
























































































which such a pattern is always suggested. Only the creativity 
of the individual scientist leads to scientific innovation. 

Experimentation is but One of Science's Tools 
Scientific experiments involve carefully orchestrate-el 

procedures - along with control and test groups - usually 
designed to test a proposed cause-and-effect relationship. 
Experimentation is a useful tool in science, but is not the sole 
route to knowledge. Scientific knowledge is also acquired 
using tools such as observation, analysis, speculation, and 
library investigation. Many noteworthy scientists have used 
non-experimental techniques to advance knowledge. 
Moreover, in a number of science disciplines, true 
experimentation is not possible because of the inability to 
control variables. For instance, the science of astronomy is 
almost totally based on extensive observations rather than 
experiment. 

Scientists Endeavor to be as Objective as Possible 
Scientists routinely endeavor to be objective in the conduct 

of their work. They design and use procedures specifically 
aimed at removing subjectivity from their observations and 
analyses. That said, scientists are people too, and sometimes 
their individual or collective subjectivity or biases can enter 
into their work. Complete objectivity, while desirable, is 
simply unattainable in science. There are several reasons for 
this: 

Scientists believe the advancement of science is best 
undertaken through the proposal of scientific laws and 
theories as conjectures, and then to actively work to disprove 
or refute these ideas. Verification often results in what may 
seem like a rather backward process: it results from the 
absence of disproof. This is seen by scientists as support for 
the idea. Although scientists agree that this theoretical model 
is important, in actuality, it does not occur to the extent that it 
might. There are few indications that scientists undertake 
extensive programs to search for disconfirming evidence. 

Scientists, like other observers, hold a myriad of 
preconceptions and biases about the way the world operates. 
Held in the subconscious, these notions affect everyone's 
ability to make objective observations: Such ''theory-laden 
observation" makes it impossible to collect and interpret facts 
without any bias. The history of science is replete with cases 
in which scientists failed to include particular observations in 
their final analyses of phenomena. This occurred not because 
of any fraud or deceit on the part of the scientists involved, 
but simply because these scientists possessed prior knowledge 
that either caused them to miss certain facts, or to consider 
them unimportant in the reporting of their observations. 

Scientists also work within a research tradition or research 
paradigm. Shared by those working in a given discipline, this 
paradigm provides clues to the questions worth investigating, 
suggests what evidence is admissible, and prescribes the tests 
and techniques that are reasonable. Although the paradigm 
provides direction to the research, it may also stifle or limit 
investigation. Anything that confines the research endeavor 
necessarily limits objectivity. While there may be no 
conscious desire on the part of scientists to limit discussion, it 
is likely that some new ideas in science are rejected because 
they conflict with the current paradigm. Despite these pitfalls, 
it should be noted that such adherence to paradigms has led to 
many more advances in science than delays. 

Such potential hindrances are unavoidable exceptions to 
what scientists endeavor to do: investigate the world as 
objectively as is humanly possible. 

Scientific Peer Review - More is Better 
Upon completing a research project, scientists 

communicate their results so that others may learn from and 
evaluate their research. This check-and-balance system is one 
of the processes that enables the kind of conjecture and 
refutation that is at the heart of advancing scientific 
knowledge. In reality, though, this process does not happen as 
often as it should. Errors in research may not come to light 
until other scientists build on the previous work. 

Most scientists are simply too busy, and research funds too 
limited, for extensive review. The enormous amount of 
original scientific research published, and the pressure to 
produce new information rather than reproduce others' work 
(to verify it), dramatically increases the chance that errors will 
go unnoticed. Space limitations in scientific journals also 
adversely contribute to the thoroughness of peer review: 
Because space is limited, scientists rarely report valid, but 
negative, results. While this is understandable, progress is best 
served when those working in a particular scientific discipline 
have access to all of the information regarding a phenomenon 
- both positive and negative.32 

Scientific Scholarship in Interpretation 

Explanations offered by scientific scholarship remain some of 
the most useful ways for people within a pluralistic society to 
consider, explore, and discuss aspects of the natural world, 
including heritage resources. The implications of science 
range from understanding the literal functioning of systems 
and their components to philosophical implications of such 
explanations. Science is better suited to explaining the former 
part of that range. That is, the confidence of scientists is 
higher when regarding the functioning of systems and their 
components than when describing how that functioning 
should impact or connect to human values. In general terms, 
science properly remains understood by the majority of 
people within diverse societies as a useful way of 
understanding the natural world and how things actually 
work. 

As interpreters conduct research about resources and 
audiences, design interpretive services, and present those 
services, they should consider the following. 

• Science aims at understanding and explaining the 
natural world. 

• Scientific explanations of the natural world are framed 
in terms of confidence, probability, and likelihood. 

• Science evolves in response to changing knowledge 
that, through scientific methodology, accrues a higher 
degree of confidence than that accorded previous 
knowledge. 

32 
Adapted from Ten myths of science: Reexamining what we think we 
know .... ; William McComas: School Science & Mathematics; Vol. 96 
(1/1/1996), p. 10. 
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• Science depends upon methodology that attempts to 
remove as much human bias and subjectivity as 
possible, basing its methodology on observing, 
hypothesizing, theorizing, and testing evidence. 

• Science can inform, but does not answer, questions 
requiring moral or ethical judgments. 

• Science is useful but is not all encompassing; it has 
limits. 

Multiple Perspectives within Scientific Scholarship 
Multiple perspectives also exist within scientific 

scholarship. Multiple working hypotheses regarding any 
natural feature or event is a normal part of scientific inquiry. 
If scientists report different conclusions about some aspect of 
park resources, yet all of these conclusions are supported by 
sound, juried scholarship, the interpreter should be ready to 
present all of these conclusions to the public because they all 
meet the test of supportability by scholarship. And in so 
doing, the interpreter is providing a range of valid ideas for 
visitors to consider. Science, as an open-ended method of 
study, makes no claim to representing absolute truth at any 
point in time. •• 
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Spirituality, Religion, and Interpretation 

Spirituality and Religion 

s p ir• i •tu•al \ 1 : of, relating to, or consisting of spirit: of the 
nature of spirit rather than material : INCORPOREAL - contrasted 
with earthy 2 a : of or relating to religious or sacred matters b 
: SACRED c : ecclesiastical rather than lay or temporal 3 : of or 
relating to the moral feelings or states of the soul as 
distinguished from the external actions : reaching and affecting 
the spirit 4 a : influenced or controlled by the divine Spirit: 
having a nature in which a concern for the Spirit of God 
predominates b : proceeding from or under the influence of 
the Holy Spirit : concerned with religious values : seeking 
earnestly to live in a right relation to God c : HOLY, DIVINE d : 
RELIGIOUS 5 : related or joined in spirit : spiritually akin : 
having a relationship one to another based on matters of the 
spirit 7 : of, relating to, or coming from the intellectual and 
higher endowments of the mind : INTELLECIUAL, MENTAL -

contrasted with animal 8 : highly refined in thought or feeling 
9 : SPIRITIED, CLEVER, WJTIY 10 : having to do with spirits, ghosts, 
or similar supernatural beings or with the world which they are 
held to people 

r e •ll •glo n \ 1 : the personal commitment to and serving of 
God or a god with worshipful devotion, conduct in accord 
with divine commands esp. as found in accepted sacred 
writings or declared by authoritative teachers, a way of life 
recognized as incumbent on true believers, and typically the 
relating of oneself to an organized body of believers 3 a : one 
of the systems offaith and worship : a religious faith b: the 
body of institutionalized expressions of sacred beliefs, 
observances, and social practices found within a given cultural 
context 6 a : a personal awareness or conviction of the 
existence of a supreme being or of supernatural powers or 
influences controlling one's own, humanity's, or all nature's 
destiny 

