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CHILDREN AS CULTURAL AGENTS: REREADING THE ICH
CONVENTION THROUGH THE CONVENTION ON
THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD*

Kiiltiirel Aktérler Olarak Gocuklar: SOKUM Sézlesmesi’ni Gocuk
Haklan Sozlegmesi Isiginda Yeniden Okumak

Ahmet Erman ARAL**

ABSTRACT

The safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage (ICH) and the protection of children’s rights have been
among the concerns of international law and policy over the past decades. While the UNESCO Convention for
the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) emphasizes the central role of communities, groups,
and individuals in safeguarding, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (the CRC) (1989) presents a
holistic framework and recognizes children as rights-holders in civil, political, economic, social, and cultural
domains. However, despite their shared human-centered ethos, these two Conventions have rarely been exam-
ined together. The aim of the article is to introduce a new perspective for the agency of children in safeguarding
ICH and contribute to cross-sector engagement and synergy between cultural and human rights frameworks.
This paper examines how the Convention on the Rights of the Child’s principles of participation, cultural rights,
and education can be read in relation to the ICH Convention’s focus on intergenerational transmission so as to
increase the impact and visibility of children in safeguarding. While existing scholarship has analyzed ICH in
relation to human rights, sustainable development, and intellectual property, no study has explored its intersec-
tion with the CRC. This gap has resulted in children often being acknowledged only as ‘members of communi-
ties” or ‘passive beneficiaries’ instead of as rights-holders whose needs, capacities, and roles deserve greater
recognition in safeguarding of ICH. It is important to note that the rationale for this study lies in the growing
need to recognize children’s roles in intergenerational transmission at a time when globalization, modernization,
and standardization place increasing pressures on ICH. Thus, it is important to address this gap to integrate a
children’s rights perspective into ICH safeguarding and increase the impact of both conventions. This way, it is
possible to strengthen the CRC’s cultural dimension on the one hand and broaden the ICH Convention’s partic-
ipatory scope to include the youngest generation on the other. Methodologically, the article adopts an interpre-
tive approach, combining documentary analysis of the two Conventions, general comments, and operational
texts with qualitative content analysis of UNESCO-supported projects. The study also briefly deals with how
concepts such as tradition, education, participation, and rights are framed and enacted. Consequently, the find-
ings show that both conventions emphasize education as a bridge between personal development and cultural
continuity, participation as a central principle, and cultural identity as a right to be respected. At the same time,
there are also divergences. Universal standards may not always align with local cultural definitions and imple-
mentations of the ICH Convention seldom recognize children as rights-holders. Inscribed elements on UNESCO
lists from Europe, Asia, and the Global South illustrate that children are often positioned as learners and bene-
ficiaries, but rarely as important agents of safeguarding. The article concludes that placing the CRC and the ICH
Convention in dialogue with one another reframes safeguarding as a responsibility and a human rights endeavor.
Recognizing children as active cultural agents affirms the central notion of “transmission” that underpins the
ICH Convention and ensures that safeguarding remains relevant, inclusive, and resilient in the face of contem-
porary challenges.
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Somut olmayan kiiltiirel mirasin (SOKUM) kusaklar aras1 aktarimi ve ¢ocuk haklarinimn korunmasi, son
yirmi yildir uluslararasi hukuk ve politikanin giindem maddeleri arasinda yer almaktadir. UNESCO Somut
Olma-yan Kiiltiirel Mirasin Korunmasi Sézlesmesi (2003), yasayan mirasin aktariminda topluluk, grup ve bi-
reyle-rin roliinii vurgularken; Birlesmis Milletler Cocuk Haklarina Dair Sézlesme (1989) ise ¢ocuklart sivil,
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siyasi, ekonomik, sosyal ve kiiltiirel alanlarda hak sahibi bireyler olarak kabul eden biitiinciil bir gergeve sun-
mak-tadir. Bununla birlikte, insana odakli bu iki s6zlesme, ortak amaglarina ragmen birlikte incelenmemistir.
Bu makale, Cocuk Haklarma Dair Sézlesme’nin katilim, kiiltiirel haklar ve egitim ilkelerinin, SOKUM Sézles-
mesi’nin kusaklararasi aktarim ve topluluk temelli katilim anlayisiyla nasil birlikte okunabilecegine odak-
lanmakta ve gocuklarin SOKUM’iin korunmasindaki gériiniirliigiinii ve etkisini artirmaya katk1y1 amagla-mak-
tadir. Literatirde SOKUM ile insan haklar1 ve fikri miilkiyet arasindaki iligki siirdiiriilebilir kalkinma boyutu
da dahil dilerek tartisilms olsa da SOKUM Sézlesmesi ile Cocuk Haklarina Dair Sézlesme’yi birlikte okuyan
miistakil bir ¢calisma bulunmamaktadir. Bu eksiklik, ¢ocuklarin ¢ogunlukla yalnizca “topluluk iiyesi” ya da
“pasif yararlanicilar” olarak arka planda kalmasina yol agmis ve ihtiyaclarinin, kapasitelerinin ve rollerinin ayr1
bir perspektifle yeterince taninmamasma neden olmustur. Dolayistyla bu galisma, SO-KUM’iin kusaktan
kusaga aktariminda ¢ocuklarin rol ve 6neminin daha goriiniir kilinmasina katkiyr amag-lamaktadir. Caligma
cergevesinde, dokiiman analizi ve nitel igerik ¢oziimlemesiyle sdzlesme metinleri, kararlarin yorumlari, uygu-
lama belgeleri ve UNESCO destekli projeler incelenmistir. Calisma neticesinde, iki sozlesmenin Ortiistiigii nok-
talar tespit edilmistir. Her iki belge de egitimi kisisel gelisim ile kiiltiirel siirekli-lik arasinda bir koprii olarak
goriirken, katilim temel ilke olarak benimsemektedir. Ote yandan, kiiltiirel kimlik de korunmast gereken bir
hak olarak tanimlanmaktadir. Bununla birlikte, biiyiik 6nem arz etmemekle beraber, ayrisan noktalar da mevcut-
tur. Cocuk Haklarmna Dair Sézlesme bireysel haklara éncelik verirken, SOKUM Sozlesmesi korumada kolektif
katkty1 vurgulamaktadir. Ayrica, Sézlesmelerin giindeme getirdigi evrensel standartlarin yerel tanim ve uygu-
lamalarla her zaman ortiismedigi ve SOKUM’iin korunmasma odakli uygulamalarin gocuklarn kiiltiiriin
aktariminda hak sahibi 6zneler olarak tanimlamaktan uzak oldugu gorilmistir. Avrupa, Asya ve Kiiresel
Giiney’den o6rnekler, ¢ocuklarin ¢ogunlukla “6grenen” veya “ya-rarlanici” roliinde kaldigini ve kiiltiiriin
aktariminda nadiren “etkin 6zne” olarak kabul edildiklerini goster-mektedir. Sonug olarak, Cocuk Haklarina
Dair Sézlesme ile SOKUM Sozlesmesi’nin birlikte okunmasi, koruma anlayisimin insan haklari temelli bir caba
olarak ¢ocuklari da igerecek sekilde yeniden yorumlan-mast i¢in giris niteligindedir. Cocuklarin, bu gergevede
“etkin ©6zneler” olarak tanmnmasi, SOKUM Sozles-mesi’nin temelinde yer alan “aktarim” ilkesini de
gliclendirmekte ve korumanin daha kapsayici, direngli ve anlamli olmasini saglamaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimele

