
The preservation of living practices as heritage is both a large part of our current public-policy 
zeitgeist as well as often part of our driving philosophy and job opportunities as applied 
ethnomusicologists. But if we are truly concerned with human well-being, are heritage and safeguarding 
the right guiding principles? Case studies by Dorothy Noyes (2006) and Bell Yung (2009) criticize 
UNESCO-sanctioned safeguarding projects, and other case studies by Nathan Hesselink (2004) and Philip 
Scher (2002) discuss similar projects at the national level and ways they interfere with existing practices, 
while both replicating existing inequalities and creating new ones. I state that the problems these 
writers and others observe in the proceedings of safeguarding projects are not solely the result of 
inefficiency, restrictive governments, the demands of tourist markets, or the lack of well-trained, savvy 
ethnomusicologists on staff. In this paper, I make the assertion that heritage safeguarding itself is 
inherently flawed as an end goal. In its place I propose Amartya Sen’s Capabilities Approach and a focus 
on people rather than practices as a starting place, operational framework, and desired end for our 
applied work. Finally, I will draw examples from my own fieldwork at a UNESCO safeguarding site in 
Marrakech, Morocco to support these statements. 
 
The problem with heritage 
 
In the pro-safeguarding thread of the heritage discourse heritage is treated as a 'good,' something that 
either directly contributes to well-being or is a sort of proxy, or stand-in, for well-being itself. If you lose 
it, it hurts you, if you find it again, it helps you. The foundational assertion in this sort of statement, 
which I will problematize, seems to go something like this:                Heritage safeguarding preserves 
  

 an extant thing 
 that is intrinsically good for you (if it is yours) 
 that you will have ready access to participate in. 

  
Heritage is an extant thing  
  
The idea that a practice can be lost (and later found) depends on the mistaking of abstractions for 
concrete reality in terms of ‘cultures’ and 'practices.' When we talk about a ‘culture’ or a 'practice' for 
the purposes of documentation and study, we collapse an observed array of behaviors into a package 
suitable for discussing: Karnatak music, Appalachian fiddling, Moroccan storytelling. What we are 
actually seeing, however, isn’t a ‘thing’ at all. It is rather an emergent property of the decisions and 
actions of many individuals, each with their own set of influences and goals. The practice becomes a 
composite whole only within the confines of our description. To quote Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 
"heritage is a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past.”  (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 1995) A heritage 'practice' is created out of selected traits, albeit possibly through a process 
that involves extensive consultation with the population of interest.  To say that a practice is lost is to 
treat a specific cluster of behaviors and physical items as a unified whole- confusing our creation for the 
real thing, which is, in the end, not a 'thing' at all.  
  
 
Heritage is an intrinsic 'good' 
  
This idea of cultural 'loss' also rests on a notion of cultural identity that connects practices to people on 
an unconscious level, be it on a quasi-genetic foundation or a Herderian fit of natural environment and 
practice. As Udo Will and William Benn Michaels point out, 'If we speak about lost culture or lost 
identity, there has to be some way of explaining how what people actually do and  practice does not 



constitute their real identity, but what has been practiced in the past does." (Michaels 1992; Will 2008) 
If a practice can be lost and later regained- and for that ‘regaining’ to be inherently good for you- there 
must be an innate connection between person and practice at a level deeper than mere lived experience 
and conscious thought: who you think you are is not necessarily who you are. To accept this as fact 
would be to place ourselves in shark-infested ideological waters, in that it implies a pre-determination of 
personal characteristics based on cultural affiliation, genetic makeup, geographic origin, or phenotype.  
  