The tenns spirituality, religion, spiritual, and religious have 
different but related definitions. Because these are deeply 
meaningful subjects, people overlay the common definitions 
with even more of their own values and meanings than they 
might for other topics. For some, religion might be described 
as a highly structured social convention. It could revolve 
around built structures and social activities. It might include 
tenets, ceremonies, traditions, and artifacts. For others, 
religion might be directly tied to specific landforms or 
geographic locations, and their stories. Religion could also 
refer to an individual's privately-held thoughts and feelings 
about his or her relationship to all else - rather than applying 
to a group of like-minded people. Religion might infuse al I of 

a person's actions, or might only be tenuously connected to an 
activity that occurs on a periodic basis. 
! There are many, long established, major world religions, 
i each with over three million followers ... : 

I • Baha'i Faith 
! • Buddhism 
'I • Christianity 

• Confucianism 
' • Hinduism 

• Islam 
• Jainism 
• Judaism 
• Shinto 
• Sikhism 
• Taoism 
• V odun (Voodoo )33 

In addition to these twelve religions, other fonns of well­
defined spirituality include Gnosticism, Native American 
Spirituality, Neopagan faiths (Asatru, Druidism, Goddess 
Worship, Wicca, Witchcraft), New Age (Self-Spirituality, 
New Spirituality, etc.), Scientology, Unitarian-Universalism, 
Zoroastrianism, and many others. Belief systems such as 
Atheism, A~osticism, and Humanism round out this brief, 
broad overview. 

Religious Scholarship 

When interpreting religious perspectives, reliance is placed on 
scholarship generated by historians, anthropologists, 
archeologists, biologists, ethnographers, geologists, 
physicists, and other scholars for accurate, balanced, and 
relevant information. For some resources or circumstances, 
religious scholarship is also an appropriate and valuable tool 
for an interpreter. 

Religious scholarship - like scholarship in the subjects of 
history and science - has a purpose, follows prescribed 
methodology, contributes to a body of knowledge, undergoes 
peer review and scrutiny, and is disseminated. Scholarly 

33 
About Specific Religions, Faith Groups, Ethical Systems, etc. -
"World" Religions; Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance; 
http://www.religioustolerance.org/var_rel.htm (3/512004). 
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activity occurs in the areas of discovery, teaching, integration, 
and application within a religious context. 

Unlike the scholarship of history and science, religious 
scholarship is often predicated on specific religious precepts, 
commandments, Jaws, and ordinances- some of which are 
viewed as being more open to diverse interpretations than 
others. Some, in fact, may be viewed as inerrant. These ideas 
and values are directed, guided, and influenced by texts, 
traditions, sacraments, and rites. These premises of religious 
scholarship differ markedly from that of history and science, 
comparatively narrowing its appropriate interpretive use to 
specific types of situations. 

Reasons for Interpreters to Explore 
Spirituality and Religious Perspectives 

Religious scholarship is a fascinating subject that, for an 
interpreter, has several faces. The reasons for an interpreter to 
explore spirituality and religious perspectives as a part of the 
professional endeavor are twofold: to better understand and 
appreciate park visitors, and to better understand and 
appreciate heritage resources and the meanings commonly 
ascribed to them. 

Better Understanding and Appreciating V1Sitors 
An important reason to explore, study, investigate, discuss, 

and ponder spirituality and religion is to better understand 
visitor perspectives, thereby improving interpreter-visitor 
communication. Religious scholarship is appropriately 
researched and studied by interpreters for the purpose of 
enriching and deepening their understanding of audience 
characteristics. Learning about how people perceive the world 
helps interpreters better understand how the personally 
meaningful values of visitors guide their interaction with 
resources. Learning about the religious perspectives of those 
who visit an interpreter's specific heritage site helps the 
interpreter tailor his or her efforts more effectively. Such 
study helps interpreters become more adept at facilitating 
connections between visitors and heritage resources, and aids 
interpreters in selecting more effective audience-appropriate 
approaches, techniques, and content when developing and 
conducting interpretive services. 

Imagine this scene. You' re at a heritage site that preserves 
and interprets important fossil resources. The interpretation of 
time in the exhibit cases is based on scientific, geologic dating 
techniques. Rock and fossil samples abound, noted with their 
ages. Increasingly, a specific segment of this site's visitors 
(those who hold Young-Earth Creationist beliefs) consider the 
scientific data to be unreliable or untrue - and they express 
these thoughts to interpreters. 

Having participated in a number of these visitor contacts 
now, yet not fully grasping these visitors' perspectives, one of 
the site's interpreters (Moshe) takes the time to learn more 
about Creationism from a variety of sources, including 
respected religious scholars. He intends to better understand 
the perspectives of these visitors so he can have conversations 
with them that are more meaningful to them. More 
meaningful does not imply pandering to their perspectives and 
exploring no others; rather, it means Moshe being able to 
better relate to "where they're coming from" in order for him 

to provide multiple perspectives and interpretive opportunities 
that create a higher-value heritage experience for these 
visitors. 

When Moshe next converses with visitors who hold these 
perspectives, he relates to them better and the conversation is 
enriched by his deeper knowledge of similar viewpoints. He 
discusses the idea that there are actually quite a few different 
Creationism perspectives, and that some religions find science 
and spiritual views compatible and complimentary. Both he 
and the visitors enjoy their interchange. The visitors are 
respected,feel respected, and actually learn more about belief 
systems similar to theirs. This is valued by them. They also 
learn that some geologists hold a variety of professional 
opinions about the specific uses of scientific dating 
techniques, although most of them agree with the overall 
explanations of geologic time as established generally via the 
known range of fossils and described by current scientific 
scholarship. The visitors can better connect to this idea 
because earlier in the conversation, Moshe introduced the idea 
that within Creationism, or within the greater body of 
religions, some of these same traits (variation within general 
agreement) are also exhibited. 

The visitors continue their visit, pondering the idea that 
"systems of knowing" might, in some ways, be more similar 
than different. Moshe's endeavor to learn more about visitor 
perspectives, via research into religious beliefs, has helped 
generate a more successful interpretive contact. His latest 
visitor encounter exemplifies the interpretive utility of 
learning about specific religions to better understand multiple 
visitor perspectives. 

Better Understanding and Appreciating 
Heritage Resources 

Another reason for an interpreter to research religious 
scholarship is to achieve an in-depth understanding of the 
heritage site and its resources. The scope of this research is 
more narrowly focused than the visitor research described 
above: It's limited to religious scholarship that will shed light 
on various aspects of this specific heritage site, especially its 
culture and history as relate to the park's resources. 

Aspects of better understanding and appreciating heritage 
resources at your site are essentially twofold. The first aspect 
is focused on accruing useful information regarding 
background and context for the site. This may include 
religious movements, events, or activities occurring on any 
scale (worldwide, regionwide, local) that in some significant 
way influenced, or were influenced by, your site's resources. 

The second focus is placed on religious scholarship that 
provides specific, meaningful information directly relevant to 
your site. Why did these stories occur in this place, in that 
way, in that time period? How was this artifact used? What do 
we think that activity meant to those who performed it? What 
were those people thinking when they ... ? 

Obviously it might be difficult to draw a bright and shiny 
line between background and site-specific (or resource­
specific) information, but that's okay. You don't need to draw 
such a line. You do need to ensure, however, that you cover 
the range - from background to specific information -
when exploring scholarship regarding the religious or spiritual 
significance of your site. This helps achieve the goal of 
accruing a truly in-depth understanding and appreciation of 
the site's many facets. 
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How Visitors Benefit from 
an Interpreter's Preparation 

Both of the reasons cited above for an interpreter to 
explore spirituality and religious scholarship directly affect 
the interpreter's approach to developing and conducting 
interpretive services - in their overall content as well as 
particular details. The insights gained through this type of 
research and study - including an understanding of the 
overall religious climate of a time period, or the noting of 
specific religious rifts, alliances, or events - can provide a 
critical backdrop upon which science and history 
interpretation is superimposed. And sometimes, the spiritual 
or religious information and perspectives are the primary 
subject matter themselves. 