Somut olmayan kiiltiirel miras, Cocuk Haklarina Dair Sozlesme, egitim, katilim, sektorler arasi insan
haklar1 gergeveleri.

Introduction

The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
(hereinafter The ICH Convention), adopted on 17 October 2003, is a key legal instrument
that broadens and enriches approaches to heritage safeguarding. As of May 2026, the
Convention has been ratified by 185 States Parties and continues to attract attention from
the international community. In addition to its technical, administrative, and diplomatic
dimensions relevant to States Parties, the Convention also encompasses a wide range of
aspects that concern civil society organizations, practitioners, researchers, and educa-
tional institutions. One of these aspects involves the need to take concrete steps to enhance
the active participation of communities, groups and individuals (CGIs) in all stages of
safeguarding processes. Indeed, in addition to the objectives of the Convention and the
definition of intangible cultural heritage set out in Article 2, and also the Articles 14 (ed-
ucation) and 15 (participation of communities, groups, and individuals) explicitly affirm
the central role of human agency in the planning and implementation of safeguarding
measures. As previous studies have shown, the emphasis on the role of communities,
groups and individuals, is more pronounced in the ICH Convention than in any other
UNESCO convention in the field of culture. Of particular importance for the focus of this
study is the fact that, as noted by C. Hance, the ICH Convention constitutes the first bind-
ing legal instrument to explicitly link the safeguarding of cultural heritage with human
rights (2020: 81).

In the long-standing discussions within the literature on the ICH Convention, several
important issues have been raised regarding the relationship between ICH and the Sus-
tainable Development Goals, particularly from a human rights perspective. These include
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the human rights dimension (Blake 2024), the safeguarding of ICH in relation to intellec-
tual property rights and biological diversity (Lixinski and Blake 2020), the link between
cultural heritage, identity, and diversity (Blake 2011), opportunities and challenges of
drawing on international human rights law as a means of safeguarding intangible cultural
heritage (Lixinski 2013), and the lack of a comprehensive theory on the interaction be-
tween ICH and human rights (Hance 2020). These works clearly highlight the importance
of considering the safeguarding of ICH and access to heritage within a human rights
framework. On the other hand, the Convention on the Rights of the Child® (hereinafter
the CRC), another significant international instrument developed under the auspices of
the United Nations, was adopted on 20 November 1989. Currently ratified by 196 coun-
tries, the CRC is the most widely accepted human rights treaty in terms of the number of
States Parties. As M. Freeman (2007) emphasizes, the Convention is interconnected with
various other international human rights instruments and aims to protect children's rights
and ensure their implementation as part of the broader advancement of human rights.
According to J. E. Doek, one of the most distinctive features of the CRC is its inclusion
of civil and political rights alongside the economic, social, and cultural rights of children
within a single document (2014: 193-194). In other words, unlike many other interna-
tional human rights treaties, the CRC encompasses both fundamental socio-economic
rights (such as health, education, and an adequate standard of living) and civil and polit-
ical rights (such as identity, freedom of expression, association, and conscience) (Lundy
2014: 2445). In this regard, the CRC proposes a holistic view of the child as a rights-
bearing individual. As noted by Y. Mekonen and M. Tiruneh, it is an international human
rights treaty that acknowledges the child as both a bearer of rights and an individual in a
continuous process of growth, developing increasing capacities over time (2014: 2465).
In light of these characteristics, the CRC serves as a fundamental reference point for
UNICEF’s global work.

