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Jordan ratified the UNESCO Convention on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) of the Humanity in 2006. The convention defines ICH as “the practices, representations and expressions, knowledge and skills that provide communities, groups and individuals with a sense of identity and continuity with their history and their culture”, as well as the cultural spaces, rites and objects associated with them.

The world community has for a number of years cooperated in safeguarding cultural heritage, but it is only recently that an international agreement has been the incentive for Jordan to start cooperating to protect and promote ICH. There was inadequate awareness on the importance of safeguarding of ICH at some central and local levels, as well as among the stakeholders themselves. A survey of the various Jordanian cultural sectors reveals that Jordan took scattered steps towards raising awareness about the importance of the ICH.

Due to the limited ability to identify various elements of cultural heritage, financial restriction and lack of human resources, weak attempts to safeguard Jordanian ICH elements were carried out separately and lacking interdisciplinary coordination. Particularly, there was very little involvement of the Jordanian community, which led to limited effects and sustainability of some of these projects.

The mission of safeguarding ICH in Jordan started to gradually interest the government and some other sectors of the Jordanian society especially after ratifying the 2003 UNESCO convention. Her Royal Highness Princess Basma Bint Talal brought this important issue to light and gave it high priority by advocating efforts to preserve Jordanian ICH. In November 2005, Princess Basma chaired an 18-member jury which analysed and evaluated 70 candidates and their respective dossiers, and chose 43 masterpieces as outstanding examples of richness and diversity of the cultural and intangible heritage of humanity. This evaluation resulted in accepting “The cultural space of the Bedu of Petra and Wadi Rum” as one of the masterpieces of the “oral history of the humanity”.

Systematic awareness programmes are needed to realise the purpose of preserving Jordanian ICH, as well as to make Jordanians aware of the importance of ICH.

Ministries of education, culture, tourism and antiquities, and higher education should shoulder this responsibility, as they deal with large sectors of the Jordanian population at different levels.

I believe that any awareness process should involve the media and developing a communications plan that includes ICH in all aspects of government heritage policy and planning; it should address the public, particularly the young people, stressing the importance of such heritage at local, regional and national levels.

Formal and non-formal education can also play an important role in raising awareness on ICH among the Jordanian community, i.e., by integrating ICH concepts in school curricula. Collaborative processes can engage all parties working in the field of ICH to conceptualise, produce and implement educational projects to safeguard intangible cultural heritage.

Today’s communication technologies can easily facilitate and enrich the dissemination of ICH and awareness about its importance; they can safeguard and restore ICH, especially elements in danger of erosion and disappearance. They can also promote educational and scholarly opportunities, as well as enhanced cultural exchange.

A further aspect regarding ICH is its role in promoting sustainable development and generating income, especially when involving the community, including the heritage bearers themselves, e.g., craftsmen. Conditions should be created so that tradition bearers can get access to and benefit from their cultures and continue promoting and creating new cultural values.

Many handicrafts in Jordan, e.g., traditional and bedouin embroidery, are in danger of disappearing because their use of time and labour makes them unprofitable when compared to faster and cheaper automatic production.

The problem with conserving handicrafts arises from the difficulty in obtaining necessary supporting tools or instruments of good quality, which are themselves handcrafted.

Jordan should take the necessary steps to guarantee a good and reliable start in the direction of documenting and inventorying its precious cultural heritage, both the tangible and intangible. The threats facing our heritage, including the negative aspects of globalisation, should not hinder efforts in this direction, important for sustainable development and cultural dialogue.
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