Through the appropriate use of religious scholarship, 
interpreters can help visitors explore the contextual setting 
within which the site's resources are explained and explored. 
They can help visitors understand the cultural character of the 
site. Thus enabled, interpreters are better positioned to 
facilitate opportunities for meaningful connections to occur 
and grow between visitors and resources. 

Including Spiritual and Religious Perspectives 
in Int erpretive Services 

You've done the research. You possess information well­
sourced by science scholarship, history scholarship, and 
religious scholarship. When and how is religious scholarship 
best used in performing interpretive work? What conditions 
must be considered? What influences these decisions? To 
what extent is balance necessary between perspectives based 
on scholarship in science, history, and spirituality? 

When considering the appropriate use of religious 
scholarship in developing and conducting interpretive 
services, the primary considerations are: Will my research 
into, and use of, religious scholarship provide enhanced 
opportunities for people to form intellectual and emotional 
connections to the site's resources? Are opportunities for 
connection more accessible? Is the heritage site more relevant 
to visitors? In general, ifthe answers are affirmative, then 
these more-specific questions should be asked next: 

• How is the interpreting organization structured and 
funded? 

• Will the inclusion of spiritual perspectives lend 
important context to interpretive services that are 
mostly based on history scholarship? 

• Will the inclusion of spiritual perspectives lend 
important context to interpretive services that are 
mostly based on science scholarship? 

• Is the heritage site inherently religious in nature? 

Structure and Funding Considerations 
When it comes to interpreting spirituality, religion, and 

religious perspectives, considerations and constraints vary 
among different kinds of interpreting organizations. For 
instance, agencies of the federal government of the United 
States are prohibited by the First Amendment of the 
Constitution from establishing (or appearing to establish or 
endorse) religion, or one religion over another. Thus, 

organizations that receive some of their funding from the 
federal government may also find their programming 
similarly constrained. Privately-funded organizations may not 
be constrained by these Constitutional responsibilities. It's 
important for interpreters to understand the context within 
which their organization interprets since that context will 
guide their interpretive treatment of spirituality and religious 
perspectives. 

Including Important Religious Context 
The more an interpreter can accurately portray past events 

and figures, processes and activities, the more these things 
become alive in the minds of visitors. The inclusion of 
religious perspectives can add important balance, accuracy, 
context, and relevance to interpretive services. Religious 
context can be appropriately employed as part ofhistory­
based interpretation as well as a complement to science-based 
interpretation. 

For instance, although historic persons could be treated 
interpretively without mentioning their individual religious 
viewpoints, such an approach could also give visitors an 
incomplete understanding of those figures. Interpretive 
services that include what we know of these persons' 
religious views and motivations are often more powerful. In 
fact, visitors might be surprised that these historic personages 
not only had some similar spiritual beliefs, but quite different 
ones, too. Visitors might discover insights into the politics of 
the time - and of today - as some political machinations 
are strongly influenced by religious beliefs and alliances. 

Even though visitors may identify with, or eschew, some 
of these views themselves, interpretive opportunities are 
enhanced by including this material along with other content 
that is sourced through history scholarship. A more complete 
picture enhances enjoyment of the site by furthering 
opportunities for understanding and appreciation. 

Another appropriate interpretive use of spiritual or 
religious views might be our attempt to better understand 
entire peoples and cultures. Through anthropology, 
archeology, ethnography, and other scientific pursuits, we 
attempt to understand what life was like in the past. What 
motivated people to do that? Why build here? How did they 
celebrate seasonal changes? What motivated the carvings over 
there? How has this culture changed over time? And if written 
records apply, we use history scholarship, too, to help us 
better understand and appreciate past lifestyles and cultures. 

Our efforts to understand others, exemplified by questions 
like these, can't help but include considerations of the 
spiritual beliefs of these peoples. All people, in one respect or 
another, operate from a foundation of how they've made 
sense out of the world. Spirituality is often an important 
component of this foundation. Therefore, as the visitor strives 
to better understand and appreciate cultures, interpretation of 
spiritual and religious perspectives should be a part. Without 
this component, the picture is incomplete. 

Consider the interpretation of an historic Catholic mission 
site. Responsible for helping visitors explore the site's 
resources and meanings, the interpreter relies on information 
from scholars in history and science and religion. What were 
the religious views of the indigenous peoples? What were 
their lifestyles like? Why was a mission built here, why at that 
time, by whom? For what political, religious, and other 
purposes was it established? How well did it achieve these 
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purposes? How did the cultures initially interact? How did life 
change for all involved? 

How could visitors understand the site without an 
understanding of the material fabric that remains? Or the 
historical, social, political, economic, and religious contexts 
that existed during the mission's founding? Spain's desire to 
accrue political power in the New World while concurrently 
converting indigenous peoples to the Catholic religion were 
paramount reasons for the government of Spain to fund and 
support such ventures - critical information that promotes 
understanding and appreciation. Interpreting these stories 
using sound scholarship in science, history, and religion is the 
most thorough manner in which to provide opportunities for 
visitors to appreciate the meanings of the place and explore 
their own connections to them. 

Heritage Sites that P~ Historic Ties 
to Specific Religions 

In addition to religious scholarship playing important 
contextual roles in the interpretation of heritage, it can also 
play a central role for sites that are inherently religious in 
nature - those sites with historic ties to specific religions. 
The Catholic mission example fits into this category. So do 
Saint Paul's Church National Historic Site (New York) and 
spiritual sites of indigenous peoples such as Devils Tower 
National Monument (Wyoming). All three are rooted in 
specific spiritual values or religions, ideas, traditions, 
histories, and stories. They are spiritual places due to religious 
encounters, activities, traditions, or teachings. Many of their 
natural and cultural resources are products of these sites' 
spiritual contexts. For instance, in the mission example, even 
the buildings' architecture directly expresses the religious 
views and perspectives of those who founded the mission. 
These kinds of places are set aside, in part, for public 
enjoyment and contemplation because they possess 
characteristics historically tied to specific religions or spiritual 
beliefs. 

For sites that are inherently religious, religious aspects of 
the site become the primary subject matter rather than only 
useful context or background information. Interpretive 
services informed by religious scholarship help visitors to the 
Catholic mission understand more about the beliefs of its 
founders, of the religion to which they belonged, of their 
religious order, regional variations in belief, and all this 
related to a specific time period. Such use of religious 
scholarship helps visitors understand the built environment, 
artifacts, and records. Such knowledge, placed in an 
understanding of the larger contexts of the time, is crucial to 
providing interpretive opportunities that enable visitors to 
make connections to the stories and meanings of the place. 
The pursuit of specific religious knowledge, and the 
interpretation of it as primary subject matter, are appropriate 
activities within the context of this kind of site's 
characteristics - because its resources and meanings are 
inherently religious in nature. 

Inappropriate Use of Religious Scholarship 
Imagine this scene. Referring to Moshe's fossil-based site 

above, another interpreter at the site (Erin) also had similar 
encounters with visitors who espouse a Creationist 
perspective. However, she decided to take a different course 
of action. With multiple perspectives in mind, Erin proposed 

adding an exhibit panel that portrays a Creationist point of 
view regarding the site's fossil resources and concept of time. 

This is an inappropriate decision for Erin to have made. 
Here's why: This fossil-based site and its resources are not 
rooted in any specific religious tradition and are most 
appropriately interpreted using geologic scholarship. Unlike 
the mission example - where the significant resources of the 
site are historically tied to the Catholic religion - the 
significant resources of the fossil site are not At the fossil site, 
religious perspectives can play various roles (especially where 
it lends useful context to scientific or historic interpretation) 
but adding a religion-based exhibit to counterpoint the 
scientific explanations of fossils and time would be 
inappropriate. 

