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Unbalanced or Absent: Assessing Indigenous Representation 
in Interpretive Materials at Government Administered 
Heritage Sites in Cascadia and Hawai‘i
Leah Rosenkranz, Jeremy Spoon and Douglas Deur

Anthropology Department, Portland State University, Portland, OR, USA

ABSTRACT  
Unbalanced or absent Indigenous representation in interpretive 
materials at government administered heritage sites in settler- 
colonial contexts can create contention and perpetuate a 
misinformed or one-dimensional visitor experience and historical 
narrative. This research therefore examines representation in 
interpretive materials accessible in 2019 at heritage sites with 
Indigenous ancestral connections in settler-colonial contexts. This 
study uses 10 U.S. case study heritage sites and two 
supplementary sites in Washington, Idaho, and Hawai‘i. Researcers 
utilized participant observation and systematic photography 
during two 2019 research phases to document interpretive 
materials. Quantification generated 731 analytic units which were 
subsequently assessed for the presence of inductively and 
deductively generated codes. The assembled empirical results 
illustrate three overarching themes: (1) controlled historical 
narrative; (2) absence of shared authority; and (3) challenges in 
representing and/or integrating different ways of knowing. This 
research contributes to heritage studies and practical heritage site 
management in two ways: (1) offering a timely multi-sited and 
multicultural sample of settler-colonial heritage site interpretive 
materials comparable to other sites; and (2) illustrating empirical 
trends in interpretive materials that privilege settlers over 
Indigenous peoples. This research suggests that future 
interpretation could benefit from a more balanced multivocal 
approach that recognizes ancestral and contemporary Indigenous 
homelands and the complexity of Indigenous-settler interactions.
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1. Introduction

Through public interpretation and programming, heritage site interpretation often seeks 
to tell a more balanced history of places and the experiences of peoples who once 
dwelled there. Heritage organizations and government entities with heritage mandates 
aim to achieve this in part through the development of cultural and visitor centers, 
museum exhibits, reconstructed and preserved historic structures, monuments to the 
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past, and public art. At heritage sites administered by U.S., federal, state, and local govern
ments, these spaces hold formal mandates – often embodied in law, policy, and regu
lation – to maintain contemporary relationships with culturally-affiliated Tribal Nations 
and a diverse range of additional stakeholders (e.g., NHPA 2016; NEPA 2021; AIRFA 
1994; NAGPRA 2006); however, in spite of these obligations, U.S. interpretive materials, 
such as visitor center exhibits, trails with thematic wayside signs, maps, and brochures, 
often construct the past largely through the perspectives of Euro-Americans, while 
excluding or marginalizing the perspectives and experiences of Indigenous peoples (Zer
ubavel 1995, 11).1 Heritage interpretation materials can therefore manifest foundational 
contradictions and hold unrealized potential. Critically reevaluated and retooled, such 
interpretation holds not only the potential but the mandate to pivot, turning to more 
inclusive visions and subaltern voices while acknowledging and disseminating difficult 
histories (Little and Shackel 2014, 128).

Efforts to reevaluate public interpretation of the past have simmered quietly for 
decades as part of broader revisionary and decolonizing efforts in settler-colonial contexts 
like the U.S.; however, changes to interpretive materials and programs often depend on 
resources, priorities, personalities, number of visitors and their demographics, among 
other factors (e.g., Barcalow and Spoon 2018; Edwards 1994; Spoon and Arnold 2012; 
Wahl, Lee, and Jamal 2020). In recent years, this reevaluation has accelerated amidst a 
surge in social justice protests following the murder of George Floyd and the emerging 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in the United States and globally. This reevaluation 
has been further encouraged by the Land Back movement in the U.S. which supports Indi
genous sovereignty and self-determination by enabling Indigenous ancestral and treaty 
lands to be returned to Indigenous communities. For example, there is contention over 
Mount Rushmore National Memorial located within the Black Hills National Forest, 
which is part of broader landscapes that are spiritually important to multiple Tribal 
Nations, and is a landmark imbued with colonial symbolism through its monumental 
depiction of U.S. presidents (Bearfoot 2022; Ishisaka 2022; Kaur 2020; NDN Collective 
2021; Treuer 2021). Public awareness is therefore increasing of heritage monuments in 
settler-colonial contexts that celebrate settlers who participated in the displacement of 
Indigenous peoples while at the same time lacking representation or misrepresenting 
Indigenous peoples in the past and present. Attention in the media and in protests has 
led to the widespread dismantling, destruction, and removal of these types of monu
ments (Aguilera 2020; BBC 2020; Grovier 2020; Guy 2020; Morris 2020; Parveen et al. 
2020; Philimon, Hughes, and della Cava 2020; Restuccia and Kiernan 2020; Schultz 
2020). Globally, museum and heritage associations have issued statements committing 
to decolonize the information shared with the public by providing more equitable rep
resentation of Black, Indigenous, and Peoples of Color (BIPOC) (American Institute for Con
servation and Foundation for Advancement in Conservation 2022; Association of 
Independent Museums 2021; Oregon Museum Associations 2020; English Heritage 
2020; Museum Association 2020). Further, the International Council on Monuments and 
Sites (ICOMOS) adds that the process of decolonization needs to recognize past and 
present power dynamics, such as colonialism, enslavement, and civil rights (Stevens 
2020). Further, scholars have focused critical attention on the politics and meaning of 
colonial memorialization which is common at settler-colonial heritage sites (Burch- 
Brown 2020; Cribbs and Rim 2019; Frank and Ristic 2020; McGonigle Leyh 2020; Wahl, 
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Lee, and Jamal 2020; Zhang 2020). This momentum appears poised to continue and 
spread, drawing greater attention to externally-administered heritage sites and their 
interpretation of contested histories on previously colonized lands or what we refer to 
as settler-colonial contexts.

