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Political context 
In this initial part of the paper, we attempt to locate the concept of place-shaping within a wider political 
context, but also to bridge between place-shaping and history and heritage.  It is interesting to note that, 
as the turn towards localism was occurring in policy, so a conscious shift in attention within the discipline 
of history was elevating the experiences of the everyday and situating those localised experiences within 
global currents.  Historians had been responding to the collapse of certainty associated with 
postmodernism since the 1970s, if not before, yet it was in the 1990s that momentum built, with Richard 
Evans publishing his trenchant defence of history in 1997 (Evans, 1997; Tosh, 2006).  While the pressure 
has since eased, as historians work with multiple perspectives, sensitive to the gradients of power, the 
rejection of the nation as a unit of historical thinking in favour of local and identity groupings has become 
well established.  A 2011 companion to history demonstrated this well (Rublack, 2011).  In the context of 
public engagement, this turn can be problematic where audiences remain interested in matters of national 
identity and with the lives and conduct of elites, alongside, rather than in tension with, matters of local 
heritage and everyday life. 

Place-shaping assumed political significance during the Labour administrations from 1997, which 
devolved power in Scotland and Wales and sought to define a “new localism”, a framework of 
accountability for local authorities, both to residents and to central government. Themes such as efficiency 
and responsiveness can be traced back to 1980s and remain evident under today’s Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat coalition government, an indication of consensus across party lines in terms of the policy 
priorities for local administration, but also of the resilience and traction of the language of locality and of 
local distinctiveness and determination. The Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s 
emphasised market pressures to this end, with an interventionist approach of inspection and regulation, a 
tone which their Labour successors picked up.  As Sir Michael Lyons, the author of the 2007 inquiry into 
local government noted, a tension emerged between a devolutionary impulse based on the recognition of 
the need for local decision-making for local circumstances, and a disciplinary impulse in pursuit of the 
reform of public services, often through target-setting (see local government White Paper: Strong and 
Prosperous Communities, 2006).  So, while Lyons put a holistic notion of place-shaping at the centre of 
the regulation and governance of space in the UK, the concept must be understood in a context where 
localism carried a political charge.  

It is possible to identify a number of factors that contributed to successive governments’ interest in 
localism. One is the concept’s rhetorical power, though it is notable that the language of devolution and 
empowerment has been, and continues to be, deployed by central governments in contexts where they 
also evince a lack of trust in local capacity and capability, particularly those of local authorities.  This usage 
provides an indication of the (at least perceived) power and resonance of localism (one example would be 
schools policy, where academies, later free schools, run outside the control of councils, and much greater 
powers are being accrued to the Secretary of State).  Another, connected, factor is a broader crisis of 
legitimacy for central government, involving a disaffection with the politics and culture of Westminster and 
a sense of democratic disengagement.  “Sleaze”, associated particularly with the Major era, was damaging 
to individual reputations but also collectively. The Iraq war, and the absence of WMD, eroded public trust 
under Labour and the parliamentary expenses scandal spanned two administrations.  The Leveson Inquiry 
is exposed close connectivities between government and the media and can be seen as the latest in a 
series of episodes that have undermined confidence in central government. As a result, political rhetoric 
has been shaped by a need to emphasise not only accountability in a broad sense but also the importance 
of devolving responsibility and control downwards (under the precept that those who deliver and use 
services know best).     

We can perhaps connect localism (as a policy concept), the academic turn away from the national 
to the local, and public interest in local history and heritage.  We can recognise in them attempts to 
respond to collapses in established certainties through creating anchors at local level.  Localism in the 
1990s suggested democratic devolution and accountability but also reflected an acknowledgement that 
central government no longer had the big funding levers to provide incentives for change (this also 
underlies current Prime Minister David Cameron’s “Big Society”, which has taken on a localist narrative).  
The academic turn to local/global polarities responded to an erosion of objectivity and of the grand 
narratives of national rise and fall. For some, heritage suggested an authentic grass-roots phenomenon 
through which ordinary people connected with the past and discovered a transformative sense of 
belonging (Samuel, 1994); for others, it was a form of commercialised nostalgia that exploited a need for 
“comfort” in a “postindustrial, postcolonial… postmodern, postboom situation” (Boniface, 1995: 24; 
Hewison, 1987). The search for a sure anchor, for a refuge from the turbulence unsettling the structures 
and apparent certainties of the past is understandable at a human and at an intellectual level.  But what 
are the mechanisms and the organising principles to do so?  Much of the thinking in these three 
perspectives on the local – the political, the historical and the heritage-oriented seems to rely on the 
creation or identification of collectivities that replace those structures – often institutions that once 
provided a more certain framework.  This paper suggests that, in the search for new, more fluid forms of 
collectivity, we may have missed the potential of a particular type of institution: the university.    

With histories measured in decades if not centuries, universities are often one of the few points of 
continuity in a community - as well as a major employer, cultural hub and catalyst for renewal, drawing in 
people and businesses.  Yet they remain under-explored as institutions with the resilience, adaptability and 
capital to act as anchors within communities in a “post-institutional” world.  This is as much a challenge to 
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considerable potential. Through such projects, historians can also bridge another divide by showing that a 
sense of place is as much an effect of historical time as a matter of physical space. Although the common 
language of heritage projects – the air of celebration, inspiration and legacy – can be an uncomfortable, 
even inappropriate, one to use, institutional longevity presents historians with a mechanism to foster a 
constructive yet critical approach to community heritage projects and elicit a more nuanced sense of the 
past. And finally, community histories challenge academics to think about their practice as located in a 
specific institutional context, itself socially, temporally and geographically located, and to consider the 
implications of their work for how that institution sets and understands its ethos and purpose. This 
research has highlighted the resilience and adaptability of universities in their capacity to act as anchors 
and points of continuity in a community as well as to lead work on reclaiming lost pasts and building 
sustainable futures. 

Endnotes 
i Owen Davies, Application to the Heritage Lottery Fund, 2009. 
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