Heritage is something that you have ready access to participate in 
  
This assumption misses the fact that safeguarding requires a different set of specialized skills and 
qualifications than those involved in actually participating in a particular genre- thus the process places 
power/knowledge over one group of people in the hands of another group. In the example of the 
UNESCO ICH safeguarding process, it also does a couple of other things: it places the ultimate authority 
to nominate practices for addition to the safeguarding lists in the hands of the member-State 
government (glossing over potential conflict between state and population concerned) and requires the 
creation of a safeguarding plan and an administrative body to oversee it- a bureaucratic organism that 
all will not have equal access to, and one that will have sway for an undefined length of time. As Dorothy 
Noyes puts it, "Zeitgeists come and go, but bureaucracy is forever." (Noyes 2006) 
 
One of the quotes I often repeat comes from a conversation with Mohammed Ould-Khattar, who was, 
ironically, the UNESCO culture officer for much of North Africa. When I asked him about what some of 
his goals were with the many projects he oversees or lends his support to, he replied, 
 

“I personally like to always emphasize economic development. “ He pats his belly, which 
was likely grumbling at that point in the Ramadan afternoon, and smiles. “Heritage is 
good, but culture doesn’t happen on an empty stomach!” 

 
Mr. Ould-Khattar’s statement is significant not only because it seems to be slightly dismissive of one of 
the UNESCO culture area’s largest current set of projects, but also because it foregrounds what I feel is 
the appropriate set of priorities- culture is a creation of people, whose well-being should be at the 
center of any advocacy work.  
 
In response to these issues I have raised with the idea of heritage, I state that what is important in 
choosing an approach as a basis and end goal for advocacy is an emphasis on freedoms, rather than 
outcomes. What we should seek to enhance for the people we wish to help are their freedoms, or 
capabilities, to choose and shape the activities in which they wish to engage, rather than to promote a 
specific activity on the basis of 'heritage.' This is opposed to much of the language in heritage policy, in 
which, to again quote Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 'Performers are carriers, transmitters, and bearers of 
traditions, terms which connote a passive medium, conduit, or vessel, without volition, intention, or 
subjectivity." (Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004) 
  
As an alternative to heritage preservation as a framework and starting point for our actions- be they 
projects we undertake ourselves or ones in which we choose to participate- I am reaching somewhat 
outside our normally-traveled theoretical territory to propose the Capabilities Approach, initially 
developed by economist Amartya Sen as an alternative approach in welfare economics. In the 
Capabilities Approach, a person's well-being is judged “by the substantive freedoms, or capabilities, to 
choose a life that one has reason to value." (Sen 1999) This life is conceived of as a set of beings and 
doings, called functionings, which are the resolution of a larger set of real possibilities, called 



capabilities. Sen emphasizes these capabilities, these freedoms to choose which functionings in which to 
engage (or not to engage), as the principal point of focus, stating that the proper goal of development 
should not simply be economic growth, but rather the expansion of human freedoms. Sen’s approach 
has been very influential in the field of international development, including serving as the basis for the 
UN’s Human Development Index, which augments measurements of income with measurements of life 
expectancy, levels of education, and inequality.  
   
What makes this framework useful for us as applied ethnographers is this emphasis on personal and 
collective freedoms. To explain, I refer back to the way I defined 'practices' earlier- as emergent 
properties of the decisions and actions of many individuals. If one accepts this description, this focus on 
enhancing capabilities, rather than on ensuring particular outcomes makes sense as a goal. Rather than 
encourage people to accept the importance of a practice (a particular functioning) that we deem 
appropriate to them based on their culture, we should seek ways to expand their freedoms to choose 
for themselves how to participate in and shape their lives, musical or otherwise. 
  
The capabilities questions that would likely concern us as ethnomusicologists can be framed in a couple 
of ways: first (and most obvious) is look for ways to enhance the capabilities of a given group of 
individuals to engage at a basic level in the sorts of 'musicking' they would choose, and to investigate 
what instrumental factors are present or lacking, such as security, space, health, and physical capital. 
One might seek out populations whose capabilities to engage in valued musical functionings, or at times 
to even formulate an idea of what those functionings might be, are curtailed by their circumstances- 
refugee camp populations come to mind as extreme examples, as do victims of slavery or child labor. In 
a second frame, we might look at capabilities gaps in general in a population we are already studying, 
and ask how our own insights gained in our research might be used to address these gaps. 
  