The purpose of the article is to examine the two Conventions in conjunction, and to
contribute to the ongoing discourse on how the intergenerational transmission approach
of the ICH Convention may intersect with other human-centered international instru-
ments. In doing so, the paper seeks to support the development of more holistic and ef-
fective approaches to safeguarding intangible cultural heritage and promoting children’s
rights. Importantly, the article does not focus on the legal framework or technical nature
of national or international practices under the CRC. Rather, it offers a reading of The
ICH Convention through the lens of the CRC—while keeping in mind the differing mech-
anisms, purposes, methods, and contexts of each instrument—Dby identifying meaningful
intersections and divergences between the two instruments. In doing so, it aims to shed
light on the role of the child in the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage. In this
respect, the article distinguishes itself from previous research on the subject.

The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage and
the Convention on the Rights of the Child both emphasize human-centered approaches.
However, they are rarely examined together. The ICH Convention focuses on safeguard-
ing traditions in contemporary contexts, while the CRC promotes children’s rights in a
modern, globalized framework. This raises an important question: is the CRC culturally
sensitive in a way that can be viewed in harmony with the ICH Convention? Despite their
shared concerns for human well-being, children’s rights education and policy rarely inte-
grate intangible cultural heritage as a key element.
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As international rights frameworks increasingly shape the ways we define rights,
culture, and identity, there is a growing need to explore how different conventions inter-
sect and what their combined reading can reveal about the role of children in safeguarding
heritage. First of all, there is no study that examines the two Conventions together. So,
the article highlights the need to explore how children's rights policies can integrate ICH,
ensuring that ICH is safeguarded and also shaped by younger generations. In addition,
the discussion is particularly relevant in a rapidly globalizing world, where cultural her-
itage faces pressures from modernization, standardization, and policy-driven interven-
tions, all of which are among the concerns of safeguarding ICH. Examining how interna-
tional projects perceive children’s role and rights can lead to more culturally responsive
approaches in both fields. By focusing on this intersection, the article can contribute to
connect safeguarding ICH with contemporary human rights discourse with a comprehen-
sive manner. It is also important to read the two Conventions together to emphasize the
significance of extending the community participation to children. In addition, as S. Bengt
notes, the development of internationalization -understood as the increasing intensity of
exchange, interaction, and interconnection between nations and cultures- raises the need
for comparative data on the well-being of children in different countries (2014: 31). Sim-
ilarly, international legal instruments such as UNESCO Conventions should also be read
comparatively.? Indeed, E. Ottone Ramirez, former UNESCO Assistant Director-General
for Culture, referring to MONDIACULT 2022, emphasized the importance of establish-
ing links across sectors and conventions through an integrated approach (2023: 67) in
which cultural rights are also central. Beyond the CRC, other international instruments
also shed light on children’s participation in culture. The Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (United Nations 2007: 13, 14) affirms indigenous children’s right to
practice and revitalize their cultures, languages, and traditions in Article 14. Similarly,
Targets 4.2 (early childhood), 4.5 (children in vulnerable situations) of The Sustainable
Development Goals implies the importance of involvement of children for integrating
sustainable lifestyles, human rights (among others) into learning. Recent UNESCO dis-
cussions have also emphasized the importance of rights-based approaches in preventing
the over-commercialization and decontextualization of heritage (UNESCO 2025). Thus,
connecting the ICH Convention within this wider normative network points to that chil-
dren’s engagement with ICH is not an isolated concern but a cross-cutting principle of
human rights and development.

On the other hand, as stated in the Introduction as well as in Articles 20 and 29, the
CRC acknowledges that definitions of childhood and the norms surrounding children’s
lives may differ across national and regional contexts. Therefore, a balance should be
maintained between addressing the issue at the international level and recognizing the
importance of local, regional, and national conditions in the implementation of the CRC.
This constitutes one of the common challenges that may arise when evaluating the two
conventions together. According to the CRC, children’s well-being has multiple mean-
ings and encompasses various interrelated dimensions. When read alongside the ICH
Convention, one of the key areas that stands out in this respect is education. According
to Article 29 of the CRC, the primary aim of education is to support the development of
the child’s personality, talents, and abilities. In line with the CRC Committee’s interpre-
tation of this article, the curriculum must be directly linked to children’s social, cultural,
environmental, and economic conditions (General Comment No. 1, 2001, para. 9).2 Sim-
ilarly, the ICH Convention takes a context-sensitive, human-centered approach to educa-
tion, emphasizing the transmission of knowledge and practices within communities.
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As mentioned earlier, this paper is not a legal analysis, but an interpretive and inter-
disciplinary effort to explore the relationship between the two international conventions.
The analysis draws on documentary analysis and comparative reading of key international
texts, including the official language of the conventions, general comments, implementa-
tion reports, and relevant scholarly literature. This approach is grounded in qualitative
content analysis, focusing on how concepts such as tradition, education, participation, and
human-centered development are framed across the two conventions. The aim is to offer
a new perspective from the field of intangible cultural heritage and folklore studies, em-
phasizing the potential for cross-sectoral dialogue between cultural and human rights
frameworks. In doing so, the paper seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of how
children’s roles in cultural transmission might be more clearly recognized and supported
at the international level.