Looking at this issue from another direction, consider a 
fictitious "Sermon On the Mount World Heritage Site." At 
this site, it would be entirely appropriate to interpret Jesus' 
sermon and its ramifications (in its time and for us today) as 
primary subject matter. The interpretation of such a site would 
draw on history, science, and religious scholarship -
probably leaning most heavily on religious scholarship to 
describe the larger context of Jesus' ministry, comparative 
interpretations of Bible verses, exploration of contemporary 
social issues to which the sermon has relevance, etc. 
Interpretive services would probably focus on these things. 
Conversely though, it would be inappropriate for an 
interpreter at the site to design an exhibit to counterpoint the 
sermon by explaining human interrelationships from a purely 
biological sciences perspective. 

Appropriate Use of Religious Scholarship 
Continuing with the fossil site example, a different 

conclusion about the use of religious scholarship might be 
drawn if the site's founding intent is recast as follows. If this 
site's founding for public enjoyment and scientific 
advancement includes an emphasis on both the fossil 
resources and the culture of an indigenous people, then the 
following criteria come into play. 

If this site is claimed as important to the cultural history 
and spiritual life of an indigenous people, then interpreting 
their stories and perspectives about what has occurred here are 
valid and appropriate - even if these stories contradict the 
scientific explanations of the site's resources. Examples of 
this occurrence include places like Aztec Ruins National 
Monument and Canyon de Chelly National Monument (both 
in Arizona). Cultures associated with these two sites include 
ancestral Puebloans, Navajos, and others. If the people who 
had critical association with these places' resources were 
Christian Creationists or Buddhist monks, this caveat would 
still apply. 

Setting the example site aside for public enjoyment 
because of its tremendous fossil and cultural resources 
(especially the historic cultural resources of a people long­
connected to this place) creates an appropriate condition for 
interpreting religious aspects and explanations of the place as 
primary subject matter. Considerations of appropriateness and 
benefit to interpretive opportunities continue to be paramount 
in the exercise of interpretive judgement. 

Attribution and the Representation of Complexity 
As is the case for history and science, attribution goes a 

long way toward professionally interpreting spiritual or 
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religious aspects of heritage resources. For example, when 
interpreting the creation story of a people, it's always better to 
state "This is the creation story of this people" than to matter­
of-factly state "This is what happened here." The first phrase 
correctly attributes the story to a specific group; the second 
phrase implies an absolute certainty equally applicable to all 
of us. Of course, this example suggests the idea that one 
uniform story is held by a people. In reality, there are 
significant distinctions within any large group of people 
regarding the nature and meaning of any specific belief, with 
smaller subsets emphasizing or differently defining some 
important aspects of the story or stories in question. The 
professional interpreter is always on guard to avoid 
oversimplification. Life is complex; the professional 
interpreter represents that complexity appropriately. 

Religious Concepts and 
Science Concepts 

In general, scientific explanations of specific, mechanical 
workings ofnature engender relatively little controversy. We 
can all feel fairly confident that our kidneys work the way 
scientists think they do. However, when science explains 
more profound aspects of knowledge and experience and 
meaning (how animals came to have kidneys), greater 
differences in acceptance of scientific views arise. This 
happens because those aspects oflife related to depth oftime 
or origins or transitions or ultimate purposes - concepts 
central to how an individual defines self in relation to all else 
- are saturated in meaning for individuals and groups. These 
ideas engender a variety of responses from visitors. 

Science assumes that nature can be understood through 
empirical evidence, induction, and theory- that which can 
be observed, measured, tested, and inferred. Science does not 
explain aspects of nature that do not depend on empirical 
evidence validated through scientific methodology. For 
instance, science does not address the existence of God or 
gods since it cannot use scientific methodology to reliably 
investigate this subject. Such an hypothesis cannot be falsified 
(proven false). 

Therefore, scientists say that science is "silent" on religion, 
spirituality, and the supernatural. Science neither affirms nor 
denies things it is unable to reliably investigate. Science can 
only address the material universe. Some theologians say that 
science, by its very assumption that the world can be 
understood through the observation and testing of empirical 
evidence, removes the supernatural from the equation and, 
therefore, only seeks to (or is able to) explain a subset of the 
whole. Others believe there is no inherent contradiction in 
these two ways of knowing - they simply look at different 
aspects of existence from different philosophical and 
methodological viewpoints. 

Interpreters should be aware of these different 
philosophical and methodological frameworks, and respond 
to their assertions appropriately and usefully in their 
interpretive work. When visitors ask questions that draw 
sharp distinctions between these types of ideas, such as 
between science and religion, an interpreter can use such 
opportunities to provide insights into multiple valid 
perspectives. 

Imagine this scene. Following an interpreter's talk in the 
park's amphitheater, several visitors approach the interpreter 
to continue to explore the ideas expressed in the talk. These 
three visitors happen to hold different views related to science 
and religion, the same range of opinions as described above. 
In facilitating their park-based exploration of these ideas, the 
responsibility of the interpreter might be thought of 
(simplistically) in the following terms. 

• The interpreter should help the science-invested 
visitor better understand the limits of science in 
addressing all aspects of humanity (including morals, 
ethics, and the supernatural) without attempting to 
convince the visitor that his/her perspective is wrong 
and another is right. 

• The interpreter should help the religion-invested 
visitor better understand the difference between the 
worldview of naturalism and the philosophy of 
science (including methodologies and how 
tenninology is used by scientists) without attempting 
to convince the visitor that his/her perspective is 
wrong and another is right. 

• The interpreter should help the no-conflict-seen visitor 
better understand that the other two viewpoints, and 
others, exist, are valid within specific parameters, and 
sometimes strongly differ. 

In working with all three visitors, the interpreter should probe 
and provoke with accurate, balanced, and relevant 
information to provide the visitors with tools for their 
continued personal growth, exploration, and introspection. 
The interpreter should aid them in considering other 
viewpoints as valid without invalidating the perspectives held 
by the visitors, or introducing his or her own biases into the 
equation. 

Faith-based Ideas and 
Scientific Scholarship 

When a park interprets its resources from a scientific 
viewpoint, some visitors raise questions about why other 
viewpoints, such as religious viewpoints, are not interpreted 
or used to explain the resources. This may or may not have 
anything to do with the level of professionalism found within 
the services provided by the park's interpretation & education 
program. These kinds of questions seem to be connected more 
to visitors' contention over what ideas are worthy of inclusion 
when explaining resources to the public, than to specific types 
of resources (although most interpreters encounter these kinds 
of questions when paleontological, geological, or biological 
resources substantially comprise the park's importance). 
Suggestions are often connected to perspectives that stem 
from the idea of a created world rather than one that evolved 
naturalistically. 

Creationism, Creation Science, Intelligent Design Theory, 
and Biblical Science are among the names given Christian 
Creator-centered, faith-based viewpoints for understanding 
and explaining the world. Other religions also share some of 
these teachings. Interpreters in the United States are likely to 
encounter views like these expressed by park visitors. 
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Just as science can be said to have a core mindset in how it 
approaches its investigation of the world, as well as multiple 
explanations that are anchored to that viewpoint, the same is 
true for faith traditions. Although many faith traditions 
espouse a Creator-based paradigm, details can vary widely. 

Faith-based and Naturalistic Explanations 
Religions around the world teach many hundreds of 

creation stories. Almost all religions believe and teach their 
own unique legend. Naturalistic evolution is also a popular 
belief, particularly among scientists. In North America, 
beliefs regarding the origins of the universe and origins of 
species oflife mostly fall into three general categories .... 

Creation Science. God created the universe during 6 
consecutive 24 hour days less than I 0,000 years ago, 
precisely as a literal interpretation of the Biblical book of 
Genesis would indicate. All of the various species of 
animals that currently exist (and that once existed) on earth 
are descendants of the animals that God created during the 
single week of creation .... 

Theistic Evolution. The universe is about 14 billion years 
old. The earth's crust developed about 4.5 billion years ago. 
God created the first cell, and then used evolution as a tool 
to guide the development of each new species. The process 
culminated in human beings. 