Answering these questions is, of course, not quite the same thing as with some other capabilities issues, 
such as those that concern the capability to feed oneself, or to live a life free of torture. Musical or other 
expressive activity cannot be measured in the same way as basic nutrition - what is a 'baseline level' of 
music? But there are situations where the instrumental factors necessary for 'musical' capabilities to 
exist are lacking in a way that can be identified and addressed. Many of these questions are the sort that 
defy the kinds of quantitative analysis often employed in development work, and as ethnomusicologists, 
we have a unique voice to contribute to the human development discourse, both in terms of addressing 
expressive capabilities as a development goal and providing a qualitative and in-depth perspective that 
is, as I have seen personally, sorely lacking in the capabilities discourse and in development studies in 
general. 
 

In my own work, I chose to research livelihoods and capabilities at Jemaa el-Fnaa square, a large plaza in 
Marrakech.  The Square is the performance space for a huge population of hlayqiya, street performers in 
a wide variety of genres who work in the halqa, a circle made up of the audience. This site is the heart of 
the Marrakech tourist trade, and was declared a UNESCO Masterpiece of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity in 2001. I spent a total of a year at the Square, conducting both classic participant-
observation-interview research as well as doing a small quantitative livelihood survey among the 
hlayqiya. I wanted to know the answers to a number of questions regarding the impact of the UNESCO 
declaration, the performers' concepts of themselves as heritage, and the sort of structures that 
supported and detracted from the hlayqiya's capabilities to achieve valued functionings, musical or 
otherwise. 
 



Following the Declaration, a scattered assortment of safeguarding activities took place at the Square. 
Many of the activities focused on the storytellers, who (to judge from both talks with those involved in 
the project and from the storytellers' prominence in the literature generated by it) were deemed by 
those who initiated the heritage project to be the most important and endangered aspect of the 
heritage at Jemaa el-Fnaa. A youth awareness program brought them into a few schools, and many of 
their stories were recorded for a website. A booklet in French and Arabic was printed up, describing the 
heritage present at the Square (with special emphasis given to the storytellers), and was also distributed 
to schools throughout Morocco. Various heritage concert festivals have also taken place at the Square, 
organized by the local government and heritage associations.  
 
The declaration was in 2001, and many of these activities took place from 2003 to 2006. By the time I 
arrived at the Square in October of 2010, it was apparent that this complex of activities had not only not 
accomplished any of the stated safeguarding goals but had also failed to contribute significantly to the 
lasting well-being of the performers or audiences.                  To return to the storytellers:  in the current 
state of affairs, they are unable to work at Jemaa el Fnaa- the Square’s soundscape is too noisy and 
crowded, and the place is patronized by either foreigners lacking the language or Moroccans lacking the 
inclination to listen to stories. The storytellers I spoke to mostly lived off the charity of relatives and 
friends, with the occasional paid gig sponsored by organizations like the Alliance Française. Marrakechis 
who wanted to watch them (and I met more than a few) had little or no opportunity to do so. The 
storytellers remain a sort of living symbol of the Square's heritage, but their actual presence is mostly 
limited to festivals and heritage-themed events. 
 
I believe the storytellers, and the performers at the Square in general were failed by this set of activities, 
but not because of a lack of effort or good will on the part of those who worked on their behalf. They 
were let down, ironically, by the raison d'être of the projects themselves: the idea of heritage.  The 
centrality of heritage safeguarding shaped the project from the beginning: First, the celebration of the 
storytellers as heritage involved the creation of a package that could be valorized: the noble storyteller, 
telling timeless stories from memory, in the halqa, at Jemaa el Fnaa. In this way of thinking the actual 
storytellers (like Mohammed Erguini, pictured here) become heritage-bearers and mythical archetypes 
rather than individuals. The importance of their very real problems and capabilities gaps are subsumed 
by the constructed threat to the heritage that they carry. This is evident in the priority given in the 
heritage activities at the Square to the promotion of the activity of storytelling itself over any real 
investigation of the threats to the storytellers. This packaging also precluded the possibility of finding 
sustainable alternate configurations of practice and venue. 
 
How might the idea of capabilities be applied in this circumstance? The first thing would be to find out 
more about the valued functionings of the hlayqiya, and what capabilities might be lacking. Regarding 
the storytellers, in my talks with them they spoke of the difficulties in finding performance venues and 
audiences, and the resulting loss of income, quality of life, and self-respect. While the audience for these 
storytellers has certainly dwindled, based on my interviews and observations of Marrakechis I can say 
that it has certainly not disappeared. Finding new ways for storyteller and audience to meet could 
support the capabilities of both parties to achieve valued beings and doings. 
 