In spite of a growing number of U.S. state and federal legal mandates for agencies to 
engage with Indigenous peoples, interpretive materials at government administered heri
tage sites generally continue to portray history from a predominantly Euro-American per
spective (Bright et al. 2021; Wahl, Lee, and Jamal 2020). This reflects not only the inherent 
biases of agency staff and consultants, but also institutional and legal factors operating at 
various government levels. Among these, the original establishing legislation of federal 
and state parks and sites defines the mission of each site’s future management and 
interpretation – including outmoded legislation from decades prior. For example, the 
public purpose of Fort Vancouver National Historic Site (FOVA), established by an act of 
U.S. Congress in 1961 (75 Stat.196), states that the intention of Congress in creating 
the park, and therefore the mandate of the National Park Service, is to preserve and inter
pret three aspects of the site: (1) the activities of the Hudson’s Bay Company in the nine
teenth century, (2) the settlement of the Oregon Territory, and (3) the establishment of 
the U.S. Army’s Vancouver Barracks (United States Department of the Interior 2008, 6). 
Yet, the lands now occupied by this site were a place where Tribal Nations lived, traveled, 
traded, and cared for the land since time immemorial to the contemporary moment, 
maintaining their place-based connections (Deur 2012). Although Indigenous peoples’ 
presence at FOVA is included in the site’s interpretation, it is not part of the park’s 
legally mandated mission, and this has impeded the development of interpretation on 
Indigenous themes. For this reason, at heritage sites in settler-colonial contexts such as 
Fort Vancouver, and analogous to other venues across the U.S. and abroad, a change 
in interpretive content may require changes at the legislative level – effectively redefining 
the fundamental purpose of the heritage site to include these Indigenous ancestral and 
contemporary relationships and the dynamic interactions and exchanges between Indi
genous peoples and settler populations.

This paper focuses on Indigenous representation in interpretive materials at heritage 
sites with differing portrayals of history and memory. We define heritage sites as places 
designated for protection and public engagement and learning because of their cultural 
or historical value, serving as places of memory and knowledge (Baird 2017, 4; Jackson 
2016, 24; Little and Shackel 2014, 39). Heritage site interpretive materials that explore a 
diversity of experiences, cultural meanings, and actions occurring within contexts of 
unequal power over time (Roseberry 1994, 36–44) can assist in identifying root causes 
that created unbalanced or absent representation in heritage site interpretation with con
tested and colonial histories (Di Leonardo 1993, 78; Farmer 2004; Leng and Chen 2021). 
Our approach thus examines some of the processes that created the content and under
pinning values and perspectives expressed in certain heritage site interpretive materials 
within settler-colonial contexts.

We focused on 10 heritage sites and two supplementary sites in Hawai‘i and Cascadia 
or Pacific Northwest, U.S., as case studies. We utilized systematic participant observation 
and photography of site interpretive materials and programmatic content. In particular, 
we used the content of heritage interpretive materials of indoor and outdoor exhibits, 
trails and overlooks with thematic wayside signs, maps, and brochures, as the unit of 
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analysis. Quantification of these materials yielded 731 interpretive units. Using descriptive 
statistics, we calculated the frequency of codes developed inductively from the photo
graphs and participant observation and deductively during the iterative analysis 
process. We generated the following three primary themes from our assembled quantitat
ive results: (1) controlled historical narrative, (2) absence of shared authority, and (3) chal
lenges in representing and/or integrating multiple ways of knowing. These findings have 
implications for more inclusive and equitable representation at settler-colonial heritage 
sites in the U.S. and more generally.

Our research highlights how power shapes representation at certain heritage sites in 
settler-colonial contexts resulting in what stories are being told, who is telling them, 
and how they are conveyed. This is accomplished through a multi-sited quantitative 
study of U.S. government administered heritage sites that include Indigenous and 
settler histories. Previous research on heritage interpretation typically focused on 
materials and technical processes; however, there is now greater attention being paid 
to understanding the meanings of heritage spaces and the lived experiences of 
different peoples at those sites, recognizing the roles of power and history in shaping nar
ratives (Bright et al. 2021; Wahl, Lee, and Jamal 2020; Waterton and Watson 2013, 558; 
Winter 2013, 539). Indeed, Kryder-Reid argues that the field of heritage management 
needs to recognize multiple ways of knowing, especially the knowledge of those commu
nities historically marginalized in interpretation and in other domains (2018, 691). Kølvraa 
and Knudsen add that although colonial history is part of European and American heri
tage, there is a need to share different experiences of colonialism as well as investigate 
differences in past and present relationships with heritage sites in settler-colonialism 
(2020, 2). Our research contributes to this effort by contextualizing Indigenous represen
tation at heritage sites, illustrating privileged stories and voices, (i.e., settlers) and the 
resulting obfuscating of others (i.e., Indigenous peoples). Our results are relevant not 
only in the U.S. but to other analogous settler-colonial contexts including Canada, Austra
lia, and New Zealand.

