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What is UNESCO's list of intangible cultural
heritage? And what's on it?
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O Listen to the article 7 min listen

¢ UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage List now features 678 elements corresponding to 140 countries.
¢ It covers local practices, representations, expressions and skills.

e The baguette, rumba and human towers all feature.

As the world becomes increasingly globalized, the need to conserve the social histories of its diverse communities
is more urgent than ever.

UNESCO has announced the latest additions to its Intangible Cultural Heritage list, which this year includes
narrative pottery and bell-shaped garments. The United Nation’s Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage was adopted in 2003 and came into effect in 2006.

The list, which highlights the customs most at risk, is designed to protect traditions passed from one generation to
another, in danger of disappearing from the collective memory.

"Intangible cultural heritage" refers to the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge and skills —as well
as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated —that communities, groups and, in some
cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage.

To be included on the list, UNESCO says intangible cultural heritage should be:

¢ Inclusive
* Representative

¢ Community based

There are currently 678 elements corresponding to 140 countries listed.


https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/convention-safeguarding-intangible-cultural-heritage
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/convention-safeguarding-intangible-cultural-heritage
https://ich.unesco.org/en/news/discover-the-newly-inscribed-elements-on-the-2003-convention-lists-13448
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/stephen-hall-746057c17e
https://www.weforum.org/join-us
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UNESCO has added new elements to its intangible heritage list, which now includes 59 in urgent need of safeguarding. Image: UNESCO.

What’s on the list?

Last year, UNESCO voted to include the "artisanal know-how and culture of baguette bread".

Reflecting on the addition of France’s staple bread to the list, UNESCO chief Audrey Azoulay said this "celebrates
the French way of life: the baguette is a daily ritual, a structuring element of the meal, synonymous with sharing
and conviviality”.

She added: "It is important that these skills and social habits continue to exist in the future."

In 2021, UNESCO declared that Haiti’s traditional pumpkin soup known as "soup joumou" is also of intangible
cultural value to humanity.

"Soup joumou reminds us of the sacrifices our ancestors made to fight slavery and racism on earth,” wrote the
country’s former foreign minister Claude Joseph on Twitter. "l welcome this news with a lot of pride and emotion."


https://ich.unesco.org/dive/threat/?language=en
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/french-baguette-makes-it-onto-world-cultural-heritage-list-2022-11-30/
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/haitians-celebrate-unesco-declares-joumou-pumpkin-soup-cultural-heritage-2021-12-16/
https://www.weforum.org/join-us
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"The rumba is used for celebration and mourning, in private, public and religious spaces," UNESCO said in its
citation for the music's addition to its list of assets of intangible cultural value to humanity.

Human towers

Human towers, or 'castells', were added to UNESCO's list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2010 as an
"integral part of (Catalan) cultural identity”. This 18th century tradition has now become a biannual event, where
people compete to form the most complex structure in Tarragona’s bullring.

Intangible cultural heritage under threat

In December 2022, 39 elements were added to the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity. Four elements were highlighted as in urgent need of safeguarding, these are:

Viet Nam: Art of pottery-making of Cham people

Cham pottery products are made by women and viewed as an expression of individual creativity based on the
knowledge transmitted within the community.

Chile: Quinchamali and Santa Cruz de Cuca pottery

A source of social and economic autonomy, the Quinchamali and Santa Cruz de Cuca pottery method highlights

women’s non-subordinate role in gender relations.

Albania: Xhubleta, skills, craftsmanship and forms of usage

The Xhubleta is a handcrafted garment worn by highland women and girls in Northern Albania, that is
characterised by its undulating bell form.

Turkiye: Traditional Ahlat stonework

Traditional Ahlat stonework involves the extraction of volcanic Ahlat stones. The stones are then shaped into
artefacts and structures, UNESCO says.

The importance of indigenous knowledge to future nature conservation practices was highlighted at Davos 23 in
January. In the session, ‘Don’t Let Greenwashing Fears Stall Credible Action’, experts impressed the need to ensure
indigenous rights over territories to protect ecosystems and ways of life.

This backs up the guidance from the World Economic Forum’s new report Embedding Indigenous Knowledge in the

Conservation and Restoration of Landscapes.


https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/unesco-honours-congolese-rumba-cultural-treasure-2021-12-14/
https://www.reuters.com/article/spain-culture-human-towers-idCAKBN2QX0CO
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/art-of-pottery-making-of-chm-people-01574
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/quinchamal-and-santa-cruz-de-cuca-pottery-01847
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/quinchamal-and-santa-cruz-de-cuca-pottery-01847
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/xhubleta-skills-craftsmanship-and-forms-of-usage-01880
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/xhubleta-skills-craftsmanship-and-forms-of-usage-01880
https://ich.unesco.org/en/USL/traditional-ahlat-stonework-00655
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/01/indigenous-knowledge-is-critical-to-credible-action-on-climate/
https://www.weforum.org/events/world-economic-forum-annual-meeting-2023/sessions/dont-let-greenwashing-fears-stall-credible-action
https://www.weforum.org/reports/embedding-indigenous-knowledge-in-the-conservation-and-restoration-of-landscapes/
https://www.weforum.org/join-us
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What is a Cultural Leader?

(Show more v)

Have you read?

» This is why it’s crucial to track and preserve Ukraine’s cultural heritage
» Indigenous peoples teach the world First Nations wisdom through technology

+ How can we safeguard our cultural heritage?

Don't miss any update on this topic

Create a free account and access your personalized content collection with our latest publications and analyses.
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