Conceptual Framework: Tradition, Modernity and Rights in Dialogue

The conceptual relationship between tradition, modernity, and rights is central to
understanding the potential dialogue between the ICH Convention and the CRC. While
both conventions focus on human-centered approaches, they reflect different primary
concerns. The ICH Convention seeks to safeguard living traditions in changing contexts
and challenges. On the other hand, the CRC proposes a universal standard for children’s
well-being and development.

The ICH Convention emphasizes the safeguarding of “practices, representations, ex-
pressions, knowledge, and skills” transmitted from generation to generation, highlighting
the importance of cultural continuity in the face of globalization and homogenization.
This approach is rooted in a dynamic understanding of tradition as a living process
adapted to contemporary life. Safeguarding efforts under this framework require respect
for local specificities and community agency. In contrast, the CRC operates primarily
within the framework of international human rights law, promoting a vision of children
as individual rights-holders entitled to protection, provision, and participation (CRC,
1989, Preamble; Articles 12-31). Although the CRC acknowledges cultural rights (Arti-
cles 4,30, 31) and promotes respect for the child’s cultural identity (Article 29), its overall
structure reflects a universalizing logic. As reflected by M. Freeman, The CRC is built on
the idea that childhood has globally recognized needs and entitlements, even if their real-
ization must be adapted to local contexts (Freeman, 2007: 39). As currently highlighted
by J. Blake (2024: 31), the difference between safeguarding traditions and promoting
standardized rights reveals an important conceptual challenge. According to R. F. Bendix,
A. Eggert, and A. Peselmann, safeguarding policies often operate in tension with broader
globalizing processes, leading to complex negotiations between continuity and change
(2013: 11-20). Similarly, S. E. Merry notes that international human rights frameworks
often vernacularize universal rights into local contexts, but the translation process is nei-
ther neutral nor straightforward (2006: 179-217). In a similar vein, Francioni and Lixinski
emphasizes that the dual implementation of cultural heritage and international human
rights can trigger two distinct types of conflicts (2017: 22).

Children’s role within these frameworks also differs. The ICH Convention tends to
see communities, groups and individuals as the pillars of heritage. However, it does not
give attention to children’s participation as active agents of intergenerational transmis-
sion. In contrast, the CRC frames children as both recipients and participants in social
and cultural life but often abstracts them from the intergenerational processes that sustain
ICH, among others. The CRC’s Article 29 emphasizes that education should develop
children's talents and cultural identity, linking personal growth with social belonging.
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Likewise, Article 14 of the ICH Convention stresses the need to integrate ICH into formal
and non-formal education to ensure its viability. This shared concern with education sug-
gests a bridge between tradition and rights to foster children's agency in ways that respect
and revitalize living heritage. Thus, the analysis of the two conventions shows that both
frameworks -though distinct in focus- offer possibilities for supporting children as active
cultural participants in safeguarding heritage.

Children, Safeguarding, and Rights: Common Ground and Tension in the Two
Conventions

Understanding these underlying conceptual differences and shared concerns mostly
from the perspective of the ICH Convention provides the foundation for examining where
the two Conventions align, diverge, and how their potential interaction could shape the
broader discourse on intangible cultural heritage and children’s rights.

Despite their distinct scopes and objectives, the CRC and the ICH Conven-
tion share important areas of alignment. Both adopt human-centered approaches that
place individuals, communities, and their experiences at the core of planning and imple-
mentation. Although varying in degree, they express a shared concern for the continuity
of cultural identity in processes of globalization and social transformation. For example,
The CRC explicitly acknowledges the importance of cultural identity. Article
29(1)(c) highlights education’s role in developing respect for the child’s own cultural
identity, language, and values, while Article 30 protects the cultural rights of minority
and indigenous children. The Committee’s General Comment No. 1 (2001, para. 9) fur-
ther emphasizes that education must be relevant to children’s social and cultural context,
supporting the continuity of cultural identity during broader societal change. Most nota-
bly, both conventions emphasize the significance of education -as a fundamental right or
a developmental tool and as a means of ensuring the transmission and sustainability of
cultural knowledge, skills and practices across generations. While the ICH Convention
views education as a significant measure for intergenerational transmission and viability
(Blake 2020; Aral 2022), the CRC emphasizes that education should be grounded in the
child’s social and cultural environment, enabling meaningful participation in community
life. This approach resonates with the ICH Convention’s emphasis on education in Article
14 as a context-sensitive means of transmitting ICH, ensuring its relevance and vitality
across generations.

