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Worksheet 6: UNESCO and Contested Heritage

Analyse the 2015 UNESCO World Heritage inscription of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Sites as a case study in
international heritage governance. Examine how the inscription process, the commitments made, and the
subsequent implementation reveal the structural limitations of transnational heritage frameworks when
applied to contested histories.

Part 1: The 2015 Inscription
Using the UNESCO World Heritage Committee records and Module 03, answer the following:

1. What was inscribed? Describe the “Sites of Japan’s Meiji Industrial Revolution” nomination — how many
sites, what narrative did the nomination construct, and what time period did it emphasise?

2. What objections were raised during the inscription process? By whom, and on what grounds?

3. What specific commitments did the Japanese delegation make at the 39th session of the World
Heritage Committee in Bonn (July 2015)? Quote or closely paraphrase the key language.

4. What is the significance of the phrase “brought against their will and forced to work under harsh
conditions”? Why was this language contested both before and after the inscription?

Part 2: Implementation and Accountability

5. What interpretive measures has Japan implemented since 2015? Describe what the Industrial Heritage
Information Centre (IHIC) presents and how it frames the history.

6. How has the UNESCO World Heritage Committee responded to Japan’s implementation? What language
has it used — and what enforcement mechanisms does it have?

7.1n 2021, the Committee expressed “strong regret” and requested further action. What does “strong
regret” accomplish? What does it fail to accomplish?

8. What is the structural relationship between state party sovereignty and UNESCO oversight? How does
this structure shape what the Committee can and cannot do when commitments are not fulfilled?

Part 3: Analytical Questions

* Does the World Heritage system incentivise compliance or create opportunities for strategic delay?
What evidence supports your assessment?

¢ How does the requirement for “Outstanding Universal Value” interact with nationally contested
histories? Can a site have universal value while its history remains domestically disputed?

e What role did transnational advocacy (from Korea, China, and civil society organisations) play in the
inscription process? How effective was it?

e Compare the UNESCO process with another international accountability mechanism you are familiar
with. What structural similarities or differences do you observe?

Synthesis
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In 250-350 words, assess whether the UNESCO World Heritage framework is adequate for governing
contested industrial heritage. Consider: What would need to change for the system to ensure that
commitments made during inscription are honoured? Is reform realistic?

EXTENSION
Research another contested World Heritage inscription (e.g., the Auschwitz-Birkenau listing, the debate

over colonial-era sites in Africa, or the destruction of heritage sites in conflict zones). How does it
compare to the Hashima case? What does the comparison reveal about the World Heritage system’s
capacity to handle difficult histories?
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