2. Heritage and History in Interpretive Materials

Certain understandings of heritage and history frame Indigenous representations in inter
pretive materials at heritage sites as well as the underlying historical narratives that led to 
those representations. History is a representation of peoples’ experiences of the past. 
Most historical records and accounts do not tell what precisely happened, but how the 
recorder of the event experienced it (Trouillot 1995). Trouillot explains that parts of the 
past are often silenced or forgotten, which can occur in fact and archive creation, narrative 
formation, and the “making of history in the final instance” (1995, 26). In North America, 
commemorations of the past often exclude the experiences of Indigenous peoples, with 
historical representations framed through Euro-American perspectives (Zerubavel 1995, 
11; Runnels et al. 2017). Further, Smith explains that in contexts of settler-colonialism 
dominant settler groups often use certain versions of history to marginalize and “other” 
Indigenous and less-privileged peoples (2010, 33–34). Indeed, more marginalized popu
lations in settler-colonial contexts often struggle with such representation because 
they are inhibited by those holding authority, which in this case is U.S. state and 
federal government administered heritage sites.
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Heritage is not history, but a reflection of societal values and a producer of meaning 
(Baird 2017, 10; Jackson 2016). Societies often construct heritage based on what is 
deemed important to them (Hoelscher 2011, 203). The objects and places that display 
heritage serve to produce meaning and inform understanding of the past and present 
(Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2006; Jackson 2016, 24; Kølvraa and Timm 
Knudsen 2020). Baird explains that heritage sites, which often include broader landscapes 
beyond their administrative boundaries, broadly serve as places of memory and belong
ing that hold knowledge as well as locations that negotiate community and national iden
tity. Further, she states that heritage sites may also be places of conflict, death, loss, 
displacement, and other traumas that render discussions or interpretation of heritage 
difficult for certain people (2017, 4). Importantly, heritage sites can destructively construct 
misconceptions of common memory (Young 1993, 6) when there is a lack of represen
tation resulting in dissonance and disagreement over heritage places (Hanson et al. 
2022; Kryder-Reid et al. 2018; Little and Shackel 2014, 40; Liu, Dupre, and Jin 2021, 
451). Little and Shackel explain that although difficult, heritage work can create a story 
of the past that recognizes and teaches difficult histories when approached with sensi
tivity to these concerns (2014, 128).

The heritage sites in this study and analogous settler-colonial contexts utilize interpret
ation as a key method for communicating with visitors about the past and its relationships 
to the present through a variety of materials, such as thematic indoor and outdoor exhi
bits and displays, trails and overlooks with wayside signs, maps, brochures, and videos. 
Interpretation is a process of sharing with visitors the wonder, beauty, inspiration, under
standing, appreciation, and meaning of places as well as the cultures and histories of 
places (Benton 2011, 7; National Park Service 2007, 7; Tilden 2009, 25; Uzzell 1998). In 
general, the influence of power on knowledge has impacted interpretive narratives and 
how these narratives are situated in site-specific interpretive materials developed over 
time. The poor ethics of past and present government agencies and museums in 
settler-colonial contexts often marginalized, excluded, and disenfranchised Indigenous 
populations, which in turn created erasure or unbalanced narratives that privilege settlers 
over Indigenous peoples (Onciul 2015; Smith 2006, 281; Zerubavel 1995). Indeed, some 
current Indigenous representation in interpretive materials on ancestral lands situated 
on externally administered heritage sites only occurred after those with authority 
invited them to do so (Smith 2006, 281). Research also indicates that Euro-American per
spectives often frame representations of the past, and heritage site staff and exhibit 
designers often select information to present based on their interests and desired mess
ages (Ballantyne and Hughes 2003, 16; Zerubavel 1995, 11). These insights on how power 
shapes representation at heritage sites therefore assists in the framing of the research that 
follows.

3. Research Design and Methodology

The purpose of this study was to understand Indigenous representation in interpretive 
materials available in 2019 at the time of study from heritage sites in settler-colonial con
texts. We examined how heritage sites interpret the past and represent the diverse 
peoples connected to them, especially Indigenous populations. This study was developed 
in collaboration with the U.S. National Park Service at Fort Vancouver National Historic Site 
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and with culturally and historically affiliated Tribal Nations, Canadian First Nations, and 
Native Hawaiian organizations. We used two primary research methods: participant 
observation and systematic photography of interpretive materials.2 Data collection 
occurred in two June/July and August 2019 research phases. The sample included ten 
heritage sites and two supplementary sites in Washington, Idaho, and Hawai‘i, USA. We 
selected the following case study sites: Fort Simcoe Historical State Park, Nez Perce 
National Historical Park, Fort Spokane in Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area, Fort 
Nisqually Living History Museum in Point Defiance Park, Pu’uhonua o Hōnaunau National 
Historical Park, The Volcano Art Center in Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park and Niaulani 
Campus Administrative Office & Gallery in Volcano Village, Spokane House Interpretive 
Center in Riverside State Park, Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park,3 Pu’ukoholā Heiau 
National Historic Site, and Sacajawea Historical State Park and Interpretive Center. The 
two supplementary sites were Whitman Mission National Historic Site and Kamakahonu 
National Historic Landmark. The criteria for case study selection included: accessibility 
during two research trips, Indigenous connections, the availability of interpretation, use 
by diverse communities, and administration by non-tribal governments.

