
 HISTORY REFLECTIONS/1 

REFLECTIONS ON HISTORY AND HERITAGE PRESERVATION IN THE 21ST
 CENTURY* 

MARIA SERENA I. DIOKNO 
 

 

There is a belief among some that as science and technology advance in 

this century, history becomes increasingly irrelevant—literally, a thing of the 

past—only to be appreciated in the solitude of museums and archives. Yet you 

and I know none of us can live our lives without a past, that while suffering from 

amnesia means the enjoyment of physical life, it also entails the dispossession 

of one’s mind and soul. At a collective level history is like that: without it, 

communities and peoples lose their spirit. Is it possible to advance without 

history? I doubt it, for developments today did not spring from a vacuum; they 

are built on previous human experiences and mistakes as well as achievements. 

The very idea of advancement is grounded on change over time, of motion from 

the past to the present toward some future. Notwithstanding this 

commonsensical truth, at a communal level history continues to be not only 

undervalued but also devalued. Historians are far less marketable than, say, 

engineers. That is the price we historians pay, I suppose, for nurturing the 

human mind and spirit rather than the more tangible (and saleable) aspects of 

life. 

 

I am not here to argue the relevance of history; that, to me, is self-evident. 

What I want to share are my reflections on how I think the practice of history and 

heritage preservation will unfold in our country in this century, in your time 

perhaps more than mine. 

 

THEORETICAL ADVANCES IN HISTORY 

 

Let me first talk about history. While the discipline of history will retain its 

longstanding empirical bent, it will become more theoretical. This is spurred in 

part by the growing complexity of human and natural life and the fact that this 

complexity needs to be explained and cannot be understood by means of single-

box or traditional unilinear thinking or through tailored responses and reliance on  

____________ 

* Read at the conference, “Science and Technology for Art,” University of Sto. Tomas, 3 
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printed sources. Greater cross-pollination among disciplines is imperative and 

while in the last century, such borrowing or collaboration generally took place 

among related disciplines—for example, between politics and history or literature 

and anthropology—in this century the natural and the social sciences will work 

even more closely as will the natural sciences and the humanities. 

 

Already in the past decades we have seen the effects of disciplinal 

collaboration among the social sciences and humanities on the theoretical 

development of the discipline of history. The most fundamental concepts of time 

and space, for example, have been recast in new mold and given entirely new 

meaning. Straightforward, unilinear time is a thing of the past. More than 60 

years ago the Annales school of history, led by French intellectuals, introduced 

new ideas about time, the best example being Fernand Braudel’s plurality of 

time consisting of imperceptible, slow-moving geographical time or ‘geo-history’, 

relatively faster social time, and quick-paced individual time—all happening 

alongside one another. 1  By Braudel’s reckoning, the most visible, the most 

dramatic (individual time) becomes least important, while the hardly noticeable 

(geographical time) takes on greater gravity. We are thus reminded to probe 

beyond the detectable and to not get blinded by the strong but quickly vanishing 

glow of event-centered history.  

 

Another perspective of time frames it in relation to space. Harry 

Harootunian explains that by treating regions or areas evenly within a single time 

frame, certain parts, particularly those close to the center of power, whether in 

the colonial past or today, appear more developed than others. The effect, he 

says, is the conversion of “a purely quantitative measure of time—chronology—

into a qualitative yardstick, whereby a different temporality becomes a symptom 

of backwardness.”2 

 

It seems to me that the uniform treatment of time across diverse and 

differently developing areas in a single nation creates a similar effect. By 

applying a single, common time frame across local and regional histories in the 

country, we also, unconsciously perhaps, create an uneven time lag that 
                                            
1
 The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 1949. 

2
 Ibid., p. 7. 
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inevitably portrays peripheral parts of the country as backward and those in the 

center, modern (‘backward’ and ‘modern’, of course, being relative terms). Since, 

as Harootunian points out, unevenness is more apparent in the margins than at 

the core, the singularity of time then serves, again unwittingly, as an intellectual 

tool that privileges certain peoples and places over others. 

 

ASIA RECONFIGURED 

 

The idea of space has also changed. Space is no longer just physical; it, 

too, is symbolic, cultural, institutional and vibrant rather than static. Borders have 

changed, disappeared, or were artificial to begin with. Changes have been 

brought about by a confluence of factors: political, cultural, national, and global. 