Naturalistic Evolution. Beliefs are identical to that of 
theistic evolution, except that God is assumed to have 
played no part in the processes.34 

Creation Science Belief Systems 
The following description of Creation Science belief 

systems exemplifies some of the more mainstream views 
among Creationists. We provide this brief description to 
familiariz.e interpreters with these views and provide a basis 
for discussing how these religious views differ from science, 
and why that matters. 

The vast majority of scientific creationists, and all 
significant creation science organizations in North America 
are Christian. They assume that that the creation 
story/stories in Genesis are accurate. They believe that God 
created all life forms, the world, and the rest of the universe. 
Most believe that this happened fewer than ten thousand 
years ago. This belief in a new and created universe is 
common among Fundamentalists and other Evangelical 
Christians, because it is the only theory that is compatible 
with conservative Christians' belief in: 

• The inerrancy of the Bible. Each passage in the 
Bible is viewed as being without error, wherever it 
discusses theological, historical, spiritual, scientific 
or other matters. 

• Reliance on the literal interpretation of the Bible in 
most cases. Passages are interpreted literally, except 
when a symbolic meaning is obviously intended by 
the author. 

34 
3 Main Evolution & Creation Science Belief Systems; B. A. Robinson; 
Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance; 
http://www.religioustolerance.org/ev _world.htm (11 /17/2002). 

... Modem day creation scientists are divided into many sub­
groups, primarily according to their interpretation of the 
Hebrew word ' 'yom" (day) in Genesis 1-3, and their belief 
on whether the six "days" were contiguous. All reject the 
possibility of biological evolution of the species: ... 35 

The Institute for Creation Research is a useful source for 
learning more about one Creationist worldview. Information 
is posted at http://www.icr.org/abouticr/tenets.htm. A useful 
naturalistic explanation is posted at Understanding Evolution, 
http://evolution.berkeley.edu/evosite/evohome.html. 

"Creation Science" is Not "Science" 
The characteristic description of Creationism cited above 

demonstrates how Creationism or Creation Science is clearly 
based on a set of different premises from science, and 
consequently, evince a different overall perspective related to 
explaining the natural world. For Creationists, a series of 
specific, religiously-derived premises create a :framework 
which overrides scientific methodology. In science, the 
framework is based on empirical evidence and is not based on 
scripture, religious texts, or other authorities. The previous 
work of other scientists and what they have observed, 
investigated, and concluded is always subject to repetition, 
falsification, reinvestigation, and/or reinterpretation. 

Legal Findings Regarding Creation Science. A variety of 
court cases have addressed similarities and difference between 
"science" and "Creation Science." A number of these cases 
have ruled that "Creation Science" is a set of religious beliefs 
distinctly different from "science" and should not be confused 
with, or misrepresented as, science. Those cases also 
established that science is not a religion. 

Six Significant Court Decisions Regarding Evolution and 
Creationism Ideas. The following are excerpts from 
important court decisions regarding evolution and 
creationism issues. The reader is encouraged to read the full 
statements as need and time allows. 

I. In 1968, in Epperson v. Arkansas, the United States 
Supreme Court invalidated an Arkansas statute that 
prohibited the teaching of evolution. The Court held the 
statute unconstitutional on grounds that the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution does not permit a state 
to require that teaching and learning must be tailored to the 
principles or prohibitions of any particular religious sect or 
doctrine. (Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97. (1968)) 

2. In 1981, in Segraves v. State of California, the Court 
found that the California State Board of Education's Science 
Framework, as written and as qualified by its anti­
dogmatism policy, gave sufficient accommodation to the 
views of Segraves, contrary to his contention that class 
discussion of evolution prohibited his and his children's free 
exercise of religion. The anti-dogmatism policy provided 
that class distinctions of origins should emphasize that 
scientific explanations focus on "how," not "ultimate 
cause," and that any speculative statements concerning 

35 
Creation Science Belief Systems: Beliefs of Origins, Generally 
Based on the Bible; B. A. Robinson; Ontario Consultants on Religious 
Tolerance; http://www.religioustolerance.org/ev_world1 .him (5/26/2003). 
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origins, both in texts and in classes, should be presented 
conditionally, not dogmatically. The court's ruling also 
directed the Board of Education to widely disseminate the 
policy, which in 1989 was expanded to cover all areas of 
science, not just those concerning issues of origins. 
(Segraves v. California, No. 278978 Sacramento Superior 
Court (1981)) 

3. ln 1982, in McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education, a 
federal court held that a "balanced treatment" statute 
violated the Establishment Clause of the U.S. Constitution. 
The Arkansas statute required public schools to give 
balanced treatment to "creation-science" and "evolution­
science." In a decision that gave a detailed definition of the 
term "science," the court declared that "creation science" is 
not in fact a science. The court aJso found that the statute did 
not have a secular purpose, noting that the statute used 
language peculiar to creationist literature in emphasizing 
origins of life as an aspect of the theory of evolution. While 
the subject of life's origins is within the province of biology, 
the scientific community does not consider the subject as 
part of evolutionary theory, which assumes the existence of 
life and is directed to an explanation of how life evolved 
after it originated. The theory of evolution does not 
presuppose either the absence or the presence of a creator. 
(McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education, 529 F. Supp. 
1255, 50 (1982) U.S. Law Week 2412) 

4. In 1987, in Edwards v. Aguillard, the U.S. Supreme 
Court held unconstitutional Louisiana's "Creationism Act." 
This statute prohibited the teaching of evolution in pub I ic 
schools, except when it was accompanied by instruction in 
"creation science." The Court found that, by advancing the 
religious belief that a supernatural being created humankind, 
which is embraced by the term creation science, the act 
impermissibly endorses religion. In addition, the Court 
found that the provision of a comprehensive science 
education is undermined when it is forbidden to teach 
evolution except when creation science is also taught. 
(Edwards v. Aguillard, 482, U.S. 578, 55 (1987) U.S. Law 
Week 4860, S. CT. 2573, 96 L. Ed. 2d510) 

5. In 1990, in Webster v. New Lennox School District, 
the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals found that a school 
district may prohibit a teacher from teaching creation 
science in fulfilling its responsibility to ensure that the First 
Amendment's establishment clause is not violated, and 
religious beliefs are not injected into the public school 
curriculum. The court upheld a district court finding that the 
school district had not violated Webster's free speech rights 
when it prohibited him from teaching "creation science," 
since it is a form of religious advocacy. (Websterv. New 
Lennox School District #122, 917 F.2d 1004 (7th. Cir., 
1990)) 

6. In 1994, in Peloza v. Capistrano Unified School 
District, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld a district 
court finding that a teacher's First Amendment right to free 
exercise of religion is not violated by a school district's 
requirement that evolution be taught in biology classes. 
Rejecting plaintiff Peloza's definition of a "religion" of 
"evolutionism," the Court found that the district had simply 
and appropriately required a science teacher to teach a 

I 
scientific theory in biology class. (Peloza v. Capistrano 
Unified School District, 37 FJd 517 (9th Cir., 1994))36 

Creation Science in Interpretation 
The importance of these legal cases to the interpreter, in 

part, regards the determination that "Creation Science" is not 
the same as "science" and should not be interpreted as such. 
The courts have also ruled that these tv•o subjects are not to be 
treated as if both are religions. Because interpretation of 
natural and cultural resources almost always depends upon 
sound scholarship in science and history, Creationism would 
rarely be a predominant explanation of any of the resources in 
the park. 

However, that does not mean that Creationism cannot be 
discussed with visitors. Rather, scientific scholarship always 
provides the predominant explanation, but subsequent 
conversation can include Creationism as an appropriate means 
of exploring multiple perspectives and meanings of the 
resources. Talking with visitors about Creationism or other 
faith-based explanations of how the world was formed, for 
example, can provide relevance to that discussion. And so can 
talking about other ways of explaining the world. Such 
explanations, though, must occur within the context provided 
for the discussion by scientific scholarship. Interpretive 
opportunities are always enhanced by the interpreter's 
intelligent use of resource- and visitor-relevant information. 