At each site, we conducted participant observation and systematic photography of 
interpretive materials (Schensul and LeCompte 2013). We used a “walkabout” approach 
of participant observation to document interpretive materials, programming, and 
visitor activities using field notes. We also systemically photo-documented interpretive 
materials, such as signage, interpretive displays, and other important features of the heri
tage sites. This process created a full description of each space and its use with photo
graphs and notes (Schensul and LeCompte 2013). More specifically, we photographed 
all signage and displays relating to culture and history as well as some signage on 
other information. If available during our visits, we participated in activities occurring 
at the sites, such as cultural demonstrations or tours and collected all interpretive and pro
motional materials available to visitors. In this process, we not only observed the physi
cality of the spaces, but also what interpretive content is included at sites and how 
information – especially contested stories – about the past is presented and communi
cated to site visitors. We took more than 3,600 photographs which made up a total of 
731 interpretive units for analysis. Interpretive units were identified as units of interpret
ation that could stand alone, such as individual interpretive panels, interpretation 
confined within a display case, distinctive pages of guidebooks, art installations or dis
plays, narrative content within brochures and maps, individual wayside panels or signs, 
and other similar distinguishable interpretive materials. We used inductive content analy
sis to identify the frequency (or presence/absence) of codes (or themes, messages, voices, 
and perspectives) in the 731 interpretive units of photographed exhibits, signage, maps, 
brochures, and audio recordings integrated into exhibits (Bernard 2011; Schensul and 
LeCompte 2013). Lastly, we assembled the empirical trends identified in the descriptive 
statistics into three primary themes with multiple components each that generally rep
resent the interpretive materials across the 12 case study sites at the time of study.

It should be noted that this study represents the interpretive materials available at the 
time of our research in 2019. These materials may have been created at different times 
and by different people, therefore the interpretive materials studied are representative 
of their contexts, but are also analogous to other settler-colonial contexts. As a snapshot 
of the sites’ interpretive materials at the time of study, it is possible that interpretive 
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materials have been updated since this research. Only interpretive materials that could be 
photographed or physically taken away by the researcher were included in the study and 
not the content of live or video recorded interpretation. Some of these more in-depth 
videos and live programming provided additional content beyond the interpretive 
materials selected for analysis in this study, particularly the use of first person contempor
ary Indigenous voices. For the purposes of comparison across all 12 sites, and to balance 
the amount of content which originated from each individual site, we decided to omit 
these interpretive mechanisms, which varied greatly across the sample. Indeed, previous 
research illustrates that live programming, videos, and other creative methods can sup
plement the stories told at heritage sites, which invites further analysis beyond the 
scope of this study (Wahl, Lee, and Jamal 2020; Tsenova, Wood, and Kirk 2022). As 
such, this research provides an understanding of what visitors were experiencing and 
learning at that specific moment in time from the interpretive materials that met the cri
teria and were accessible and comparable across sites.

4. Results and Discussion

Our research found that interpretive materials from 2019 at the case study sites follow 
specific narratives, share little authority, and are univocal. Indeed, as found in previous 
research on Indigenous representation in settler-colonialism, many heritage sites estab
lished at and after contact evince an enduring historic colonial presence, which can nega
tively impact relationships between governments and Indigenous peoples thus 
influencing interpretation and broader historical narratives (Kryder-Reid et al. 2018; 
Onciul 2015). As such, external government entities administering and interpreting heri
tage sites still largely influence the manner in which sites present information to visitors, 
at times excluding differing perspectives and memories, especially those of Indigenous 
peoples with ancestral and contemporary relationships with the sites. Our findings 
reinforce and expand on these phenomena.

In the following sections, we present the results that emerged in our analysis of Indi
genous representation in interpretive materials at the selected heritage sites. See Table 1
for a breakdown of quantitative results and content analysis theme definitions. See 
Table 2 for textured examples of themes and findings. Assembling our empirical 
results, we found three primary themes with multiple components each: (1) controlled 
historical narrative, (2) lack of shared authority, and (3) challenges in representing and/ 
or integrating multiple ways of knowing. Through a multi-sited study conducted in 
2019 using interpretive materials as the units of analysis, this research contributes to heri
tage studies and heritage site management by empirically illustrating unbalanced or 
absent representations of Indigenous experiences in interpretive materials across the 
selected heritage sites at the time of study with lessons learned and implications relevant 
to analogous settler-colonial contexts.

4.1 Controlled Historical Narrative

Generally, there was a controlled historical narrative that characterized interpretive 
materials across the sample. Within this controlled historical narrative were the following 
four fixed narrative categories: (1) essentialized or static and unchanging Indigenous 
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Table 1.  Quantitative results of interpretive content analysis.
Interpretive content 
analysis finding Theme Sub-theme Sub-theme definition Frequency

Controlled Historical 
Narrative

Fixed Narrative 
Categories (N  
= 731)*

Essentialized 
Indigenous 
Peoples

Discussion of Indigenous peoples as 
ahistoric and unchanging

35.3%

Non-Indigenous 
History

Colonizer story of history devoid of 
Indigenous peoples

28.7%

Settler-Colonial 
Contact History

Both positive and neutral 
experiences of Euro-Americans 
and Indigenous peoples in 
contact-era events

27.9%

Nature Largely 
Devoid of Culture

Discussions of nature and geology 
which largely ignores human and 
cultural interactions with the 
environment

26.5%

Absence of Shared 
Authority

Type of Voice 
(N = 731)

Narrative Voice A general, omniscient style of 
communication that does not 
indicate a specific group or 
person as the communicator

76.1%

Management & Park 
Voice

Primary voice is from a 
management, site, or park 
communicator and the content is 
coming directly from a 
management or park perspective

14.9%

Euro-American Voice Primary voice is from a Euro- 
American communicator and the 
content is coming directly from a 
Euro-American perspective, 
person, or group

5.1%

Indigenous Voice Primary voice is from an Indigenous 
communicator and the content is 
coming directly from an 
Indigenous perspective, person, 
or group

4.5%

Cited and 
Quoted 
People (N =  
440)

Euro-Americans Instances in which a Euro-American 
is cited or referenced

46.4%

Scientists/Historians/ 
etc.