The emphasis on education and cultural identity also points to the value of connect-
ing the ICH Convention with other international legal texts that can reinforce and expand
its scope. Recognizing these overlapping areas also underlines the importance of situating
the ICH Convention within a broader network of relevant international rights instruments.
Thus, establishing such connections can enhance the meaning and practical application
of ICH safeguarding by aligning it with complementary rights-based frameworks. For
example, the Preamble of UNESCO Recommendation on Education for Peace and Hu-
man Rights, International Understanding, Cooperation, Fundamental Freedoms, Global
Citizenship and Sustainable Development (UNESCO 2023) explicitly refers to the CRC,
signaling the potential for reinforcing interpretations. In a similar vein, the UNESCO
Framework for Culture and Arts Education (UNESCO 2024) provides a supporting per-
spective for the involvement of children in ICH safeguarding. Linking the ICH Conven-
tion to such texts can help ensure that heritage safeguarding efforts are supported by (and
also contribute to) wider educational and human rights objectives. Similarly, as noted in
the UNESCQO’s report Reimagining Our Futures Together: A New Social Contract for
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Education, “...How we learn must be determined by why and what we learn. A founda-
tional commitment to teaching and advancing human rights means that we must respect
the rights of the learner” (UNESCO 2021: 50). This framing places the learner at the
center of educational practice and advocates for approaches that are grounded in dignity,
identity, and rights. So that, such a vision aligns strongly with the ICH Convention, which
recognizes that safeguarding is not simply about safeguarding knowledge, skills and prac-
tices, but rather about empowering the communities, groups, and individuals who embody
and transmit them. By emphasizing community participation and self-identification, the
ICH Convention mirrors a rights-based, learner-centered approach to heritage education,
although heritage listing, as noted by Francioni and Lixinski, sometimes creates tension
with human rights values and standards (2017: 21).

This convergence reinforces the idea that safeguarding is also an educational and
ethical endeavor. Importantly, the abovementioned report draws attention to the concept
of a new social contract for education, one that embraces children as learners and more
relevantly, as agents of change and cultural and social beings (UNESCO 2021: 135)
whose knowledge, identities, and relationships should be recognized. This view supports
community-rooted and collaborative models of education, as exemplified in the report’s
acknowledgment that “in some regions, community schools represent creative responses
of local communities to envision new educational possibilities and respond to local exi-
gencies while tapping into deep cultural reservoirs.” It further highlights the value of “ed-
ucational programmes, sometimes recognized as ‘non-formal’, that partner with schools...
by connecting with local elders, community leaders, and knowledge-keepers” (2021: 73).
These approaches resonate closely with the ICH Convention’s emphasis on safeguarding
ICH through community-based and culturally embedded education, which reinforces the
mutual relationship between educational transformation and ICH safeguarding. However,
while the significance of integrating ICH into education is obvious, it is not without risks.
Embedding ICH within curriculum may freeze traditions by reducing them to fixed con-
tent and detaching them from their contexts. In addition, it is also probable that dominant
heritage elements or practices may be privileged over minority ones. The CRC’s princi-
ples of non-discrimination (Article 2) and best interests of the child (Article 3) could serve
as points of protection against such outcomes. It also reminds policymakers that heritage
education should remain inclusive, flexible, and attentive to children’s diverse cultural
realities. At the same time, a stronger rights-based interpretation of safeguarding may also
create new tensions. Excessive reliance on universal child-rights frameworks could unin-
tentionally limit community autonomy in defining the meanings, functions, and modes of
transmission of heritage. In some contexts, safeguarding practices may become increas-
ingly formalized or regulated according to institutional expectations shaped by global
policy language than by local cultural dynamics. There is also the risk that external inter-
pretations of children’s participation and well-being may override community-based un-
derstandings of intergenerational learning and cultural responsibility. Therefore, attempts
to connect the CRC and the ICH Convention require balance so that the protection of
children’s rights does not marginalize locally grounded safeguarding practices.

The convergence in the understanding of education and cultural identity creates a
strong basis for identifying other areas in which the CRC and the ICH Convention align.
In the CRC, this is reflected in the recognition of the child as a rights-holder whose views
must be heard (Article 12) and whose development must be supported holistically, in-
cluding respect for their cultural identity (Article 29; General Comment No. 1, 2001). The
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ICH Convention similarly acknowledges the agency of communities, groups, and indi-
viduals in identifying and transmitting their own heritage (Article 11), affirming that safe-
guarding cannot be imposed externally but must originate from within. They also share a
commitment to protecting cultural diversity. The CRC emphasizes the rights of children
from minority and indigenous backgrounds to maintain their culture, language, and tradi-
tions (Article 30). On the other hand, the ICH Convention underscores that safeguarding
measures must respect the diversity of cultural expressions and practices (Article 2). Fur-
thermore, both instruments converge on the importance of participation as a fundamental
principle -whether it is the participation of the child in decisions that affect them, or the
participation of communities in shaping safeguarding measures. These shared threads
suggest that the two Conventions provide a richer framework for ensuring that children
are beneficiaries of cultural transmission and at the same time, they are active contributors
to its vitality and sustainability.

