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Towards Heritage Politics: An Inquiry into Four Conservation

Documents from the Perspective of Depoliticization*

Abstract

Although heritage conservation and its practitioners cannot
escape politics, the dominant body of conservation knowl-
edge has been widely depoliticized over time. This article
argues that mainstream conservation discourse has system-
atically minimized, obscured, or reframed its political di-
mensions, presenting itself instead as neutral, technical, and
consensus-driven. Drawing on theoretical perspectives from
political studies and heritage politics, the paper first establish-
es the necessity of politicizing conservation by demonstrating
that heritage is inherently embedded in power relations, value
conflicts, identity formation, territorial claims, and govern-
ance structures. Conservation decisions are therefore never
purely technical interventions but also political acts that shape
social meaning and distributional outcomes. The article then
examines what depoliticization in conservation entails, why it
occurs, and how it becomes normalized within doctrinal texts
and professional frameworks. The study adopts a qualitative
research methodology grounded in logical argumentation
and theory-informed inquiry. It conceptualizes depolitici-
zation as a set of identifiable discursive and methodological
tactics through which contested and value-laden issues are
transformed into technical, managerial, or apparently univer-
sally agreeable matters. These tactics are defined as theoretical
codes and operationalized in a directed content analysis of
four major international conservation documents: the Venice
Charter, the Conservator-Restorer Document, the Washing-
ton Charter, and the Recommendation on the Historic Urban
Landscape. These documents were selected because of their
foundational role in shaping global conservation doctrine,
professional ethics, and operational standards across institu-
tions and national contexts. The analysis was conducted using
MAXQDA software to enable systematic coding, compari-
son, and interpretation of recurring patterns in terminology,
framing devices, argumentative structures, and normative
assumptions associated with depoliticizing strategies. The
findings reveal three principal depoliticization tactics operat-
ing across the examined documents. The first is the reliance
on technical-instrumental rationality, through which conser-
vation problems are primarily framed as technical challenges
solvable by expert knowledge, standardized procedures, and
scientific methods, thereby marginalizing political debate,
ethical disagreement, and competing social priorities. The
second tactic is neutrality framing, where conservation prin-
ciples and interventions are presented as objective, universal,
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and value-free, concealing the normative and political as-
sumptions underlying processes of selection, categorization,
prioritization, and interpretation. The third tactic is the em-
phasis on consensusability, which promotes harmony, shared
values, and broad agreement while downplaying conflict, con-
testation, dissenting voices, and asymmetries of power among
stakeholders and affected communities. Because conservation
knowledge and practice are deeply shaped by international
charters and doctrinal texts produced by global organizations,
these depoliticizing tactics -whether applied consciously or
unconsciously- have had far-reaching consequences for the
field. They have contributed to weakening political awareness
in heritage discourse, narrowing the analytical vocabulary
available to practitioners, and limiting recognition of heritage
as a site of negotiation, struggle, and democratic engagement.
As a result, key political questions concerning representation,
exclusion, authority, rights, and resource allocation in heritage
conservation processes are often rendered invisible, deferred,
or treated as secondary concerns rather than central analyt-
ical categories. The article concludes by calling for a critical
reconsideration of prevailing conservation approaches and
for restoring the legitimate place of political analysis within
heritage theory and practice. It argues that identifying and un-
packing depoliticization mechanisms is a necessary first step
toward a more reflexive, transparent, and politically informed
conservation paradigm capable of engaging openly with con-
flict, plurality, and power relations instead of masking them
behind claims of technical neutrality and universal consensus.
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