
1 
 

The multi-layered qualities and properties – discussion on interpretation toolbox 

development for local and regional development 
Bosse Lagerqvist, University of Gothenburg, Sweden, bosse.lagerqvist@conservation.gu.se 

 

Abstract 

The global industrial restructuring during the 20th century relocating production facilities and 

closing smaller industries, put focus on the variety of potential industrial heritage values. 

Provocatively, heritage practices as a western world outcome trails in the footsteps of 

industrialisation, following the tracks of colonisation. This tends to promote ‘heritage’ as 

conflict burden and a relativistic social construct of present society, instead, heritage now 

need to be revitalised to drive inclusive sustainable growth by innovative heritage-led 

regeneration with multi-stakeholder involvement, requiring a revised toolbox for industrial 

heritage practices.  
 

 

Introduction 

The industrialisation as a movement might reflect a process following in the footsteps of 

colonialization in its search for primarily low-cost, i.e. low-salary, production contexts. 

Eventually, heritage practices out of a western world tradition are trailing, imposing notions 

of heritage thus contributing to a global – local problem complex, implying frictions and 

conflicts in interpreting and narrating, but possibly also opportunities.1 

This article addresses the need for a revised understanding of the toolbox for industrial 

heritage practices, and the possible components of this toolbox. A number of perspectives on 

the problem complex of heritage practices in general, provides the base for discussing 

toolbox opportunities and in a broader sense the role of heritage. The Authorized Heritage 

Discourse, AHD,2 or a relativistic social construct, represents diverse options for approaching 

heritage that possibly overshadows historical properties that otherwise could underpin 

creative approaches to preservation and development. In terms of industrial heritage all the 

dimensions of global – local frictions contributes to a dynamic complexity. A further 

challenge is the characterization of the practice field by object-oriented sub-divisions with 

limited interconnectivity. Addressing these challenges through the classic definition of 

conservation by Feilden, “as the dynamic management of change in order to reduce the rate 

of decay”,3 heritage thus gain importance as a resource for meeting the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals. Hence, the main challenge is how to contribute to an inclusive 

sustainable growth and to move towards diverse cultural and sustainable development by 

innovative heritage-led regeneration based on a multi-stakeholder involvement.  

The paper builds on the author’s experiences from organising university courses in industrial 

heritage practices, professional practice as an industrial heritage practitioner in a public body 

in Sweden, and engaging in heritage based activities in India and Albania.4  

 

Approaches to heritage  

Ashworth5 has described a development of paradigms that can be identified indicating 

principles guiding heritage practices and how they change over time. He describes three 

different approaches, which, since the 1980s, coexist due to incomplete paradigm shifts. The 

preservation paradigm stems from the late 19th century and represents a traditional 

perspective on the past with the objective to protect specific objects from change or other 

threats. In the 1960s, it was followed by the conservation paradigm where collections and 

environments were included specifically addressing the contemporary use in relation to an 

imagined future. Finally, the heritage paradigm was emerging during the 1980s based on 

cultural values as contemporary societal constructs rather than being inherent in objects or 
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environments. It also implies a shift from experts to how (ordinary) people use and value 

historic remains. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The different paradigms or phases, and a comparison of outcomes for a chosen set of keywords6  

 

While the conservation paradigm might be a necessity to secure unique historical properties, 

the heritage paradigm is equally or more important as a strategy for approaching questions 

addressed in this article. Obviously, not all industrial sites and remains can be turned into 
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museums. However, historically grounded skills, traditions, and small-scale production-

oriented economies, could have the capacity to safeguard and develop cultural and historical 

properties and qualities while at the same time meeting modern needs.  

Similar development of practice has been noted by Sully7 where he characterises the three 

phases as materials-based conservation, value-based conservation and peoples-based 

conservation. A more clear planning perspective of the role of heritage in urban and land-use 

planning is presented by Janssen et al.8 and follows also a three-part division in identifying 

the stages of heritage and its role in planning as sector, factor and vector. 

In Figure 1, the left-hand column represents the traditional top-down expert-based activity, 

which, in the middle column, starts to interact with other expert-based areas of society. The 

intentions and practice related consequences in heritage processes framed by these two 

columns rests within the AHD aiming to secure heritage as ‘national heritage’ or at least with 

a lack of complex and competing interpretations. The principal critique of the AHD, is that it 

does not sufficiently employ a critical understanding of how the history might be interpreted 

and narrated, and that it does not take as its starting point the life of the ordinary people that 

seldom, if ever, have been visible in the big historical pictures.  