Building on this emphasis on participation, agency, and cultural identity, a closer
look at how children appear in the operational texts of the ICH Convention, specifically
in the Decisions of the Intergovernmental Committee, reveals important patterns as well
as particular gaps. The analysis of the Intergovernmental Committee Decisions referenc-
ing “children” identifies four thematic roles. First, children are frequently portrayed as
bearers or participants of ICH, particularly in nominations concerning traditional games,
storytelling, crafts, and music. These elements, some of which were inscribed by States
Parties such as the United Arab Emirates (Al Ayyala, a traditional performing art of the
Sultanate of Oman and the United Arab Emirates), Croatia (Gingerbread craft from
Northern Croatia), and Indonesia (Wayang puppet theatre), highlight the essential role of
children in the intergenerational transmission of living heritage.* Secondly, children are
positioned as beneficiaries of educational safeguarding measures, most commonly
through school-based programs, workshops, and training initiatives aimed at transmitting
ICH knowledge and practices, which is obvious in many nomination files. Third, children
are treated as the audience for awareness-raising activities, including cultural festivals,
museum exhibits, and youth-focused events. In these cases, children are often framed as
passive receivers of cultural knowledge rather than active cultural agents. Fourth, though
less frequently, children are acknowledged in contexts of vulnerability, such as post-con-
flict recovery or among marginalized groups, where engagement with ICH is viewed as
a means of fostering identity and psychosocial well-being. However, despite these refer-
ences, legal or rights-based conceptualization of children’s participation in or benefit
from ICH safeguarding is clearly absent. There is no mention of the CRC in the Commit-
tee’s decisions, nor is there evidence of children being recognized as rights-holders in line
with Articles 12, 29, or 30 of the CRC. Children are often positioned as objects of trans-
mission than as empowered actors with entitlements and agency. This suggests an oppor-
tunity to align the implementation of the ICH Convention more explicitly with the CRC.
Strengthening this connection could help ensure that safeguarding measures include chil-
dren and they are designed in ways that uphold their rights and support their participation
in safeguarding processes.

The absence of explicit references to children’s rights in the operational texts of the
ICH Convention may stem from priorities and necessities of an international legal instru-
ment. In addition, as discussed initially by Blake (2006) and then Jacobs (2020), the draft-
ers of the ICH Convention prioritized community agency, flexibility and cultural diversity
while avoiding legalistic language that might constrain local definitions, uses or functions
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of heritage. This orientation has made children visible mainly as “members of communi-
ties” rather than as distinct rights-holders. As a result, safeguarding decisions mostly rely
on adult-centered perspectives, leaving children’s agency implicit, which highlights the
need for a more explicit rights-based interpretation. Nevertheless, alongside the potential
for synergy, notable differences in focus, scope, and implementation suggest that these
frameworks are not always easily reconcilable. These differences deserve closer exami-
nation. One of the most significant differences lies in the scale and subject of rights. The
CRC is built on the premise of the individual child as the primary rights-holder. In con-
trast, the ICH Convention takes a collective perspective, situating safeguarding within the
agency of communities rather than focusing specifically on individual members. This di-
vergence raises the question of whether children, as individuals, are sufficiently visible
in the ICH safeguarding framework. Another point of divergence concerns the balance
between universalism and localism. As Francioni and Lixinski have noted, limiting the
scope of ICH to practices considered compatible with international human rights stand-
ards may also create a tendency to frame certain cultural practices as incompatible with
modern rights-based norms. This tension demonstrates that the relationship between cul-
ture and human rights is not always complementary, but may also involve hierarchies
shaped by global standards of legitimacy (2017: 12).

The CRC advances universal standards for the protection and promotion of chil-
dren’s rights, and while it recognizes the need for contextual adaptation, it inevitably in-
troduces a degree of standardization in defining what constitutes the best interests of the
child. The ICH Convention, by contrast, emphasizes flexibility and adaptation to local
contexts. It acknowledges that each community defines its heritage in its own terms. This
can create friction in cases where a cultural practice recognized as ICH is considered
harmful to children’s rights under the CRC framework. For example, as mentioned by T.
Yildiz (2020: 104) with reference to the Decision in the 6™ Intergovernmental Committee
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, the organization Grup d’Accié
Valencianista claimed that the nomination file Human Towers, inscribed by Spain on the
Representative List in 2010, was in violation of the principle stated in Article 32 of the
CRC,® which calls for the protection of children from “performing any work that is likely
to be harmful to the child’s health or physical development.” Moreover, the Conventions
also differ in their monitoring and accountability structures. The CRC has a treaty body
(the Committee on the Rights of the Child) that receives periodic reports from States
Parties and can issue authoritative (nonetheless not legally binding) interpretations. How-
ever, the ICH Convention relies on State-submitted periodic reports without an estab-
lished mechanism for individual complaints (while noting there are exceptional cases
based on complaints such as the removal of Aalst Carnival of Belgium from the Repre-
sentative List in 2019)® or direct oversight. Finally, their language and framing reflect
their distinct epistemologies as well: the CRC adopts legal, rights-based terminology
aimed at normative enforcement, whereas the ICH Convention is grounded in anthropo-
logical and cultural perspectives, with a focus on safeguarding living traditions and prac-
tices. While these differences do not preclude possible engagement between the two
frameworks, they stress the need for careful navigation when interpreting them together.
A nuanced approach that respects the universal rights of children (while acknowledging
the value of cultural specificity) is essential to avoid reinforcing one framework at the
expense of the other.
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The CRC’s universal scope is one of its strengths. It enables a common set of stand-
ards for the protection and development of children worldwide. This universality facili-
tates the movement of local issues, including cultural concerns, into the global human
rights arena. For ICH, this offers opportunities for visibility, recognition, and policy sup-
port at an international level. A positive example is New Zealand’s revitalization of the
Maori language, where the CRC recommendations’ reinforced initiatives such
as Kohanga Reo that align closely with the ICH Convention’s emphasis on language as a
key vehicle for transmitting ICH. However, the process of translating local traditions into
the language of universal rights also carries the risk of cultural homogenization. As Merry
notes in her work on the “vernacularization” of human rights, global norms must often be
reframed to fit local realities, yet this translation process can also reshape the meaning
and practice of the traditions themselves (2006: 219-221). In addition to the cases from
different parts of the world (Francioni and Lixinski 2017: 22-24), the difference is evident
in debates on female circumcision in parts of Africa, where the practice is framed by some
as cultural heritage but is rejected by the CRC as a violation of children’s rights.® In the
context of ICH safeguarding, CRC-inspired initiatives might prioritize children’s rights
in ways that inadvertently redefine or even marginalize certain heritage elements, espe-
cially if they are perceived as inconsistent with global child protection standards. At the
same time, the CRC’s provisions on cultural rights (Articles 29 and 30) could support
children’s participation in heritage practices and ensures that these activities are not ex-
cluded from educational or developmental agendas. Thus, the CRC functions as both a
catalyst for elevating local heritage to the global stage and as a hormative filter through
which that heritage is assessed, shaped, and sometimes contested.

