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English Version 
 

Jewish Cultural Heritage in the Context of Critical Heritage Studies 
 
In the context of SPP 2357, Jewish Cultural Heritage is understood as a way of socially and 
culturally coming to terms with the past in the present. The SPP is dedicated to the critical and 
interdisciplinary study of the many layers of European Jewish cultural heritage, that is, the 
tangible, intangible, emotional, and intellectual layers. 
 
In general, Critical Heritage Studies is a field of research that cannot be easily defined in 
concise terms. Rather, the boundaries of the field remain blurred to some degree, thus 
promoting the necessary multidisciplinary and pluralistic perspectives on the research object, 
that is on "heritage" (Witcomb and Buckley 2013). Nevertheless, a few aspects can be 
mentioned that characterize the core of Critical Heritage Studies: 
 

a) Critical Heritage Studies are concerned with the present, not the past: The present is 
where people take responsibility for preserving their cultural heritage, thus the 
present is the site from which we interpret the meaning of heritage and ascribe 
identity-forming characteristics to it. Jewish heritage is both a cultural asset as well as 
a social, cultural, and religious practice that is constructed, constantly selected, 
recreated, and renegotiated in the present (Emerick 2014; Harrison 2013; Smith 2006). 
Through the strategic appropriation and use of Jewish cultural heritage, the past of 
Europe's Jewries is made and kept active and alive in the present (Silverman, 
Waterton, and Watson 2017). 

b) (Jewish) cultural heritage is a political instrument: As such, Jewish heritage is re-
evaluated, critically interpreted, and given new meanings and functions by each 
generation. Critical Heritage Studies thus explore the contemporary relationships 
between people, heritage, and power expressed in the so-called "Authorized Heritage 
Discourse" (Smith, Shackel, and Campbell 2012). The latter is the level at which the 
social, political as well as scholarly meanings of heritage are negotiated and power 
relations are reflected (Smith 2006; Logan and Wijesuriya 2015). Thus, (Jewish) cultural 
heritage is also, in principle, a dissonant heritage, as it is not uncommon for this to 
involve the negotiation of conflicts of various kinds, or for cultural heritage to be 
constructed in "narratives of conflict" (Smith 2006; Daly and Chan; Tunbridge and 
Ashworth 1996). 

c) (Jewish) heritage is first and foremost a process (not just a thing) and in this respect 
inherently immaterial: If one engages critically with heritage, one is in effect engaging 
in a continuous, experimental dialogue with the past, in which 'processes' rather than 
'products' are at stake, and in which 'heritage' is to be understood as a verb rather 
than a noun (Emerick 2014). Consequently, Critical Heritage Studies are a counter to 
an "epistemological bias towards scientistic materialism" (Winter 2013). If heritage is 
understood as a "mentality," a way of knowing and seeing, and as something that is 
always negotiated through sociocultural processes, then all heritage has, in a sense, an 
immaterial dimension (Harrison 2010; Smith 2006). 
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Common cluster task: 
 
As part of the small forum meeting on January 19, 2023, the individual members should first 
organize themselves, i.e.: 
 
1) Designation of a cluster spokesperson. 
2) Exchange of contacts; creation of a cluster-internal way of communication. 
3) Exchange about the core content of the respective cluster. 
 
 
In view of the big forum meeting from June 5 to 8, 2023, each cluster develops a position 
paper on the following contents: 
 
Across projects, each cluster should first engage in a conversation with each other about what 
is understodd as Jewish cultural heritage by whom, and whether a common working definition 
on Jewish heritage is conceivable. In a further step, the members of the cluster will discuss to 
what extent the above-mentioned three aspects of Critical Heritage Studies a) have already 
been laid out and taken into account in the individual projects, or not, and b) to what extent 
these can provide a "common ground" for a meta-discourse on Jewish cultural heritage. 
Further questions that can guide the joint cluster discussion are: 
 

• Who controls the Jewish heritage of Germany/Europe?  

• What role does Jewish cultural heritage play in the constructed narratives of a new 
post-Shoah Europe?  

• How is Jewish heritage used as a cultural practice to shape discourses about the 
construction of Jewish life on the one hand, and German nation-branding after 1945 
on the other?  

 
The process of creating cultural heritage entails various forms of conflict over the definition, 
ownership, and use of cultural attributes. Originally a concept shaped by the nation-state, 
heritage has become the subject of intellectual appropriation by academics, activists, and 
associations. Institutional and non-institutional social actors in Europe and worldwide are 
increasingly debating the legitimacy and necessity of protecting various expressions of cultural 
heritage. To what extent forms of Jewish cultural heritage are included in these processes and 
discourses, or not, will be discussed in a further step across projects and clusters. To what 
extent do such debates go hand in hand with concepts such as "collective" and "social" 
memory, what role do museums play as mediators in the process of understanding and 
representing cultural identity? To what extent has Jewish cultural heritage acquired new and 
sometimes unintended meanings amidst social change, religious identity, and political 
upheaval? Each cluster is invited to present its own case studies and examples in this regard, 
thus approaching the subject of "Jewish cultural heritage" as a growing interdisciplinary field. 
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