and scientific papers 
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on the other – which should be carefully entered into the same equation, not 
least because the number of properties inscribed on the Lists can be precisely 
determined, which is not the case with the number of texts that will be ac-
cepted as scholarly and critical contributions. Also, scientific musings on any 
topic cannot even remotely keep up with the variety of practices taking place 
‘in the field’, even the field of UNESCO and implementation. However, the fact 
that UNESCO has primarily been viewed as a platform for what is tentatively 
called applied science, and only sporadically as a current social phenomenon, 
which is to say a subject of scientific interest, provokes our interest. Studying 
the social dimensions of the UNESCO Convention would also certainly include 
questions about communities’ reactions and expectations, as well as the concrete 
effects and possible predictions related to some of the nominations, etc. These 
are questions which undoubtedly require attention, but to which at this mo-
ment and within the Croatian context we are unable to provide answers based 
on specific ethnographic research, as this type of research, at the moment of 
writing this article, has yet to be conducted.

Meanwhile, an increasing number of researchers in ethnology, folkloris-
tics, and related disciplines are taking part in activities related to the imple-
mentation and promotion of the UNESCO Convention. We can only speculate 
about the reasons behind the disproportion that exists between the level of 
participation in these activities and that of scientific reflection on the whole 
process. Commitment to activities focused on inscription onto the UNESCO 
Lists is hardly surprising, considering the long tradition of applied ethnology 
and folkloristics in Croatia, which has already been discussed. Perhaps what 
we are dealing with here is simply the need to do something for the communi-
ties that ethnologists and folklorists study as part of their research, and, on 
the other hand, to contribute to the recognizable quality of intangible culture, 
and consequently the subject matters of ethnology and folkloristics, in a wider 
social context – in short, to achieve application of knowledge produced in the 
scientific process in society, for the benefit of the people the researchers study, 
and with the presupposed belief in the positive outcomes of the Convention’s 
implementation, despite indications of the contrary. Commitment to this type of 
involvement – ultimately in the sense of time one has at one’s disposal, as well 
as the different approaches required by (once again, with some qualifications) 
implementation on the one hand and reflection on the other – may influence 
the production of scientific writing as well. Furthermore, the social climate in 
the past years has provided additional stimulus for this type of involvement, 
since research is nowadays first and foremost expected to be oriented towards 
producing useful and applicable knowledge, usefulness being very narrowly 
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defined in this context, often simply as a state of being connected with the 
economy, which, in the concrete case of the Convention for the Safeguarding 
of Cultural Heritage, probably signifies a link with lucrative culture tourism. 
From the perspective of state administration, applicability can probably also be 
achieved in the realm of promotional activities designed to supposedly increase 
the reputation of a national state within its own borders and the world.

This last remark brings us back to the story of the ceremony marking Croa-
tia’s entry into the European Union, a celebration which clearly demonstrates 
the tendency to transform culture into a slick product, which at the same time 
makes it easier for everyone involved – state administration and experts and 
those to whom a given cultural practice ‘belongs’ – to ignore the Potemkin’s 
villages of UNESCO’s (or some other) initiatives, as well as to close their eyes 
to the side effects of the processes discussed here, side effects which, perhaps 
less visibly, concern society as a whole, and more directly local communities, 
as well as our specific disciplines and professions. Speaking of our disciplines, 
and within the context of the aforementioned demands which the media and 
especially administrations place before researchers and research in our disci-
plines, the disproportion between routine application and critical reflection in 
the case of UNESCO brings to mind reflections and anxieties about the future 
in which ad hoc routine work becomes the key point for evaluating the work of 
ethnologists and folklorists, while the key dimension of our work as researchers, 
the one we associate with the value of research, re-examination and criticism, 
is made redundant amidst a whirlwind of demands and adjustments, becoming 
an unnecessary ballast which should be abandoned. It is our belief that these 
values will not disappear, but the question remains within the contexts of which 
institutions will they be developed and nourished. Speaking of culture, its crea-
tive and critical potentials will certainly not disappear, but unfortunately, they 
are likely to be primarily developed outside, rather than within UNESCO’s and 
other corresponding models for the production of heritage.