Instances in which a scientist, 
historian, book, newspaper, etc is 
cited or referenced

23.2%

Indigenous Peoples Instances in which an Indigenous 
person is cited or referenced**

22.1%

Traditional Stories Instances in which traditional 
Indigenous stories are referenced 
or quoted

8.4%

Named People 
in History (N  
= 839)**

Named Euro- 
American Person in 
History

Each instance that a Euro-American 
person is named in the telling of 
history

65.6%

Named Indigenous 
Person in History

Each instance that an Indigenous 
person is named in the telling of 
history***

34.4%

Challenges in 
Representing and/or 
Integrating Different 
Ways of Knowing

Vocality (N =  
731)

Univocal The use of a single voice or 
perspective in an interpretive unit

75.4%

Multivocal The use or presence of multiple 
voices or perspectives in an 
interpretive unit

20.4%

Negative 
Contact 
History (N =  
731)

Representation of 
Negative Contact 
History

Interpretive content discussing 
negative aspects of history, such 
as disease, land destruction, 
reservations, war, and violence

12.0%

*Narrative categories may co-occur in an interpretive unit. As a result, there can be more than 100% representation of the 
narrative categories across the case study sites. 

***This also includes a few instances of other people of color, since their experiences align more with Indigenous peoples.
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peoples; (2) non-Indigenous history; (3) settler-colonial contact history; and (4) nature 
largely devoid of culture. Each of the four narrative categories occurred in more than 
one quarter of interpretive units across the studied sites. With only a few exceptions, 
the major interpretive topics at individual sites fall within the four narrative categories.4

These narrative categories demonstrate a collective and largely celebratory mainstream 
U.S. history interpretive narrative of heritage sites. Jackson explains that at heritage 
sites, power lies in the production and reproduction of stories (2016, 23). Indeed, part 
of nation-building is the use of the power of institutions like museums and heritage 
sites to create shared narratives, identities, and a sense of community (Anderson 1991). 
Nations often use tangible and monumental heritage to share and legitimize national 
ideologies and collective memories of the past (Smith 2006, 48–49). The stories either 
shared in or excluded from heritage interpretation often reinforce standard Western nar
ratives of the past through Euro-American perspectives (Zerubavel 1995, 11; Smith 2010, 
34; Kryder-Reid et al. 2018). The four fixed narrative categories observed at studied heri
tage sites follow this pattern identified in the literature, presenting a constructed, com
memorative history of the lives of Indigenous peoples before and at contact with Euro- 
Americans, of Euro-American expansion and success in the Northwest and Hawai‘i, of 
coexistence of Indigenous peoples and Euro-Americans, and of nature and its protection 
in U.S. government administered protected areas. This pattern reinforces power 
dynamics, preventing the telling of stories outside of these narratives, such as negative 
Indigenous experiences during the contact period and stories valued by Indigenous 
communities.

Essentialized Indigenous Peoples was the most common narrative category. This cat
egory occurred in 35.3% of interpretive units with the discussion of Indigenous peoples 
as primarily pre-contact and fixed in the past. Content within this narrative category 
focused on topics such as Indigenous materials and lifeways, Indigenous history before 
contact, traditional practices and beliefs, sacredness and connection to place, and Indi
genous people and nature. More emphasis was placed on physical material culture and 
past lifeways, history, and traditional practices and beliefs. At many research sites, discus
sions focused on the ways Indigenous populations lived before contact with Euro-Amer
icans, sharing information such as how they fed themselves, tools they used, the 
organization of societies and communities, and spiritual practices or belief systems – all 
in the past and using the past tense. Many of the observed interpretive displays place Indi
genous peoples (if represented at all) in contrast with Euro-American settlers and coloni
zers. Several sites also organize interpretation on Indigenous peoples into separated 
topics related to material cultural such as basketry, tools and weapons, foods, and cloth
ing and shelter. Case study sites focused on Hawaiian heritage generally followed these 
same patterns, discussing history, events, and traditional beliefs and practices with a per
spective towards the past. Indeed, interpretation of Indigenous peoples at heritage sites 
often provides pre-contact and “pre-historic” representations, with minimal discussion of 
the present (Onciul 2015, 132).

Within this fixed narrative category of essentialized Indigenous peoples is very limited 
discussion of contemporary Indigenous populations. Interpretation of cultural continuity, 
contemporary Indigenous peoples, continued Indigenous cultural education, current 
practices, and current projects and collaborations only occurred in 9.6% of interpretive 
units. At some research sites these topics are never discussed. Many of these limited 

HERITAGE & SOCIETY 13



more up-to-date references were in the form of quotes from contemporary Indigenous 
people; discussions of current traditional practices, beliefs, and education; and the 
sharing of recent projects and collaborations. For example, at Sacajawea Historical 
State Park near the entrance of the interpretive center, is a large sign discussing 
current Tribal programming and recommendations to visit Tribal institutions. And at Puʻu
koholā Heiau National Historic Site, an interpretive display discusses the site’s current 
Hawaiian partners and recent events held there. Indeed, previous research points out 
that interpretations of the past, heritage, and archaeology often fix Indigenous peoples 
in ancient beliefs and traditions, ignoring modern cultures and lives (Ross 2020, 66; 
Kryder-Reid et al. 2018, 756). Lonetree adds that the exclusion or minimal interpretation 
of contemporary relationships and peoples can be problematic since it tends to perpetu
ate the viewpoint that Indigenous cultures are static and unchanging thus ignoring the 
living people and the importance and relevance of cultural landscapes, places, structures, 
and artifacts (2012, 14). This type of presentation of Indigenous peoples is seen across the 
research sites, demonstrating a controlled historic narrative with a fixed narrative cat
egory focused on an essentialized view of Indigenous peoples’ lives before and at 
contact with Euro-Americans.

