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That’s Not Who We Were the Last Time I Was Here? - 

Reimagining National Identities Through Heritage Sites in 

England 

David Callaghan 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

In the late 1990s, the heritage industry in England was asked by the New Labour 

government to consider in more inclusive terms whose heritage it managed, and how 

through the process of managing that heritage the future of England‟s identity could 

be re-imagined. During the 2000s national heritage organisations such as English 

Heritage and the National Trust, often with the financial backing of the Heritage 

Lottery Fund have interrogated the history of their sites of built heritage and raised 

questions over the interpretations displaying an ethnically and culturally homogenous 

past. This paper will critically review the impact of this work on reconciliations 

between national and multicultural identities in England, and whether the two can 

coexist. Particular reference will be made to one project: English Heritage‟s „Slavery 

and the British Country House‟. During a period when England is searching for a 

reinvigorated identity this paper asks: does the heritage industry have an opportunity 

to provide a fresh account of the past which can embrace its ethnically and culturally 

diverse history as a part of its national identity? Finally, how will such a change to the 

interpretation of sites of English heritage impact the traditional tourism product of an 

„olde and merrie England‟,1 regardless of its authenticity?  

 

Introduction 

 

In this short paper I want to discuss the ways in which the heritage sector in England 

specifically has sought to re-imagine who their places of national heritage represent 

and, therefore, how they influence the heritage „user‟s‟ understanding of a historical 

and present day national identity. The particular focus of this paper is how the 

discourse of diversity - specifically ethnic diversity - has played a role in changing the 

                                                           
1
 Parker Pearson and Pryor 2006: 321. 
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way the heritage sector presents the national story over the course of the past fifteen 

years.   

 

Recognising Heritage 

 

Before getting to this central concern, it is necessary to introduce what has been 

coined the „Heritage Industry‟ in England.2 

 

Since 1882 and the passing of the Ancient Monuments Protection Act there has 

been a continual creation of laws to protect physical remains of the past in Britain. 

These laws have had the result of providing particular aspects of the material past 

with value by declaring them worthy of preservation.3 The 1983 National Heritage 

Act established the Historic Buildings and Monuments Commission for England 

which is now known as English Heritage (EH). This body was given the remit to 

„secure the preservation of ancient monuments and historic buildings situated in 

England.‟4 In addition they were tasked to „promote the public's enjoyment of, and 

advance their knowledge of, ancient monuments and historic buildings situated in 

England and their preservation.‟5 In short, what was determined here was that 

England‟s heritage was to be decided on behalf of the public who would then be 

provided with the necessary knowledge with which to „enjoy‟ this heritage.  

 

When New Labour were elected to government in 1997 they created the Social 

Exclusion Unit which was designed to tackle exclusion from society as resulting from 

a variety of circumstances.6 The heritage sector, broadly defined here as „a whole 

complex of organisations, institutions and practices devoted to the preservation and 

presentation of culture and the arts,‟7 was seen as in a position to have a positive 

influence on this problem and it was determined through social exclusion policy that 

it should work to widen access through outreach and audience development and 

thus become an agent of social change. Heritage organisations, as one response, 

looked to re-interpret some of the stories associated with their sites to recognise the 

                                                           
2
 Hewison 1987. 

3
 Carman 1996. 

4
 National Heritage Act 1983: 19. 

5
 National Heritage Act 1983: 20. 

6
 DCMS 2000: 7. 

7
 Hall 2005: 23 
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contributions a diverse range of people have made to them. This has included 

different ethnic groups, women, the disabled, and others. This essay will focus on 

one particular project that clearly illustrates this trend. This is a piece of work 

developed by EH entitled „Slavery and the British Country House‟ (SBCH) which was 

based on the imperative to understand better the relationship their properties have 

with the transatlantic slave trade, and what this means in terms of how they interpret 

the history of these sites. I shall then discuss the potential such a project has to 

provide visitors to heritage sites in England with a different perspective on what „our‟ 

heritage is. 

 

 

Slavery and the British Country House 

The country house has become synonymous with the heritage of England. The 

beginnings of this trend can be traced to an Access to Monuments Bill in 1927 which 

empowered the National Trust to acquire and conserve such properties. As Carman 

has stated, this „represented a shift in the Trust‟s activities towards the promotion of 

the great country house as opposed to the countryside.‟8 Their place at the centre of 

England‟s heritage was assured by a campaign to save them in the 1970s, centred 

on an exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1974 entitled „The Destruction 

of the Country House‟. Adams has described this as „a watershed in heritage politics‟ 

which determined that „not only were England‟s great country houses under threat, 

but that if these richly symbolic buildings were lost, so too would be important 

aspects of English national history, culture and identity.‟9 Today EH, for instance, 

describes sixty of their properties as „Houses and Palaces‟ out of 384 places which 

are open to the public.10 The National Trust boasts more than 300 „Houses and 

Buildings‟ are available to visit which range from opulent estates to country pubs.11 It 

was within such places where SBCH sought to uncover a more diverse heritage than 

had previously been proffered. 

 

                                                           
8
 Carman 1996: 102. 

9
 Adams 2013: 1. 
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 English Heritage 2014a. 

11
 National Trust 2014. 
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2007 was the bicentenary of the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in Britain. 