Consider the area of Asia. There is today the Greater Mekong Subregion, a 

creation of the Asian Development Bank, that includes part of southern China 

and northern parts of Southeast Asia, spanning the following countries: Thailand, 

Burma, Laos, Vietnam and Yunnan in China, with the Mekong River as the 

common lifeline. Within the Southeast Asian region are numerous development 

corridors and sub-corridors: the Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-

Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area, Indonesia-Malaysia-Singapore Growth 

Triangle, Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle, and the inter-state 

areas along the West-East Corridor of the Mekong Basin in Vietnam, Laos, 

Cambodia and northeast Thailand within the ASEAN Mekong Basin 

Development Cooperation. 3  All these corridors are built on massive 

infrastructure plans aiming to connect one part to the other. They are artificially 

created areas by member states of the ASEAN, with a concrete agenda. There 

are political considerations as well. East Timor, which properly belongs to 

Southeast Asia, is still not part of the ASEAN regional grouping.  

 

In some inter-state areas, moreover, national borders are fluid, if not 

meaningless, as border communities identify not with the distant capital of the 

nation but with their next door neighbor who happens to belong to a different 

nation (owing to colonially invented and nationally inherited boundaries), but 

speaks the same language, eats the same food, dresses the same way, and is 
                                            
3
 Association of Southeast Asian Nations, “Development of Growth Areas,” 2009 <http://www. 

aseansec.org/6356.htm> Accessed 22 April 2012. 
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likely a member of the same clan.4 

 

Historians James Scott and Willem van Schendel call a part of Asia 

‘Zomia’, derived from zomi, meaning highlander in some Chin-Mizo-Kuki 

languages spoken in Burma, India, and Bangladesh, which more broadly belong 

to the Tibeto-Burman family of languages spoken all over Kashmir, North India, 

Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim, Bhutan, Northeast India, the Chittagong Hill Tracts 

(Bangladesh), Burma, Yunnan, and Sichuan (China), Thailand, Laos, and 

Vietnam—the areas that comprise Zomia.5 Zomia is considered an area in the 

conventional sense because of linguistic and cultural affinities, including 

religions, kinship systems, and trade networks. Once a center of states (in 

Yunnan, Tibet and Assam), Zomia today is, in James Scott’s words, “a world of 

peripheries,” 6  virtually stateless communities subjected to all sorts of 

‘development’ projects by central governments. Scott collectively labels such 

projects “the last great enclosure movement in Southeast Asia,” whose purpose 

is “to bring nonstate spaces and people to heel.” 7  Whether by colonial 

governments in the past, or by foreign or national governments in the present, 

“this enclosure movement is, in part, an effort to integrate and monetize the 

people, lands, and resources of the periphery so that they become … auditable 

contributors to the gross national product and to foreign exchange.”8 

 

I cite these examples to show that the concepts of time and space, which 

are central to the discipline of history, are undergoing changes in meaning and 

orientation, and I expect more changes in the future. 

 

BRIDGING HISTORY AND HERITAGE 

 

Often associated with history is the idea of heritage although the two are 

not the same. Where history is empirically grounded, that is, based on evidence, 

heritage is nostalgic. Where history attempts to narrate the past, both good and 

                                            
4
 See, for example, Mekong book. 

5
 Van Schendel, p. 653. 

6
 James Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 3. 
7
 Ibid., p. 4. 

8
 Ibid. 
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ill, heritage edifies and glorifies, preferring to play down controversy and failure. 

Yet heritage is often the most tangible legacy of the past, and for this reason is 

worth preserving. Heritage is also the more public face of history, the history that 

ordinary persons come to see and appreciate in museums, monuments, 

structures and other historical landmarks. David Hollinger speaks of two 

communities historians address: the small ‘community of warrant’ consisting of 

professional historians, trained in the discipline, and familiar with the 

predilections of academic practitioners; and the larger ‘community of readers’ or 

the public, whose interests, purposes, and ways of communicating are not 

necessarily consonant with those of the profession.9 Historians generally choose 

their audience: most of us prefer to speak to our students and fellow historians, 

while a few (not enough, some would argue) cater to the public. Robert Kelley 

explains that in the academic community, historians respond to the needs and 

interests of those desiring to understand the past in a formal, rigorous way. The 

attraction for historians is that here intellectual interests govern: historians 

decide what to write about and how to conduct their investigation. With or 

without funding, the choice of topic rests with the historian. In ministering to the 

public, however, whether as a consultant to government, a museum, or some 

private entity, Kelley stresses that the opposite happens. Historians answer 

questions posed by the public and summon their knowledge and expertise to 

answer others’ questions rather than their own.10 

 