Next, non-Indigenous history, was the second most commonly used fixed narrative cat
egory. This narrative category was used in 28.7% of interpretive units. Interpretive use of 
this narrative category focused on the colonizer story of history typically devoid of Indi
genous peoples. These descriptions discuss topics such as the U.S. military, exploration 
and settlement, the fur trade, missions and missionaries, and U.S. development, with a 
heavy focus on the U.S. military, exploration and settlement, and the fur trade. Within 
this narrative category, interpretation shared stories of the establishment and life at mili
tary and fur trading forts, the life of soldiers and fort residents, the exploration and estab
lishment of Euro-Americans in the Northwest, and the founding of missions. The non- 
Indigenous history narrative category follows a greater American narrative of westward 
expansion and Euro-American success in the west. Devoid of Indigenous peoples and per
spectives, these stories essentialize the settler-colonial experience and hint at Manifest 
Destiny ideals or where settlers are justified in their encroachment onto Indigenous 
lands from the east to the west coast, U.S. By telling these aspects of history without Indi
genous peoples’ inclusion, interpretive displays seemingly lack a complete understanding 
of the past. This non-Indigenous history narrative category further demonstrates a con
trolled historical narrative of Euro-American and U.S. expansion and success in the North
west, a common theme presented in U.S. history.

The third fixed narrative category, settler-colonial contact history was found in 27.9% of 
interpretive units at the studied sites. These interpretive stories, often told from the coloni
zer perspective, discuss both positive and neutral experiences of Euro-Americans and Indi
genous peoples in contact-era events, such as exploration and settlement, the fur trade, and 
missions and boarding schools. Interpretive units within this narrative category focus on 
Euro-Americans’ interactions with Indigenous populations, essentializing the settler-colo
nial history of westward and Hawaiian Island exploration and establishment, missionary 
and boarding school interactions, and fur trade efforts, roles, and relationships. Many of 
these interpretive units emphasize the “pioneer spirit” and Euro-American success and 
efforts in collaboration with Indigenous populations, supporting a positive somewhat “mul
ticultural” U.S. history narrative. These largely positive-leaning accounts of contact during 
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the settlement and exploration of the U.S. west, the fur trade, and missionary efforts are 
common across the case study sites. This fixed narrative category follows an established 
narrative of the coexistence of Euro-Americans and Indigenous peoples.

The fourth fixed narrative category, nature largely devoid of culture, occurred in 26.5% 
of interpretive units. Interpretation with this narrative category discusses topics of 
regional plants and animals, the environment, bodies of water, geological features such 
as volcanoes, and natural history, with a specific focus on the nature and geology of 
the site being interpreted. This interpretation is largely devoid of discussion of human 
and cultural interactions with nature, with only certain case study sites discussing 
human interactions with the environment. The largest most geographically and biological 
diverse site in the study, Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park integrated information about 
Indigenous peoples and nature, mixing topics such as Indigenous knowledge and tra
ditions into nature and conservation information. The select interpretive units that do 
this help to bridge the artificial divide between nature and culture that was observed 
in many of the studied interpretive units and seen at other heritage sites and areas pro
tected for strict nature conservation (Harrison 2012). The majority of interpretive units 
within this narrative category often only connect humans and nature in discussions of 
Western environmental conservation. The U.S. National Parks were established at the 
end of the nineteenth century; this began a movement of people working to preserve 
the “wilderness” from human advancement. This perspective furthers views of humans 
and nature as separate in a manner inconsistent with perspectives commonly shared 
by Indigenous communities, and ignores Indigenous peoples’ removal from their ances
tral and traditional lands (Cronon 1996; Vaccaro, Beltran, and Paquet 2013). This fixed nar
rative category of nature largely devoid of culture furthers this false dichotomy and erases 
negative aspects of the history of U.S. relations with Indigenous populations. Indeed, Ross 
explains that interpretation of heritage and the archaeological past that follow this 
nature-culture dichotomy typically ignores Indigenous peoples’ connection to place 
and the environment (2020, 66). This narrative category demonstrates a common narra
tive of nature and its protection in American parks through the lens of Western conserva
tion in which the land is seen as separate from humans, adding to a narrative of Euro- 
American success in the western U.S.

Overall, these four fixed narrative categories in the content of interpretive materials at 
these heritage sites at the time of study demonstrate the presence of a controlled histori
cal narrative of the U.S. that determines and favors a common narrative and a shared 
memory of the past and of settler-colonial interactions (Kryder-Reid et al. 2018, 755; 
Smith 2006, 58). A broad understanding of history is created by the use of the four 
fixed narrative categories: (1) essentialized Indigenous peoples; (2) the colonizer story 
of history; (3) settler-colonial contact history; and (4) nature largely devoid of culture. 
These narrative categories provide interpretation representing multiple people, events, 
and topics, but largely lack multiple perspectives. As Anila explains, in the creation of nar
ratives it is important to recognize whose stories are shared and who has the power to 
share them (2017, 110). Indeed, as heritage sites develop interpretive plans and create 
interpretive materials, they are often required to fit their work into sites’ established time
frames and interpretive themes. Employees at these sites, in turn, often unknowingly con
tinue to interpret and create content within the confines of controlled historical 
narratives, missing opportunities to challenge common U.S. narratives. These controlled 
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historical accounts reinforce unbalanced power dynamics between Indigenous peoples 
and heritage sites, barring other stories from being told, such as the negative experiences 
of Indigenous peoples during contact, the stories and history valued by Indigenous popu
lations, or other accounts outside typical or mainstream U.S. narratives of a place. Com
munities ignored or misrepresented in these narratives may in turn view this type of 
interpretation as incorrect or degrading (Macdonald 2016, 267). By offering perspectives 
outside of the four fixed narrative categories, heritage sites can therefore challenge 
common memories and stories, more equitably expanding their representations of the 
past (Smith 2006, 49) and the peoples connected to these important places.