This commemoration provided EH with an opportunity to consider how their portfolio 

was connected to the trade. This led to an exhibition at Kenwood House in London, 

former home of Lord Chief Justice Mansfield and his great-niece, Dido Elizabeth 

Belle, during the late eighteenth century. According to the EH website:  

 

Dido was the illegitimate daughter of Lord Mansfield‟s nephew, Sir 
John Lindsay, a British Navy captain, who „encountered‟, whilst in the 
Caribbean, a woman whom it has been suggested, was enslaved.  
Dido was sent to England by Lindsay, and from the 1760s, Dido was 
brought up the aristocratic surroundings of Kenwood House by the 
childless Lord and Lady Mansfield, along with her cousin, Lady 
Elizabeth Murray, whose mother had died.12  

 

To those at EH who were part of this project it was clear that they did not know 

enough about the extent to which their properties were connected with slavery.13 

Therefore, following this exhibition, research was commissioned to explore possible 

links between slavery and other properties in England managed by EH. This led to 

more detailed research by academics of four properties which were identified as 

having significant slavery ties.14 

 

In 2009 a conference entitled „Slavery and the British Country House‟ was organised 

with the University of the West of England and the National Trust to share these 

findings and map out the current state of research into the subject. Subsequently, a 

set of papers supporting this conference was published.15 This publication provides 

detailed case studies of the links between eleven country houses in England and a 

significant number of others are referenced throughout the text.  

 

Clearly, then, this work has generated and disseminated a whole body of research 

and also shown that there are many ways in which diverse histories form an element 

of the cultural built heritage. This project has provided staff at EH with important 

experience of developing alternative heritages, especially „difficult‟ ones and a 

                                                           

12
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 Interviewee [1]: 2012. 
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 Seymour and Haggerty 2010; Seymour and Haggerty 2010a; Brown 2010; Brown 2010a. 
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network – developed through the conference and subsequent consultations – to help 

them do so.  

 

However, there have been limitations. Although a significant amount of material 

relating to early Black histories has been added to the EH website, and much of the 

research connected to the project specifically is available there, the actual impact at 

the associated places themselves has been small. As is the case throughout the 

heritage sector, change to on-site interpretation is often considered prohibitively 

expensive. Sites at EH, for instance, are prioritised for funding based on their visitor 

numbers so less popular sites identified within the SBCH research are unlikely to see 

these histories presented as part of the property‟s heritage during the physical visit.16 

With more than twenty per cent of EH‟s budget cut in the 2010 Comprehensive 

Spending Review, this seems an even more remote possibility.  

 

Having established this project as an example of how heritage sites hold within them 

a plethora of histories that can influence the form of heritage narratives in the 

present, I would like to spend the last part of this paper discussing why this is of 

import to national identity formation.   

 

Heritage sites and English identity. 

 

As Risse has argued, „heritage is a cultural and political concept inseparable from 

the history of the nation-state and emergence of “national cultures”.‟17 National 

culture, as Hall describes, is created through a process of „narrating the nation‟ 

whereby a series of interpretive tools (histories, the media etc.) provide us with a set 

of stories and images, amongst other things, „which stand for, or represent, the 

shared experiences, sorrows, and triumphs and disasters which give meaning to the 

nation.‟18 Heritage plays a key role in this narrative. Our ability to identify with 

heritage therefore, reflects our ability to identify with the „imagined community‟ of the 

nation, and its national culture.19  

 

                                                           
16

 Interviewee [2]: 2013. 
17

 Risse 2003: 74-75. 
18

 Hall 1996: 613-614, emphasis in original. 
19

 Anderson 1991. 
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Dresser and Hann, in their introduction to the SBCH publication, state that:  

 

The British country house, that symbol of refinement, connoisseurship 

and civility, has long been regarded not only as the jewel in the nation‟s 

heritage crown, but as an iconic signifier of national identity.20  

 

Clearly, they feel that altering our perception of what these places represent could 

impact upon our understanding of who „we‟ are.  

 

Research such as this has emphasised the links that heritage sites open to the 

public - as well as others recognised as part of the historic environment by EH - have 

with a wide range of identities, and the importance of confronting these identities. As 

one of the members of the SBCH project stated; „it is very easy to see why, if 

someone thinks a site is not talking to them, why would they want to visit that site?‟21 

The challenge is how to create a heritage in which identities are connected and 

overlap. As Smith has argued, it might be helpful to move away from seeing heritage 

as tangible, i.e. as a country house, for example. Instead, all heritage should be 

conceived as intangible; objects and places carry no inherent meaning that gives 

them value. Value is created through „the present-day cultural processes and 

activities that are undertaken at and around them.‟22 Here, the country house would 

carry multiple meanings as different people might imagine it in different ways. Its 

meaning is not fixed and could be adapted to circumstance. This would necessitate, 

in England, a breaking of the hegemony of the authorised heritage discourse (AHD) 

that Smith argues placed limitations on what heritage can be, in particular in the 

West. Rooted in nineteenth century nationalism, its central facet is that heritage can 

be „aesthetically pleasing material objects, sites, places and/or landscapes that 

current generations “must” care for, protect and revere so that they may be passed 

to nebulous future generations for their “education”, and forge a sense of common 

identity based on the past.‟23 Although it is useful to recognise heritage as intangible, 

given the reality of heritage understanding in England as rooted in a sense of place, 
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 Dresser and Hann 2013b: 13. 
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 Interviewee [2]: 2013. 
22

 Smith: 2006: 3. 
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 Smith 2006: 29. 
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it is perhaps more practical to consider how intangible heritages can cohabit heritage 

places.   