For example one idea that was proposed and scrapped due to insufficient resources was the creation of 
a 'Madrasa of Jemaa el Fnaa,' part of which would consist of state-sponsored apprenticeships of young 
students to storytellers.  This is an idea shaped by the packaging of the storyteller's art as an integrated 
whole that can only be safeguarded intact by making more storytellers. This was unsustainable from 
both the standpoint of funding availability and that of career training- what would the newly-trained 



storytellers do with their skills, given that the traditional venues for the craft had dried up? If one were 
willing to un-package the storytelling heritage 'bundle' and look at alternative configurations of venue 
and audience, programs could be put together that enhanced the capabilities of both performer and 
audience. For example, why not expand the already-existing contact between storytellers and 
schoolchildren beyond the short appearances intended to valorize the tradition? Why not set up 
sponsored workshops where children learned from the storytellers the undeniably valuable social and 
cognitive skills involved in telling a story?  And perhaps easiest of all, why not help the remaining 
storytellers find new public venues for their performances? 
 
Regarding the hlayqiya of Jemaa el Fnaa as a whole, there remain plenty of gaps in capabilities not 
directly addressed by heritage projects. For example, the performers have little to no negotiating power 
with the local government, and no say in what happens to their own work space. In addition to the 
intrinsic value of this capability failure, this impacts the lives and livelihoods of the hlayqiya in a number 
of ways, such as the increasing use of the Square by the local government for large public concerts and 
events such as the Marrakech Film Festival that interfere with the hlayqia’s use of the space and put a 
dent in their livelihoods. This failure of control over their environment could be remedied in the future 
by providing assistance to the increasingly organized artist’s associations that started to form in the 
years following the UNESCO declaration, giving the hlayqiya the ability to strike or otherwise 
demonstrate and negotiate as a group.  
 
The informal social networks of the Square provide some minimal mutual-aid cushion for catastrophes, 
but income shocks –such as that resulting from the April 28th, 2011 terrorist attack on the Square- still 
result in drastically reduced capacities to achieve certain functionings, such as living in good health and 
providing for their children’s education. There is current talk of the local government providing a system 
of limited health insurance, a catastrophe fund, and a micro-lending organization for the Square’s 
performers. Given the inability of the hlayqiya to intercede on their own behalf, however, moving this 
plan forward relies on the actions of parties without a direct stake in the matter – casting some doubt 
on its future. 
 
The official declaration of the Square as an important piece of Moroccan and World ICH has 
undoubtedly helped with some of these issues, and it would be very incorrect to say that heritage 
activities cannot aid, empower, and attract resources to a vulnerable population. However, these 
benefits came to the hlayqiya indirectly, as a byproduct of the declaration and the activities that follow 
it, rather than as a part of the project. Ten years later, the lives and capabilities of these performers - to 
live healthy lives, to educate their children, to be adequately represented in matters regarding their 
workspace- remained mostly unchanged. 

  
In conclusion, in talking about these things I am not pretending that is possible to simply drop the idea 
of heritage in applied work, and I feel – for reasons that are a bit outside the scope of this conference 
paper – that there is no other way for organizations like UNESCO to work differently than they currently 
do. While the work of Gregory Barz and Kelly Feltault point in some new directions, many of our 
opportunities will involve heritage.  We will find ourselves working with folklife centers, heritage 
institutes, ministries of culture, and groups of people that we care about that are concerned with the 
survival of their ways of life. But in any circumstances we find ourselves working we can always stand to 
re-evaluate our goals, and what I am calling for in introducing Sen's concept of capabilities is the shift in 
focus from practices to people, and from the promotion of our constructions of musical practice to the 
capabilities of individuals to shape their world. To return to the quote from Mr. Ould-Khattar, people do 
make culture on empty stomachs, as they do in circumstances of poverty, disease, war, oppressive 



governments and other conditions of capabilities deprivation.  Our primary goal in our applied work 
should be that they do not have to.  