4.2 Lack of Shared Authority

There was a lack of shared authority in the portrayal of information within the content of 
the four fixed narrative categories. The stories shared at the studied sites are largely told 
by a generalized narrative voice sharing some authority in the retelling of history with 
Euro-American voices. As such, we define authority as the ability of a group or person 
to speak for themselves, be taken seriously as knowledge holders, and be represented 
in the data (Onciul 2015). This imbalance in authority in interpretive materials at heritage 
sites is represented in the voice, citations and quotations, and historical people named in 
the interpretive texts. Content analysis of these interpretive units showed very little first- 
person voice, more quotes and citations of Euro-Americans, and more Euro-Americans 
named in the interpretive units at studied sites.5

The selected sites used very little first-person voice. We define voice as the perspective 
and communication style in an interpretive unit (Onciul 2015). More than three quarters 
(76.1%) of the interpretive units used narrative voice to share interpretive stories. This nar
rative voice is a general, omniscient style of communication that does not indicate a 
specific group or person as the communicator. But due to the context of the sites and 
their administration by non-tribal governments, the narrative voice is clearly a Euro-Amer
ican voice. The second most common voice used in the interpretive units is a manage
ment and park voice. This voice is used in 14.9% of interpretive units. Management 
and park voice often focuses on communicating rules, regulations, and site orientation 
information to visitors. The use of these two voice types maintains authority in the site, 
sharing little authority with outside parties. Passive voices, such as these, give no 
agency to those discussed in the interpretation, such as Indigenous peoples, with their 
experiences of the past and present being largely silenced. It removes responsibility for 
what is shared in interpretation (Onciul 2015, 7).

Euro-American and Indigenous groups have very little authority through first-person 
voice in the telling of the narratives at sites. Euro-American voice is used overtly in 
5.1% of interpretive units and Indigenous voice is used overtly in 4.5% of interpretive 
units. Some sites used no Euro-American or Indigenous voice. While these are both 
small percentages, it is important to recognize that the abundant narrative voice, 
though not overtly stated, is a Euro-American voice and representation of history. In 
many instances, the use of Euro-American or Indigenous voice occurs where interpret
ation consists largely of quotes – such as missionary diary submissions at Whitman 
Mission National Historic Site – rather than where an unquoted message appears. 
Where sites use the Indigenous voice in interpretation, it occurs through direct 
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statements from Indigenous peoples or through the use of traditional stories. This was 
seen in the Nez Perce National Historical Park brochure, which contains a direct 
message from a member of the Chief Joseph band of the Colville Confederated Tribes, 
Albert Andrews Redstar. This message tells the visitor to reflect on the site’s history 
and meaning, stating “In some places we are also visitors, as are you. Remember this 
when you enter the Salmon and Snake River and the Wallowa Valley countries, that 
this was also our home … once (United States Department of the Interior 2015, 2).” Yet 
for the most part, the critical Indigenous voice that illustrates contemporary culture is 
absent.

Additionally, a lack of Indigenous authority and representation is demonstrated in pat
terns revealed in analysis of citations, quotes, and references used at sites. Euro-Americans 
were the most cited and quoted group, making up almost half (46.4%) of all quotes and 
citations. Scientists, historians, historic texts, newspapers, and other similar sources made 
up just less than a quarter (23.2%) of citations and quotes across all interpretive units. 
While these types of citations are not explicitly linked to Euro-Americans, oftentimes 
these types of sources are from Euro-Americans and give more authority to their narrative 
voice. As observed at Hawaiian sites, Indigenous people can have multiple identities and 
roles, in that there may be Indigenous site staff or scientists included in quotes and refer
ences without their Indigenous identity being recognized.

A limited use of quotes and references from Indigenous peoples further demonstrates 
this lack of authority. Less than a quarter (22.1%) of citations and quotes are from Indigen
ous peoples, with an additional 8.4% being from traditional Indigenous stories. Most of 
the quotes that are from Indigenous peoples are fairly recent, which helps to emphasize 
that Indigenous peoples remain connected to sites. In contrast, the use of traditional 
stories places Indigenous peoples in the past if they are presented only in pre-contact 
times without appropriate context. Through these types of quotations, little authority is 
given to Indigenous peoples in the telling of their own history. Although recorded 
history from Indigenous populations may be unavailable to sites, living Indigenous 
peoples could potentially share this knowledge and provide references to and quotations 
for incorporation in interpretive materials. Many sites rely on historical records and jour
nals of Euro-Americans for quotations, such as using the journals of Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark to tell accounts of the Expedition and their interactions with Indigenous 
peoples along the way. This type of narrative gives more authority and representation 
to Euro-Americans, leaving Indigenous peoples lacking representation.