Translated by Nada Kujundžić
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notes

1	 A somewhat different variant of this text was originally published in Croatian, as 
an introduction to Proizvodnja baštine: kritičke studije o nematerijalnoj kulturi (The 
Production of Heritage: Critical Studies on Intangible Culture) (edited by Marijana 
Hameršak, Iva Pleše, and Ana-Marija Vukušić), a collection of essays published in 
2013 by the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research in Zagreb.

2	 Here and in the following sentence we quote materials presented at the press conference 
held on the eve of the celebration of Croatia’s entry into the European Union; available 
at http://www.scribd.com/doc/149148240/HR-EU-prezentacija-za-pressicu-130621, last 
accessed on 6 November 2018.

3	 Cf. UNESCO web page at http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/, last accessed on 
6 November 2018.

4	 The questions quoted or paraphrased here are taken from the various and widely 
distributed Croatian media.

5	 See https://ich.unesco.org/en/lists, last accessed on 13 November 2018.

6	 Due to the aforementioned discrepancy between the internal laws of Croatia and those 
of the Convention, some future activist initiative for Croatia to nominate, let us say, 
the 40-hour work week, public health or free education to one of the UNESCO Lists, 
would additionally be doomed to ‘fail’ and be exposed to public scepticism, perhaps 
even academic cynicism. Naturally, we are not harbouring under the illusion that 
UNESCO would welcome this type of initiative; we are merely trying to point out that, 
formally speaking, it would be somewhat harder to disqualify it than it would within 
the Croatian context, seeing that the 40-hour work week, public health services and free 
education might be described as ‘practices, representations ... that communities, groups 
and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage’ (UNESCO 
2003, Art. 2, § 1), which is how UNESCO defines intangible cultural heritage.

7	 As far as we know, the first published lecture explaining that the status of monu-
ment of culture (and its accompanying principles of preservation) should be granted 
to ‘intangible transmitted heritage’ also dates from this period. Published in 1969, 
the text in question is the work of ethnologist and conservationist Beata Gotthardi-
Pavlovsky.

8	 Cf., e.g., a detailed questionnaire about folk life (Osnova za sabiranje i proučavanje 
građe o narodnom životu ‘The Basis for Collecting and Studying Material on Folk Life’) 
composed by the founder of Croatian ethnology Antun Radić; the Call for Collecting 
Croatian Folk Songs (Poziv za sabiranje hrvatskih narodnih pjesama) issued by the 
key national institution Matica Hrvatska. Reprints of both texts were published in 
the 2010 issue of the journal Zbornik za narodni život i običaje (Journal for Folk Life 
and Customs, volume 55).

9	 Cf. the search engine for cultural property of the Republic of Croatia, http://www.
min-kulture.hr/default.aspx?id=6212, last accessed on 6 November 2018.

http://www.scribd.com/doc/149148240/HR-EU-prezentacija-za-pressicu-130621
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10	See http://www.min-kulture.hr/default.aspx?id=6212, last accessed on 6 November 
2018.

11	See http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/doc/download.php?versionID=05434, last 
accessed on 6 November 2018.

12	See, e.g., Jendrić (2010), Lucić (2012) and Tomić (2010).

13	See, e.g., Dragan & Ćosić (2012), and Lucić (2012).

14	To illustrate this point, we refer the reader to a few of these texts, for instance, 
Ceribašić (2009), Jelinčić (2008), Jelinčić & Žuvela Bušnja (2008), Kalapoš Gašparac 
(2009), Nikočević (2008), Rudan (2012), Vitez (2007), Zebec (2009, 2012).

15	Considering the dominant media (and not only media) discourse, it seems important 
to point out here that the number of properties inscribed on the UNESCO Lists is by 
no means a measure of the value of culture of a given country. More than anything 
else, it reveals how well-prepared the state administration and diplomacy are, and to 
what degree the international community is open towards that country’s aspirations. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that these are not definitive, immutable lists (although 
some countries have held ‘first places’ on them for quite some time), but lists that are 
expanded each year with the addition of new elements. However, it would seem that 
the UNESCO project also faces limitations typical for similar initiatives and that 
nowadays it is much more difficult to achieve inscription on one of the Lists than it 
was at the very beginning. There are numerous possible reasons for this: from a lack 
of administrative capacities to the belief that the initiative has already been publicly 
‘recognised’.
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