Spiritual Traditions and Perspectives 
of Indigenous Peoples 

As of this writing, there are 562 federally recognized tribal 
governments in the United States.37 People identified as 
indigenous peoples, Native Americans, American Indians, 
Indian Tribes and Nations, Native Hawaiians, and Alaska 
Natives are included in this group. Many heritage sites are 
connected to cultures that preceded the contemporary 
dominant culture of the United States, which is why 
interpreters should become familiar with this topic. 

Among these populations, many different religious 
viewpoints exist. There is no one "Indian religion" - to 
suggest such is misleading and disrespectful. It is incumbent 
on interpreters to help visitors understand the distinct natures 
of these various peoples when interpreting associated 
resources. That's not to say that there are no similarities ­
there are. For instance, many of the religious views of these 
cultures are tied to specific aspects and features of the land. 
Similarities and differences do exist, and interpreters should 
facilitate an understanding and appreciation of this fact related 
to the heritage resources of their site. 

To the extent that we can generally characterize the 
multiple viewpoints of these groups, they do not correlate 
their religious views with science. They do not attempt to use 
science to corroborate them and find this a rather alien idea. Jn 
this way, they are quite different from most Creationists. 

36 
Teaching About Evolution and the Nature of Science; National 
Academy of Sciences; (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 
1998), pp. 121-122. Note: It can be read online at: 
http://www.nap.edu/readingroom/books/evolution98. 

37 
Bureau of Indian Affairs; http://www.doi.gov/bureau-indian-affairs.html 
(2004). 
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A voiding discussion of the spiritual worldviews of these 
groups, as relates to heritage resources, is often impossible. 
The traditional placement of the door (facing East) in a 
Navajo hogan is connected to a Navajo spiritual worldview. 
The nature and placement of markings found on rocks is often 
related to a people's spiritual worldview. The selection of 
village sites might be related to a people's spiritual 
worldview. And so on. The professional interpreter weaves 
these ideas into the context of what we think we know about 
heritage resources. And we forthrightly tell the public, "This 
is what we think we know." 

Oral tradition - history passed on from generation to 
generation via its careful recitation - is an important social 
feature among many of these peoples. Ethnographers and 
others provide scholarship in this area that enables 
contemporary specialists and interpreters to construct more 
complete understandings of past events. 

Spiritual Traditions and Perspectives 
Natives today follow many spiritual traditions: 
• Many Native families today have been devout 

Christians for generations. 
• Others, particularly in the Southwest have retained 

their aboriginal traditions more or less intact. 
• Most follow a personal faith that combines 

traditional and Christian elements. 
• Pan Jndianism is a recent and growing movement 

which encourages a return to traditional beliefs, and 
seeks to create a common Native religion. 

• The Native American Church is a continuation of 
the ancient Peyote Religion which had used a cactus 
with psychedelic properties called peyote for about 
10,000 years. Incorporated in 1918, its original aim 
was to promote Christian beliefs and values, and to 
use the peyote sacrament. Although use of peyote is 
restricted to religious ritual which is protected by 
the US Constitution, and it is not harmful or habit 
forming, and has a multi-millennia tradition, there 
has been considerable opposition from Christian 
groups, from governments, and from within 
some tribes. 

The Inuit The traditional Inuit (Eskimo) culture is similar 
to those found in other circumpolar regions: Northern 
Russia and the Northern Scandinavian countries. Life has 
been precarious; there are the double challenges of the cold, 
and the continual threat of starvation. (The popular name for 
the Inuit, "Eskimo," is not used by the Inuit.). 

Their religious belief is grounded in the belief that anua 
(souls) exist in all people and animals. Individuals, families 
and the tribe must follow a complex system of taboos to 
assure that animals will continue to make themselves 
available to the hunters. Many rituals and ceremonies are 
performed before and after hunting expeditions to assure 
hunting success. 

An underwater Goddess Sedna or Takanaluk is in charge 
of the sea mammals. She is part human and part fish. She 
observes how closely the tribe obeys the taboos and releases 
her animals to the hunters accordingly. There is a 

I corresponding array of deities who release land mammals; 
these are Keepers or Masters, one for each species. 

The Angakut or Shaman is the spiritual leader of each 
tribe. He is able to interpret the causes of sickness or lack of 
hunting success; he can determine the individual or family 
responsible and isolate the broken taboo. In a manner 
similar to Shamans in may other cultures, he enters a trance 
with the aid of drum beating and chanting. This allows his 
soul to leave his body and traverse great distances to 
determine the causes of sickness and other community 
problems. 

Eastern Subarctic, Eastern Woodlands, Plains and 
Southwest Cultures. Native religions in these areas share 
some similarities, and differ significantly from Inuit culture 
described above. Tribes also differ greatly from each other. 
Spiritual elements found in some (but not all) non-Inuit 
native religions are: 

Deity: A common concept is that of a dual divinity: 
• a Creator who is responsible for the creation of the 

world and is recogniz.ed in religious ritual and 
prayers; 

• a mythical individual, a hero or trickster, who 
teaches culture, proper behavior and provides 
sustenance to the tribe. 

There are also spirits which control the weather, 
spirits which interact with humans, and others who 
inhabit the underworld. Simultaneously the Creator 
and the spirits may be perceived as a single spiritual 
force, as in the unity called Wakan-Tanka by the 
Lakota and Dakota. 

Creation: Individual tribes have differing stories of 
Creation. One set of themes found in some tribes describes 
that in the beginning, the world was populated by many 
people. Most were subsequently transformed into animals. 
Natives thus feel a close bond with animals because of their 
shared human ancestry. Dogs are excluded from this 
relationship. This bond is shown in the frequent rituals in 
which animal behavior is simulated. Each species has its 
master; for example, the deer have a master deer who is 
larger than all the others. The master of humans is the 
Creator. 

Emergence of the Tribe: This is a concept found 
extensively in the Southwest. The universe is believed to 
consist of many dark, underground layers through which the 
humans had to climb. They emerged into the present world 
through a small hole in the ground - the world's navel. Other 
tribes believe that their ancestors have been present in North 
America as far back as there were humans. 

Sacred Texts: Many tribes have complex forms of 
writing. Other tribes have preserved their spiritual beliefs as 
an oral tradition. 

Afterlife: ln general, Native religions have no precise 
belief about life after death. Some believe in reincarnation, 
with a person being reborn either as a human or animal after 
death. Others believe that humans return as ghosts, or that 
people go to another world. Others believe that nothing 
definitely can be known about one's fate after this life. 
Combinations of belief are common. 
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Cosmology: Again, many tribes have unique concepts of 
the world and its place in the universe. One theme found in 
some tribes understands the universe as being composed of 
multiple layers. The natural world is a middle segment. 
These layers are thought to be linked by the World Tree, 
which has its roots in the underground, has a trunk passing 
through the natural world, and has its top in the sky world. 

Shamans: Although the term "Shaman" has its origins in 
Siberia, it is often used by anthropologists throughout the 
world to refer to Aboriginal healers. Spirits may be 
encouraged to occupy the Shaman's body during public 
lodge ceremonies. Drum beating and chanting aid this 
process. The spirits are then asked to depart and perform the 
needed acts. Other times, Shamans enter into a trance and 
traverse the underworld or go great distances in this world to 
seek lost possessions or healing. 

Vision Quest: Young boys before or at puberty are 
encouraged to enter into a period offasting, meditation and 
physical challenge. He separates himself from the tribe and 
goes to a wilderness area. The goal is to receive a vision that 
will guide his development for the rest of his life. They also 
seek to acquire a guardian spirit who will be close and 
supportive for their lifetime. Girls are not usually eligible for 
such a quest. 