To be honest, academic historians can be a rather snobbish lot. We tend 

to look down on less trained, ‘informal’ historians who write in local magazines or 

appear in media, a far cry from the classrooms and journals that comprise the 

academic world, our zone of comfort. Yet there is a real need to engage with the 

Filipino public in matters of our history, both national and local, not only to raise 

consciousness, open hitherto unknown parts of our past, include groups and 

sectors usually barred from our national history and, in the process, help 

develop a sense of self and of being Filipino; but also, especially in light of our 

recent past, as a matter of justice. There is a very real danger of revisionist 

                                            
9
 David A. Hollinger in “Interchange,” pp. 593-594. 

10
 Robert Kelley, “Public History: Its Origins, Nature, and Prospects,” in Phyllis K. Leffler and 

Joseph Brent (eds.), Public History Readings (Florida: Krieger Publishing Co., 1992), pp. 112-
113. 
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history in the future that will whitewash the decades of martial law or portray 

authoritarian rule as an unpleasant necessity or a lesser evil than, say, the 

corruption scandals that attended the Arroyo administration. Given that today’s 

youth are largely unfamiliar with even our recent past, the public would be fertile 

ground for such revisionism. In this sense, then, the Filipino historian’s 

engagement with our people becomes imperative. 

 

SCIENCE AND HISTORY  

 

Public history is thus a form of engaging with the public, of bridging 

academic history with persons interested in our past. Defined simply as the 

“employment of historians and the historical method outside of academia,” 11 

public history involves the ways academic historians present history to the public 

through the deployment of various media such as films, docudramas, advertising, 

newspaper columns, blog articles, mass textbooks, and commemorative 

markers. 12  Another definition looks upon public history as the site where 

historians and the public meet and work together to make the past intelligible 

and useful to the larger citizenry.13  

 

 The preservation of historical documents is one site where historians and 

the public meet and where science and technology can play a useful role. Digital 

sources are an important resource about our past and must be preserved. But 

two issues need to be addressed: the fleeting nature of digital records, and the 

authentication of digital sources. We are all aware that computers, software and 

digital records are quickly replaced; blogs appear and disappear just as easily 

and websites change or come and go. Computer scientist Danny Hillis warns 

about a ‘digital dark age’ arising from the difficulty of preserving digital data.14  

  

 Thankfully, certain initiatives have been taken. In 1996 Brewster Kahle 

founded the Internet Archive to preserve the records of the World Wide Web and 

                                            
11

 Ibid., p. 111. 
12

 Michael Gordon, “Introduction to Public History” (History 700 Syllabus), University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Accessed 15 November 2008. 
13

 National Council on Public History (NCPH), “What is Public History?” <http://ncph.org/cms/ 
what-is-public-history/> Accessed 5 March 2012. 
14

 Cited in John Markoff, “A Tool to Verify Digital Records, Even as Technology Shifts,” New York 
Times, 26 January 2009. This section is based on Markoff’s article. 
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other digital documents. In 2000 Stanford University librarians created LOCKSS 

(Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe) to preserve journals by spreading digital copies 

through an international community of libraries via the Internet. I anticipate more 

initiatives will be taken in this century as newer software and technologies are 

invented. 

 

The second issue is the danger of tampering digital records. In 2009 

researchers from the University of Washington created a digital fingerprint called 

cryptographic hash mark (128-character algorithm) for digital text, video and 

audio. The smallest change in the original document will result in new hash 

value, thereby indicating tampering. The background to this development is just 

as instructive. The researchers had set out to build an archive of 49 interviews 

(five gigabytes of video) with members of the International Criminal Tribunal for 

Rwanda (on the genocide) that would endure for longer than a hundred years. 

The next step was to enable video viewers to check if these had been altered 

without having to use special computing equipment or commercial (i.e., fee-

based) applications. The cryptographic hash makes this possible and, most of all, 

publicly accessible. The researchers devised a system that can accommodate 

more advanced algorithms in the future. Computer science Prof. Batya Friedman 

of the University of Washington explains that their purpose was to preserve 

digital data across numerous life spans. “Building a clock is iconic,” she points 

out; “What is really different is that we are trying to solve socially significant, real-

world problems.” Again, technology has helped advanced the historical agenda. 