Children's Agency in Practice: Insights from UNESCO Projects

The interaction between the ICH Convention and the CRC can be better understood
through the international projects in the field of ICH that involve children in safeguarding.
While both Conventions highlight education and participation, the ways in which children
are represented in practice vary significantly. Across UNESCO projects on ICH, children
are mainly positioned as learners, beneficiaries and (to a lesser degree) transmitters. This
reflects a recognition of their importance in intergenerational transmission, but also re-
veals certain limits in how their agency is conceptualized. To illustrate these dynamics,
the following discussion focuses on two UNESCO-supported projects—one from Europe
and one from Asia. Examining these cases provides a clearer picture of how the CRC’s
principles of participation and cultural rights intersect with the ICH Convention’s empha-
sis on education and intergenerational transmission.

The UNESCO-EU npilot project “Teaching and Learning with Living Heritage”
(2019-2021)° positions children as central actors in linking education with ICH. As
“learners”, students worked alongside teachers to design classroom activities, treating
them as co-creators rather than passive recipients. More importantly, they engaged with
heritage through school subjects—calculating recipes in math, analyzing bell sounds in
physics, or incorporating traditional motifs into art. On the other hand, as “transmitters”,
children documented family and community practices, interviewed elders, and prepared
exhibitions, fostering intergenerational dialogue and contributing to the safeguarding.
Lastly, as “beneficiaries”, students experienced inclusion and identity affirmation. Mi-
grant-background children shared their cultural knowledge and heritage-based activities
were adapted to include children with disabilities. In comparison, the UNESCO project
“Teaching and Learning with Living Heritage in the Asia-Pacific” (2019-2022)% simi-
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larly emphasized children’s role in safeguarding ICH within schools in Cambodia, Ka-
zakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal, Republic of Korea and Thailand. Students became “learn-
ers” by linking weaving, shadow theatre, and culinary traditions to history, literature, and
science, highlighting the relevance of heritage to everyday education. They acted as
“transmitters” by engaging elders, collecting oral histories, and presenting traditions in
festivals and storytelling, thus revitalizing practices among peers. As “beneficiaries”,
children gained pride, confidence, and intercultural respect, and they also developed a
deeper sense of belonging and responsibility toward their communities. While neither
project explicitly referenced the CRC, their practices align with its principles. Both pro-
jects recognize children as rights-holders whose cultural identity and participation must
be respected, which clearly resonates with Article 29 on education’s role in fostering re-
spect for cultural identity, and Article 12 on children’s right to be heard. The emphasis
on creativity, play, and cultural expression also echoes Article 31, which guarantees the
right to participate freely in cultural life. In this sense, integrating ICH into education
illustrates how safeguarding efforts can contribute, even implicitly, to realizing children’s
cultural rights and supporting their development as envisioned by the CRC.