Renewal Celebrations: The Sun Dance amongst the 
Plains Natives is perceived as a replay of the ?riginal 
creation. Its name is a mistranslation of the Lakota sun 
gazing dance. Other tribes use different names. It fulfilled 
many religious purposes: to give thanks to the Creator, to 
pray for the renewal of the people and earth, to promote 
health, etc. It also gave an opportunity for people to 
socialize and renew friendships with other groups. A sweat 
lodge purifies the participants and readies them for lengthy 
fasting and dancing. It was successfully suppressed in most 
tribes by the Governments of the U.S. and Canada. 
However, it survived elsewhere and is now being 
increasingly celebrated. 

Sweat Lodge: This is a structure which generates hot 
moist air, similar to a Finnish sauna. lt is used for rituals of 
purification, for spiritual renewal and of healing, for 
education of the youth, etc. A sweat lodge may be a small 
structure made of a frame of saplings, covered with skins, 
canvas or blanket. A depression is dug in the center into 
which hot rocks are positioned. Water is thrown on the 
rocks to create steam. A small flap opening is used to 
regulate the temperature. As many as a dozen people can be 
accommodated in some lodges. 

Hunting ceremonies: these involve the ritual treatment of 
a bear or other animal after its killing during a successful 
hunt. The goal is to appease its spirit and convince other 
animals to be willing to be killed in the future. 

Prophets: The Abramic Religions (Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam) trace their development through a series of 
patriarchs and prophets. Native religions do not have as 
many corresponding revered persons in their background. 
Some Native prophets include Handsome Lake in the 
Iroquois Confederacy, Sweet Medicine of the Cheyenne, 
and White Buffalo Woman of the Lakota & Dakota tribes. 

1 Traditional housing: There were many variations across 
i North America: conical wigwams or tipis, long houses, and 

I cliff dwellings. The shape of the structure often represents a 
i model of the cosmos.38 

Multiple Perspectives, Religion, and 
Native American Origins 
I From where did Native Americans originate? There are 
I at least four conflicting beliefs about the origin of Native 
i Americans: 

• There has been, until recently, a consensus among 
scientists that prior to perhaps 11,200 years ago, 
the Western Hemisphere was completely devoid 
of humans. They believed that: 

Much of the world's water was frozen in 
gigantic ice sheets. 
The floor of the Bering Strait between Siberia 
and Alaska was exposed. 
Big-game hunters were able to walk to Alaska 
They turned south, spreading out through the 
Great Plains and into what is now the American 
Southwest. Within a few thousand years, they 
had made it all the way to the tip of South 
America. 

• Recent archeological discoveries have convinced 
some scientists that people may have arrived far 
earlier than about 9200 BCE "in many waves of 
migration and by a number of routes" - perhaps 
even from Australia, South Asia and/or Europe. 

• Many native tribes contest these theories. Their oral 
traditions teach that their ancestors have always 
been in the Americas. 

• Some Natives believe that their ancestors emerged 
from beneath the earth into the present world 
through a hole in the earth's surface. 

Some Natives find the suggestion that their ancestors 
migrated to North America onl~ a few tens of thousands of 
years ago to be quite offensive. 9 

The variations in ideas about origins provide interpreters with 
a variety of considerations. Among these are the veracity of 
information, according to what group or process, and how 
best to be inclusive and portray multiple points of view within 
the context of sound scholarship. 

Spiritual Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
The topic of spirituality and religious perspectives is 

addressed a little differently for indigenous peoples than for 
others. And there are a variety of reasons for this. 

Location of Heritage Sites. Many of the heritage sites in the 
United States are places where indigenous peoples have 
traditionally conducted religious or spiritual activities. This 
fact carries with it a responsibility for the managers of these 

38 Native American Spirituality; B. A. Robinson; Ontario Consultants on 
Religious Tolerance; http://www.religioustolerance.org/nataspir.htm 
(2120/2002). 

39 
From where did Native Americans originate? - Native American 
Spirituality; B. A Robinson, Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance, 
http://www. relig ioustolera nee. org/nataspir. htm (212012002). 
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heritage sites to provide appropriate access and opportunities 
to indigenous peoples to continue these traditions. This fact 
also carries with it a responsibility for interpreters to help the 
public understand the cultural necessity for such 
accommodation, and to explore together the complexities of 
indigenous worldviews when interpreting at one of these sites. 
The location of some heritage sites plays a part in how 
spirituality and religious perspectives are interpreted. 

Protection and Preservation of Traditional Religions of 
Native Americans. ln 1978, a Joint Resolution of Congress 
stated: . 

Whereas the freedom of religion for all people is an 
inherent right, fundamental to the democratic structure of 
the United States and is guaranteed by the First Amendment 
of the United States Constitution; 

Whereas the United States has traditionally rejected the 
concept of a government denying individuals the right to 
practice their religion and, as a result, has benefited from a 
rich variety of religious heritages in this country; 

Whereas the religious practices of the American Indian 
(as well as Native Alaskan and Hawaiian) are an integral 
part of their culture, tradition and heritage, such practices 
forming the basis of Indian identity and value systems; 

Whereas the traditional American lndian religions, as an 
integral part of lndian life, are indispensable and 
irreplaceable; 

Whereas the lack of a clear, comprehensive, and 
consistent Federal policy has often resulted in the 
abridgment of religious freedom for traditional American 
lndians; 

Whereas such religious infringements result from the 
lack of knowledge or the insensitive and inflexible 
enforcement of Federal policies and regulations premised on 
a variety of laws; 

Whereas such laws were designed for such worthwhile 
purposes as conservation and preservation of natural species 
and resources but were never intended to relate to Indian 
religious practices and, therefore, were passed without 
consideration of their effect on traditional American Indian 
religions; 

Whereas such laws and policies often deny American 
lndians access to sacred sties required in their religions, 
including cemeteries; 

Whereas such laws at times prohibit the use and 
possession of sacred objects necessary to the exercise of 
religious rites and ceremonies; 

Whereas traditional American lndian ceremonies have 
been intruded upon, interfered with, and in a few instances 
banned: Now, therefore, be it 

Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of 
the United States of American in Congress assembled, That 
henceforth it shall be the policy of the United States to 
protect and preserve for American lndians their inherent 
right of freedom to believe, express, and exercise the 
traditional religions of the American Indian, Eskimo, Aleut, 
and Native Hawaiians, including but not limited to access to 
sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the freedom 
to worship through ceremonials and traditional rights. 

[Editor's Note: This Act was Amended in 1994 by the 
addition of 42 USC I 966a which provides certain protection 
for the "traditional Indian ceremonial use of peyote."]4° 

Indian Sacred Sites. If your heritage site is managed by an 
agency of the United States government, a more recent order 
is also something with which you should be familiar. In 1996, 
an Executive Order titled "Indian Sacred Sites" was signed 
''to improve the internal management of the executive 
branch" of the United States government. It addresses 
accommodation of sacred sites, procedures, and property 
interests.41 

Special Government-to-Government Relationship. In the 
United States, Native American governments do not consider 
non-endorsement ofreligion to be an issue or conflict for their 
peoples. Additionally, although many of these tribes and 
nations are physically located within the borders of the United 
States, they are accorded some of the rights of sovereign 
nations. The United States and its agencies consult with them 
on a government-to-government basis. These special 
considerations all play a role in how an interpreter of a 
heritage site with ties to one or more of these groups conducts 
their work. Governments, religions, and rights is a complex 
subject but one with which we, as interpreters and managers, 
must be familiar- and one with which the public should be 
familiarized through interpretive services at sites where this 
subject is applicable. 

Misconceptions about Indigenous People 
An aspect of interpreting ancestral peoples is the erroneous 

idea that many of these cultures mysteriously, suddenly, 
inexplicably vanished. Often a more accurate picture is that 
these cultures continue to exist. One culture may have merged 
with another, and now a new culture exists today in some 
modified form. Or the pueblo on the next mesa is populated 
by people whose ancestors lived in the structures we're 
walking through today. Separating current understanding 
from sometimes-popularized misunderstanding is of 
paramount importance to interpretive work, to the extent that 
it can be accomplished. This is done through the appropriate 
use of sound scholarship. 