 

Harrison has suggested that rather than focus on what heritage is, it is more useful 

to focus on how it acquires meaning. For Harrison, heritage should be conceived as 

„dialogical‟ where „heritage emerges from the relationship between people, “things” 

and their environments as part of a dialogue or collaborative process of keeping the 

past alive in the present.‟24 Here, meaning is not given to things, but these things, 

places, or whatever, are part of a dialogue in which meaning is constantly 

negotiated. In imagining heritage as a dialogical process, confrontation between 

different identities and meanings are viewed as the norm.  

 

Expanding upon the story of Dido Belle allows us to consider the various 

connections one heritage narrative can make with its audience if it is interrogated. 

For instance, her father‟s journey to the Caribbean is synonymous with the slave 

trade narrative. Dido, however, was a free woman in a wealthy household and mixed 

in aristocratic circles. She also, then, provides a connection with the white elite of the 

day. Lord Mansfield presided over arguably the most famous legal judgement on the 

issue of slavery in England in 1772, when he decided in the Somerset case that it 

was illegal for any person to be forcibly returned from England to slavery in the 

colonies.25 This is an important legal and political moment in England, but also 

Britain and its colonies, and represents the changing tides of attitudes towards 

slavery. The point is that re-imagining the heritage of a site to create a more diverse 

narrative is not a process of undermining a popular „legitimate‟ history for a politically 

correct one, merely moving the goalposts on what can be claimed as „legitimate‟. As 

Ashworth has argued, heritage is „consumer-defined‟ meaning that so too is its 

„authenticity.‟26 It must therefore be explicit in its resonance with the nation in the 

process of re-defining what the nation is. The process of SBCH has shown that 

through rigorous research, such multi-faceted heritages are possible. The question 

which is raised here is: will this heritage be allowed to interact at a heritage place? At 

present, the SBCH research has been restricted to an online presence, a place 
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 Paley 2002. 
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Bressey has argued segregates it from authorised versions of heritage that populate 

physical aspects of the past.27 It remains to be seen whether the recognition of plural 

heritages will be made the central feature of a heritage place. Until then its success 

in connecting with an audience can only be speculated.  

 

Conclusion 

 

National stories are intrinsically linked to the creation of national identities and many 

of them come to life through bricks and mortar. As I have suggested, these stories 

do not all paint the same picture and can represent a plurality of identities all 

engaged with the nation. These stories also are not fixed, but part of a process or 

dialogue, allowing them to shift according to changing requirements. It is argued 

here that we do not have to replace our existing cultural built heritage in order to 

„locate‟ a more diverse identity. These places are themselves home to multiple 

identities which are not mutually exclusive. Providing alternative visions of what and 

who they represent encourages audiences to think of them, and their own heritage, 

as diverse. The editors of SBCH have argued that through identifying personal 

stories which might connect with audiences on a more emotional level, they are 

impacting „beyond those who count themselves among the descendants of the 

enslaved and the colonised to reach into our very notions of who “belongs” to 

Britain.‟28 

  

Projects such as SBCH have left the heritage sector with something of a conundrum. 

It has been shown that heritage places can appeal to a myriad of identities. 

Reimagining heritage however, is expensive and often contested.29 It requires strong 

leadership and transparent intentions. It is also reliant on whether it is widely 

accepted that reinterpreting the cultural built heritage can really change how we view 

ourselves and our fellow countrymen and women. Caroline Bressey has argued that:  

 

The failure to incorporate these dynamic histories of the black 

presence into everyday understandings of the British landscape 
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 Bressey 2012: 100. 
28

 Dresser and Hann 2013b: 14. 
29

 Tunbridge and Ashworth 1996. 
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contributes to its popular image as a space of whiteness, one which 

insists that black people did not contribute to the making of historical, 

particularly rural, landscapes in England.30 

 

In order to question who „we‟ are it is important to first be challenged to find out. 

Identities are fluid and complex. If a piece of national identity is tied up in cultural 

built heritage should it really be surprising that interpreting it is an equally fluid and 

complex task?  There are many conceptions of heritage; all belong wholly to no-one 

and in part to everyone. The tools with which to demonstrate this message have 

been developed through the hard work of heritage professionals, community groups, 

academics and many others. One suspects that disseminating this message – which 

in itself is not inevitable – will be an equally difficult task.  
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Appendix 1 

 

List of interviews 

 

INTERVIEWEE 1 

30 October 2012, English Heritage, Head of Social Inclusion and Diversity. 

 

INTERVIEWEE 2 

5 March 2013, English Heritage, Property Historians‟ Team Leader. 
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