Taken together, these insights carry practical implications that extend beyond anal-
ysis. For policymakers, the comparative perspective highlights the importance of explic-
itly connecting cultural and child-rights frameworks in national strategies, ensuring that
education policies address learning outcomes, children’s cultural participation and iden-
tity. As for heritage practitioners, it suggests the need to design safeguarding initiatives
that position children as recipients of heritage and as active participants with agency, in
line with the participatory spirit of both Conventions. For educators, the cases underscore
the value of integrating ICH into curricula in ways that foster creativity, intercultural re-
spect, and intergenerational dialogue. Such an approach can strengthen heritage safe-
guarding and children’s rights simultaneously. In this way, international conventions may
move beyond abstract policy principles and contribute more directly to everyday educa-
tional and safeguarding practices. These reflections also resonate with broader interna-
tional policy debates. UNESCO’s report Reimagining Our Futures Together: A New So-
cial Contract for Education stresses the need to embed cultural heritage within transform-
ative learning processes and highlights community-based approaches as creative re-
sponses to local exigencies (UNESCO 2021: 73, 135). Similarly, the MONDIACULT
2022 Final Declaration calls for the systemic integration of culture into education across
levels and modalities and reinforces the view that safeguarding cultural heritage and ad-
vancing human rights, in particular cultural rights, are inseparable (UNESCO 2022: 3). It
should be emphasized that a notable gap in analyses is the limited attention to perspectives
from the Global South, where some of community-driven initiatives inscribed on the
UNESCO Register of Good Safeguarding Practices include experiences on children’s ac-
tive role in safeguarding ICH. For example, The School of Living Traditions in the Phil-
ippines creates spaces where children learn directly from community bearers. Similarly,
the Biocultural Programme for the Safeguarding of the Tradition of the Blessed Palm in
Venezuela involves children and youth in ritual practices that strengthen cultural identity.
While it is an example from the Global North, The Land of Legends Programme for Pro-
moting and Revitalizing the Art of Storytelling in Kronoberg Region in Sweden also pro-
vides a significant experience of children’s engagement in safeguarding. These grassroots
initiatives show how children’s agency could be extended beyond formal education in a
way that also reinforces the principles of participation and cultural rights in the CRC.
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Conclusion

The paper has examined the insufficiently recognized relationship between the
UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child. By comparing their texts, interpretations, and se-
lected practices, it is concluded that both instruments align on the themes of education,
participation, and cultural identity. Read together, these Conventions offer a holistic vi-
sion in which children are inheritors of heritage and active contributors to safeguarding
efforts. At the same time, certain differences should be noted (the differences do not pre-
vent attempts to read the two Conventions together). While the CRC privileges the indi-
vidual child as a rights-holder, the ICH Convention emphasizes collective agency. Uni-
versal standards may not be in line with local cultural definitions. And lastly, the opera-
tional texts and implementations of the ICH Convention treat children more as commu-
nity members than as individual rights-bearers.

On the other hand, the analysis of UNESCO-supported projects in Europe and Asia
has shown how children are positioned as learners, transmitters, and beneficiaries. These
cases reveal important practices and also underline the limits of children’s agency in in-
stitutional frameworks. It is equally important that community-driven experiences from
the Global South highlight how children’s participation in safeguarding can be extended
into grassroots contexts. Together, these examples suggest that safeguarding efforts could
be more effective when they combine the participatory spirit of the ICH Convention with
the rights-based clarity of the CRC. Apart from the abovementioned considerations, other
several implications also emerge. For policymakers, children’s cultural rights should be
explicitly referenced in heritage and education strategies, with the CRC serving as a nor-
mative guide in national reporting, program design and implementations. Within commu-
nity practice, safeguarding initiatives should move beyond symbolic inclusion to ensure
that children’s views and experiences are integrated more into inventorying, nomination
and community consultation processes. These safeguarding activities often involve adults
but rarely create convenient spaces for children. At the international level, the discussions
on the synergy between recent policy texts (including UNESCO’s reports, declarations
and current frameworks) should be maintained in a way to reinforce the embedding ICH
within broader educational and human rights agendas. In conclusion, reading the CRC
and the ICH Convention together reframes safeguarding as both a process of cultural
transmission and a human rights endeavor. Recognizing children as active rights-holders
and cultural agents strengthens the principle that the success of safeguarding relies on the
agency of communities, groups, and individuals. This approach might also help to ensure
that safeguarding remains relevant, inclusive and resilient in contemporary contexts.

AUTHORS’ CONTRIBUTION PERCENTAGE: First Author %100.

ETHICS COMMITTEE APPROVAL.: The approval is not required for the study.
FINANCIAL SUPPORT: No financial support was received.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST: The author declares that there is no conflict of interest.

NOTES

1. The full text of the Convention on the Rights of the Child can be accessed at https://www.ohchr.org/en/in-
struments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child

2. The efforts to emphasize synergies between UNESCO Conventions can be found at
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000137607 (2004) and more recently
https://whc.unesco.org/en/synergies/

3. For the General Comment, please visit https://www.refworld.org/legal/general/crc/2001/en/39221

4. The list of inscribed elements on UNESCO intangible cultural heritage lists can be accessed at
https://ich.unesco.org/en/lists
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5. The claim of the organization about the Human Towers nomination file can be accessed at
https://ich.unesco.org/en/Decisions/6.COM/4 (ITH/11/6.COM/CONF.206/4 Rev., 2011: 27-28)

6. For the decision about the removal of the element from the UNESCO Representative List in 2019, please
visit https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/aalst-carnival-00402

7. New Zealand’s Fifth Periodic Report, Committee on the Rights of the Child, Consideration of Reports Sub-
mitted by States Parties Under Article 44 of the Convention (CRC/C/NZL/5 2016: 15, 37)

8. Combined Third to Fifth Periodic Reports submitted by Mali Under Article 44 of the Convention, due in
2012 (CRC/C/MLI/3-5 2023: 33-34)

9. The details on the project can be accessed at https://ich.unesco.org/en/resources-for-teachers-01180

10. Further  information on the project is available at  https://www.unesco-
ichcap.org/board.es?mid=a10301000000&bid=A105&tag=&act=view&list_no=13594
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