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Play On ~ “Language” & Heritage

Heritage

The word heritage comes from a long linguistic history tied to the idea of inheritance and 
what is passed from one generation to the next.

Etymology

• Modern English: heritage

• Middle English: heritage (appearing in English by the 13th century)

• Old French: heritage, meaning "inheritance" or "property received from an heir"

• Latin: hereditare ("to inherit") and hereditas ("inheritance"), derived from heres ("heir")

The Latin root heres referred to a person who inherited property, rights, or obligations after 
someone's death.

Historical Meaning

Originally, heritage referred primarily to:

• Property inherited from one's ancestors

• Land, estates, or possessions passed down through a family

• Legal inheritance rights

For example, in medieval England, a person's "heritage" often meant the family estate or 
ancestral lands.

Expansion of Meaning

Over time, the meaning broadened beyond material possessions to include:

• Family traditions

• Cultural practices

• Language

• Religious customs



• Historical identity

• Collective memory

By the 18th and 19th centuries, people increasingly used heritage to describe the cultural 
inheritance of a people, nation, or community.

Modern Usage

Today, heritage can refer to:

1. Family Heritage

• Ancestry, genealogy, and family traditions.

2. Cultural Heritage

• Customs, languages, arts, and traditions passed through generations.

3. National Heritage

• Historic sites, monuments, and shared historical experiences.

4. Natural Heritage

• Landscapes, ecosystems, and environmental features considered worth 
preserving.

Related Words

Several English words share the same Latin root:

• Heir – one who inherits

• Hereditary – passed through inheritance

• Inheritance – property or traits received from predecessors

• Heredity – transmission of biological characteristics

Core Idea

Throughout its history, the central meaning of heritage has remained remarkably consistent:

Something valuable that is received from those who came before and passed on to 
future generations.

What changed over time was that the "something" expanded from inherited property to 
include culture, traditions, history, language, and identity.
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