Indigenous people have sometimes been idealized to have 
lived in perfect balance with nature. Some aspects of this idea 
may be truer than others, but it seems clear that this simplistic 
viewpoint has done harm to the construction of more accurate 
understandings of what life was like for people in ages past. 
The interpreter is responsible for conveying valid, culturally 
acceptable, current knowledge. 

Indigenous Spirituality and Cultural Restrictions 
Sometimes indigenous people cannot share knowledge 

about a specific topic. Sometimes their culture only allows a 
male to communicate a particular story to another male. 

40 
American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978; Hamline University, 
School of Law; 
http://web.hamline.edu.llawllawrelign/sacred/airfa78.ssw.htm (2004). 

41 
White House, Office of the Press Secretary, Executive Order No. 
13007 "Indian Sacred Sites," May 24, 1996; Office ofTribal Justice, 
United States Department of Justice; http://www.usdoj.gov/otj/sacred.htm 
(2004). 
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.. Sometimes they may choose not to tell you something about 
their own or another clan. Sometimes they'll tell you 
something but ask that you not tell others, or expect this of 
you without mentioning it directly. Maybe a specific story is 
only told during winter; never in summer. And so on. Cultural 
restrictions come in a variety of forms, and interpreters 
working with indigenous peoples or interpreting resources 
associated with them need to be aware of, and respect, such 
cultural taboos and share an understanding of such limitations 
with visitors. 

Multiple Perspectives and Attribution 
Sometimes interpreters conduct research into the history of 

an indigenous people via archeology, ethnography, or through 
other means that portray a different series of events than do 
the oral histories of the people themselves. How does an 
interpreter treat this information? Both sources have sound 
scholarship behind them to the extent they can: The 
archeologist did not live 450 years ago; members of the 

contemporary tribe did not live 450 years ago. The 
archeologist used science to help her understand the people; 
the descendents are the recipients of stories that have been 
passed on from one generation to another to preserve the 
memory of important past events. 

The interpreter once again turns to the usefulness of 
attribution. He or she develops the talk outline to include what 
scientists think happened, and attributes these thoughts to the 
appropriate archeologists and ethnographers. The interpreter 
develops the talk to also include what the descendents say 
happened, and attributes these thoughts to the people who are 
connected to this place today. The public internalizes these 
multiple perspectives, visitor by visitor. Despite what some 
visitors may think, interpreters are not charged to have the 
answer, the only answer, or only one answer. Knowledge is 
inextricably connected to context and subjective perspective. 
One of the best things we can do is help visitors understand 
this idea. •• 
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Concluding Thoughts 

The work of interpreters has become an increasingly 
challenging endeavor. Establishing clear communication 
and fostering active civic engagement is more complex 
than ever before. In this publication, we've attempted to 
explore interpretive theory and practice from a variety of 
perspectives to help interpreters and managers better 
accomplish the mission of their park's interpretation & 
education program. 

The role of the heritage interpreter can be seen as akin 
to a sacred trust - guiding people to more deeply and 
thoughtfully explore the world, enhancing a sense of 
personal enrichment, and creating opportunities for more 
meaningful participation in society. Quality of life is 
inextricably tied to a sense of place in this world - and 
sense of place is intimately tied to personal and shared 
experience of heritage. 

By fostering personal connections to heritage resources, 
the interpreter also facilitates the sense of stewardship 
necessary to guarantee that the integrity of those resources 
will be protected and maintained unimpaired to enrich the 
lives of generations to come. For those of us in the 
profession, there is great satisfaction in providing the 
public service that enhances understanding, appreciation, 
protection, and perpetuation of the resources we love. By 
helping others to search out their own place in the great 

tapestry of life, we can better find our own. 
As learner, teacher, guide, caretaker, and public servant, 

the interpreter occupies a unique and valuable niche in 
modern society. Like the bard, sage, muse, and court jester 
of elder days, the interpreter uses storytelling to provoke 
thoughtful introspection and enhance enjoyment while 
carefully respecting individual perspective and 
independence. 

That can often be a stern test of character. The degree to 
which most interpreters are emotionally and intellectually 
invested in the heritage resources they interpret can lead to 
impatience, overzealousness, and arrogance vis-a-vis the 
visiting public. It's all too easy for the interpreter to 
conclude that he or she knows best. We must constantly be 
aware of our own weaknesses and biases - and of the fact 
that people invariable decide for themselves what heritage 
resources mean. We must trust that an honest, professional, 
diverse, and sound presentation of ideas and perspectives 
will lead visitors to find value in heritage - and that once 
heritage is valued, it will be cherished and protected. 

As daunting and humbling as it may be to take on the 
responsibility to help others discover meaning, the work of 
the interpreter is always thoughtful, challenging, and 
meaningful. 

Do good work - and have fun with it. .. 
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Essential Tools for Interpreters 

lnterp Guide 
The Philosophy and Practice of 
Connecting People to Heritage 

This guide compellingly defines 
the profession of interpretation 
within the context of contemporary 
culture. It explores how cutting­
edge interpretive philosophy and 
practice can help interpreters and 
managers provide services that 
accomplish the mission of 
interpretation: Providing enhanced 
opportunities for visitors to explore 
their own intellectual and 
emotional connections to the 
natural and cultural resources that 
comprise shared heritage. If you 
are a front-line interpreter, 
interpretive supervisor, or manager 
of heritage resources, this guide 
was written with you in mind. 
January 2005 edition. 

CIP Guide 
A Guide to Comprehensive 
Interpretive Planning 

This guide describes how planners of the Office of interpretation and Education, 
Intennountain Region (IMR), National Park Service approach comprehensively 
planning a park's interpretation & education program. It provides many insights into 
the planning process and is useful for anyone intending to conduct, or participate in, 
planning for interpretation. It also contains the detailed scripts used by IMR 
interpretation planners to organize and conduct comprehensive interpretive planning 
workshops, and contains other elements that are important to the process. These 
include a scope of work template, a planner-park checklist, a stakeholder invitation 
letter, sign-in sheets, agendas, workshop handouts, and more than 30 sets of 
significance statements and primary interpretive themes from a variety of parks. 
February 2005 edition. 

Additional Electronic Templates. CIP Guide references four stand-alone 
electronic templates that are designed in Microsoft Word® XP fonnat. These 
templates are available upon request and include the following files: 

• Archive of the Comprehensive Interpretive Planning Process 
• Foundational Information for Use Between Workshops 
• CIP Component 1: Long-Range Interpretive Plan 
• CIP Component 3: Interpretive Database 

The publications in this series are periodically updated to reflect the ongoing evolution of the profession of Interpretation. These publications are intended to 
be freely distributed using electronic mail. They are designed to be printed by the recipient using Microsoft Word9 XP computer software. Graphic designers 
will note that these publications use type families Times New Roman, Arial, and Arial Black, and that they're designed to print two-sided on 8%" x 11· letter­
sized paper, portrait orientation, on a Hewlett-Packard LaserJet 5 Si NX printer. Page counts are measured cover-to-cover. All federal government 
employees can download these files at our lntermountain Region Intranet address: h ttp://im.den.nps.gov/den_interptools.cfm 

U.S. Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
lntermountain Region 
Office of Interpretation and Education 
12795 West Alameda Parkway 
Lakewood, Colorado 80228 USA 

lnterp Guide : The Philosophy and Pract ic e of 
Connecting People to Heritage. 

Richard Kohen and Kim Sikoryak. 

Third Edition, January 2005; June 2001 , February 2000. 

We invite you to use end reproduce any part of this publication -
the information contained herein is considered to be in the public 
domain. When reproducing any part of this guide, please credit 
"National Park Service, lntermountain Region, Office of 
Interpretation and Education.• 

Front cover photograph courtesy of the NPS Digital Archive. 
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