 

SCIENCE AND HERITAGE  

 

Heritage is another site where science, technology and history meet 

primarily because heritage preservation itself involves a great deal of science. In 

the National Historical Commission our Heritage Preservation Division and our 

Materials Research and Conservation Laboratory collaborate closely with 

historical researchers in restoring built and movable objects. Our NHCP 

scientists and architects have explained to me some of the issues they face in 

restoration work, such as the proper plaster mix proportion to restore the façade 

of a building, given its overall weight and material composition, the reversibility 
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of materials applied to the surface so as to allow for easy replacement, and the 

compatibility of materials especially in the case of substances coming from 

endangered species like limestone (which comes from coral reefs, replaced by 

San Esteban stone). 

 

There is, too, the larger philosophical question about restoration: does it 

require an exact likeness of the original, no matter how many centuries have 

passed? Look at the slide titled “Earlying up the past”15 and see for yourselves 

that restoration here entails invention rather than preservation. The other 

extreme is presented in the next slide, in which a well-meaning amateur recently 

‘restored’ the 19th c. Spanish fresco, ‘Ecce Homo’, by Elias Garcia Martinez in 

the Santuario de Misericodia, Borja, in northeastern Spain without permission, to 

the horror of many.16  

 

Neither extreme is of course acceptable. But let me say, as a historian, 

that it is important to respect the age of the structure or object and that any 

restoration must also reflect the passage of time. Otherwise, the viewer will 

believe that the restored object is newly crafted even if it dates back to several 

hundred years. Time is crucial to both history and heritage; without it, objects 

and structures would appear entirely new and therefore not historic. 

 

PRESENT DAY CONCERNS 

 

 In this century one of our greatest concerns will be the encroachment on 

historic sites and the consequent occupation of open space long reserved as 

part of the heritage commons. As an example I cite the increasing loss of the 

town plaza, which LGUs claim as public property that they can develop or lease 

out for commercial or other purposes. The first question is one of definition: how 

do we reckon the boundaries of the town plaza, from what date and as defined 

by whom? Town settings have changed over the centuries, affecting the space 

known as the town plaza. 

                                            
15

 “‘Earlying up’ the past,” G.E. Moody cartoon, Punch, 28 September 1938, in David Lowenthal, 
The Past Is a Foreign Country (1985), p. 338. 
16

 John Hall, “Elderly woman destroys 19th-century Spanish fresco by Elias Garcia Martinez in 
botched restoration,” The Independent, 22 August 2012. 
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 Moreover, what structures are allowed on the plaza? One sees the 

ubiquitous basketball court in many plazas, but aggressive town development 

calls for even greater encroachment, such as the construction of municipal and 

other buildings. Zoning rules and urban planning, both national and local, do not 

have heritage components and since local governments change every three 

years, ordinances can be overturned or repealed with ease. An organization like 

the National Historical Commission has no police power—not that I desire any—

so that positions we take become effective as a result of patient dialogue and 

painstaking negotiation. 

 

The heritage law also suffers from glaring limitations. All structures aged 

fifty and older are presumed important cultural property, yet not all are 

historically significant. Everything will reach the age of fifty at some point, but 

must every fifty-year old site be preserved in the face of legitimate development 

demands? Moreover, to date we do not have a national inventory of ICPs so 

their conditions cannot be monitored. The law requires everyone, including 

private owners and corporations, to register works by national artists, but how do 

we compel them to do so? The law also has a provision for a compulsory repair 

order, which in my view is practically unenforceable. Finally, parts of the law 

could potentially undermine the owner’s right to property. 

 

Having said all these, there is much we can do and are doing. Our 

campaign to save town plazas has so far been successful, thanks to the vigilant 

efforts of locally organized communities that warn us about encroachments and 

thereby enable us to call the attention of local government officials. We have 

also been able to work with the Department of Public Works and Highways in 

areas where public works could threaten historic sites. 

 

National concerns can also be approached regionally. Notwithstanding 

international protocols on conservation, we need our own in the region given the 

particular kinds of heritage and heritage commons we enjoy. 
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Science and technology can help in numerous ways: in preserving and 

authenticating all sorts of records, documenting historic sites and structures, 

creating databases of important cultural properties, and so on. But nothing can 

replace a solidly organized community that cares passionately about history and 

heritage for the community outlasts any political administration, the community is 

constantly aware of what goes in its living space, and it is the community, more 

than any other entity, mine included, that will entrust the legacy of history and 

heritage to the next generation.  

 

 

 

 