When applying these different paradigms or stages on heritage processes within the areas of 

industrial heritage, built environments, and cultural landscapes, it is obvious that they need to 

be combined and integrated into a comprehensive approach, based on: 

 Former industrial sites cannot be turned into museums although some areas and 

properties need to be preserved in a strict traditional sense, 

 Historically grounded skills, traditions, technical constructions and functionalities of 

industrial heritage and the industrial landscape at large represent properties to be 

adapted and used for modern needs. 

 Heritage as a process integrated with sustainable development, becomes meaningless 

if it does not rely on stakeholder management that promotes inclusiveness, 

engagement, opportunities, and creativity, from a peoples-based perspective. 

 

 

Heritage practices 

As outcomes of the different approaches, the operation of heritage practices can be 

characterised within the frames of embedded sub-systems, Figure 2. The division into 

‘typical’ subject areas rests on historical reasons, but the frames remains due to differences in 

terms of social systems or contexts, such as laws, regulations, professions, economies and so 

on. There might be communication between the sub-systems to coordinate decisions and 

operations, but mostly activities operates independently in relation to neighbouring areas. In 

unfortunate situations, activities in one area might also be counterproductive or even 

destructive in other areas. All the sub-systems however, can easily be united in promoting 

general positive attitudes to concepts such as preservation, recycling or circular economy, 

which in turn are consequences of ongoing socio-cultural processes in society.  

A more fruitful approach identifies these boxes as interlinked sub-systems forming one 

system – the heritage practices – that would continually integrate historical properties and 

qualities with contemporary needs and opportunities, underpinning a sustainable societal 

development. As a hypothesis, the resilience of the society will increase with increased 

integration of the different sub-systems, while at the same time this implies more complex 

heritage dynamics. This follows closely on the definition of conservation by Feilden, and he 

identifies a number of drivers for the decay he urge conservators and heritage professionals to 

counteract or decrease., describing a structure for understanding internal, external, and man-

made causes of decay.9 The internal decay implies factors inside buildings and comprises 

issues such as humidity, temperature, insects, and animals. The external situation are 
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composed of climatic causes, natural disasters, and biological and botanical causes. Today we 

could put climate change within the frame of man-made causes, which in Feilden’s scheme 

consists of wars, politics, pollution, fashion, economic interests, etc. Hence, the causes of 

decay could in total be addressed by the UN Sustainable Development Goals10 implying 

heritage practices as a resource for addressing the central challenges of our time.11  

 

 
           Figure 2. The heritage practice area and the sub-systems12  

 

 

A revised toolbox 

Bringing this understanding of approaches and practices into formulations of a possible 

toolbox, we could initially state that heritage is two-folded: 

 As processes whereby objects, etc., derived from the near or distant past are 

continuously transformed, shaped, and re-transformed into experiences for the present. 

 As an outcome, a condition deliberately created in response to current social, political, 

cultural or economic needs. 

 

Heritage practices could describe a creative combination of approaches creating the space for 

places, stories, activities, enhancing a creative, inclusive and sustainable development with 

heritage as valuable resources. In this, there are needs for expanding the idea of the practices 

not limited only to preserving remains but rather actively enter the process of change and 

transformation, by addressing six principle perspectives. 

 

History and materiality  

This perspective represents the traditional heritage based approach to industrial historical 

sites, although it is important to stress the challenge in understanding and capturing the 

complexity of an industrial site represented by: 

- Buildings and constructions. 

- Production processes, including possible pollutants. 

- The produced product in itself. 

- Tacit knowledge and professional skills in the production. 
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- Social history of the workplace, including also gender perspectives. 

- The site’s/the branch’s economic history and context. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                      Figure 3. Lorentzon, the former brick master of The 

                                    Horn Brickwork, Sweden, explains the process 

                                    for a group of heritage students. 

                                    (Photo: B. Lagerqvist) 

 

 

Globalisation and conflicts 

Industrialisation as a global movement normally results in the strategic decision making 

taking place elsewhere than in the local context. Industrialisation can thus be characterised as 

a cause for conflicts and frictions between the local conditions and a global economy. These 

remains of conflicts and frictions are part of the industrial heritage and often represents the 

long cultural and geographical distance between the local community and the rooms for 

decision-making and power utilisation. 

 

 
                              Figure 4. The wall that circumference the Union Carbide site in Bhopal, India, also  

                              creates a window for protest (Photo: B. Lagerqvist) 

 

 

Inclusiveness and respect 

Voice need to be given to local inhabitants, previous and potential users, and all other 

concerned by the past, present, or future. In this dialogue it is imperative that ‘tolerance’ is 

replaced with ‘respect’, implying that the different stakeholders and interests interacts as 

equals. A fundamental approach is to counteract a top-down, hierarchical frame for the 
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heritage processes, where the understanding of the heritage site is based on not one 

interpretation but a multitude of interpretations and narratives. 

 

Development and reuse 

When an industrial site is recognised as ‘heritage’, the buildings and constructions will 

eventually be subjects for alterations, adaptions, etc., that per definition will change the 

nature of the site. By raising the awareness of this transformation into a more consciously 

operated design process, the future use of the site could address the possible combination of: 

- narratives of the site’s history, 

- resources for individual knowledge development, 

- the local site-specific conditions for economic development, e.g. craft skills following local 

traditions, 

- a consciously designed frame for new activities. 

 

   
Figure 5 and 6. The old foundry at the Forsvik Works’ heritage site, Sweden, used for a) museum purposes,  

b) in training upper secondary technology pupils in foundry skills, and c) a resource for small-scale industrial  

enterprise. (Photo: B. Lagerqvist) 

 

Reuse and brownfield regeneration 

The assessment of possible toxic compounds and the degree of contamination in building 

interiors and in the ground are vital. For most industrial production lines there are well known 

background materials on typical toxic compounds indicating the direction of sampling and 

analysis.  

A crucial issue in the reuse of industrial sites and brownfield regenerations, is the need to 

coordinate the adaptive reuse planning focusing on processes on the ground, with the 

planning of detoxification and decontamination aiming on processes underground. 

 

 
Figure 7. Chemicals, Union Carbide site, Bhopal, India 

(Photo: B. Lagerqvist) 
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Systematic recording 

Recording should be problem-driven and interpretation based, guiding the operational nature 

of recording as quality or property oriented. Recording an industrial site to produce 

documents for knowledge support, planning support, and decision support, requires a broad 

set of methods and techniques to be combined in a systematic approach organised in four 

main areas of data collections: 

- Tangible tracks and the intangible qualities of these, on the object. 

- Intangible tracks related to the object. 

- The object and its socio-cultural, topographic setting – the local context 

- The object and its economic setting – the global context 

 

 

Conclusions 

The designation of heritage in the formal sense by identifying historical significance through 

material qualities, or qualifying a site as a listed building, do seldom solve problems or 

address needs for a local community that have experienced an industrial closure. The 

framework for heritage valuation normally represents an understanding of material properties 

from a single discipline in a historically framed context.13 Perspectives relating to use and 

usability, present social context and aesthetics are still not part of such valuations. The 

reusability of historically interesting industrial sites therefore depends on the ability within 

the heritage profession to combine a number of perspectives and processes by expanding the 

practices outside traditional trains of thought.  

Ashworth states that the three paradigms – preservation, conservation, and heritage – are to 

some degree parallel due to their incompleteness. From a practice viewpoint this might 

represent a necessity rather than an obstacle, the multidimensional nature of the application 

areas for the practice requires the combination of approaches but where a peoples-based stand 

should be in the driver’s seat. A firm base in the local situation and a focus on cultural rather 

than historical significance, presents serious possibilities for the local community to develop 

a former industrial site into a resource. An industrial heritage site might become a vivid place 

with its significance in the present for the people who use the site or are connected with it. 

Enabling this while at the same time breaking the barriers between the different sub-sets of 

practice, heritage practices guided by Feilden’s definition of conservation will have the 

strength to seriously contribute to the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals. Industrial heritage in this context will hypothetically enable a transformation of 

industrial pasts from problem-burden production sites to conveyors of potentials and 

opportunities.  

To reach this it is important to recognise the complexity of former industrial sites and realise 

that the intent of applying measures and operations of the practice need to be the definition 

and design of the reuse and continued development of the site in question. This is in turn 

based on the following presumptions on understanding: 

- how to record and understand history, materiality, uses, and functional processes, 

- how to negotiate frictions and conflicts, 

- how to identify and reach all stakeholders, 

- how to manage all interpretations, dialogue development, experts and non experts, 

- how to promote industrial remains as assets for local economy/local society, 

- how to secure and build on skills, tacit knowledge, and 

- how to integrate processes underground and processes above ground. 
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