Further, a lack of shared authority with and representation of Indigenous peoples is 
further illustrated in the use of names of people from history in interpretation. Euro-Amer
icans make up nearly two-thirds (65.6%) of named people, while Indigenous peoples 
make up only one-third (34.4%) of all named people from history. In many instances, inter
pretive signs name several Euro-Americans, while naming only one or no Indigenous 
person. Across all the observed sites, only at three sites did Indigenous peoples make 
up more than half of all people named from history; and each of these sites has a distinct 
interpretive focus on Hawaiian heritage. The Indigenous peoples named in interpretation 
often were considered unique or exceptions to history. A study by Modlin, similarly found 
that the interpretive stories shared about enslaved peoples’ experiences were those of the 
“(a)typical individual slave” who was presented as an example of the entire enslaved 
population’s experience when in reality these enslaved Africans had extraordinary lives 
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or special positions, and/or had escaped from enslavement (2008, 281–282). Overall, at 
three-quarters of the studied sites, Euro-Americans from history are named more than 
Indigenous peoples within the interpretation and narrative categories. The sites selected 
for this research all have Indigenous history and peoples connected to them, making this 
disparity in naming people from history even more significant.6 Using the names of Indi
genous people within interpretation can indicate their contribution and knowledge, 
demonstrating authority in self-representation (Krmpotich and Anderson 2005). By 
using the names of more Euro-Americans from history than Indigenous peoples, site 
interpretation places more emphasis on the importance of Euro-Americans’ roles in the 
version of history that is being told, resulting in Euro-Americans having more authority 
through greater representation, and Indigenous peoples having little shared authority 
or representation.

In sum, a lack of shared authority in the portrayal of information in the fixed narrative 
categories results from minimal use of first-person voice, disproportionate quotations 
from Euro-Americans, and more naming of Euro-Americans from history. This provides 
more authority to Euro-Americans – emphasizing their importance while excluding critical 
Indigenous voices and representation. Indeed, most historical records and accounts typi
cally do not tell precisely what happened, but how the recorder of the event experienced 
it (Trouillot 1995, 2–26). The production of history occurs in situations of unequal power 
that silence the stories of the less powerful (Trouillot 1995). In giving more story-telling 
authority to a general narrative voice and to Euro-Americans, heritage sites largely 
favor the Euro-American experience of history. Indigenous populations and other 
groups influenced by colonial powers are often excluded in the telling of history or, in 
limited instances, are “allowed” to share their stories by Euro-American authority- 
holders (Smith 2010, 33–34).

Scholars and practitioners have increasingly encouraged sharing voice and authority in 
museums and heritage sites (e.g., Anila 2017; Jackson 2016; Krmpotich and Anderson 
2005; Kryder-Reid et al. 2018; Lonetree 2012; Onciul 2015, 2019; Quinn and Pegno 
2014; Watterson and Hillerdal 2020). By sharing authority and voice with multiple popu
lations, especially through recognizing and honoring Indigenous sovereignty as well as 
ancestral and current place-based Indigenous ties, interpretation better demonstrates 
the intricacies, varieties, and nuances of cultures and histories, brings Indigenous 
voices and presence forward, and creates a safe space in which Indigenous communities 
feel represented and heard (Onciul 2015, 7–8; Spoon and Arnold 2012; Tapsell 2019). One 
initial way this is accomplished at sites is by including an Indigenous site name on park 
signs, such as the sign at Nez Perce National Historical Park, which lists both the Indigen
ous site name and the Spalding site name, creating an immediate indication of Indigen
ous presence to visitors (Figure 1). Or further creating an Indigenous presence with a 
statement such as those that recognize the Nuwu/Nuwuvi (Southern Paiute/Chemehuevi) 
ancestral homeland at three refuges in the Desert National Wildlife Refuge Complex, 
Nevada, stating, “Nuwuvi Ancestral Lands” under the site name on various entrance 
signs. These sites also each provide a welcome to the public from a first person Indigen
ous perspective on an interpretive sign with accompanying evocative imagery and/or 
Indigenous art (Spoon and Arnold 2012, 2016; Verschuuren et al. 2021). Indigenous 
voice in interpretation can authenticate people’s histories, experiences, and identities, 
and emphasize that they are not just in the past (Onciul 2015, 8; Sandahl 2019). This is 
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especially important at heritage sites with difficult and colonial histories, as the past still 
affects current experiences of descendent communities and individuals (Jackson 2016, 
30). By recognizing cultural erasure in history and beginning to privilege Indigenous 
voices in interpretation, heritage sites can honor Indigenous experiences and history 
(Lonetree 2012, 169–171) as well as equitably and respectfully weave these more 
balanced voices into broader historical narratives of the region, nation, and beyond.

4.3 Challenges in Representing and/or Integrating Multiple Ways of Knowing

Lastly, we found that there were challenges in representing and scant integration of mul
tiple ways of knowing within the interpretive narratives across the sites. This is demon
strated in univocal interpretation, with little multivocality and minimal inclusion of 
negative aspects of contact history – essentially little sharing of perspective and voice. 
We define univocality as the use of a single voice or perspective in an interpretive unit 
and define multivocality as the use or presence of multiple voices and the perspectives 
of more than one people in an interpretive context. This type of representation can 
reinforce dominant views of the past and prevent an honest telling of what happened 
in history (Smith 2006).

Across all sites investigated, univocality is the norm within interpretive materials. 
Three quarters (75.4%) of all the interpretive units use univocal interpretive language, 
providing only a single voice or perspective on the narrative being presented. The per
centage of univocality used across the studied sites ranges from 41.9% to as high as 
90.2% of interpretive units at individual sites. Univocality can often be read as a 
neutral presentation of information; however, it does not recognize the presence of 
different perspectives and can reinforce dominant views of the past. Given that the 
studied heritage sites are connected to multiple groups of peoples, these places 

Figure 1. Indigenous site name – Nez Perce National Historical Park. Note the Indigenous site name 
aligned with the Spalding site name. Photograph by Leah Rosenkranz.
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could have multiple understandings of and varied perspectives on their histories. 
Although common across all the study sites, univocality provides a narrow perspective 
of the past and present, resulting in narrative categories without blended, multiple ways 
of knowing.

Multivocality is used in less than one quarter (20.4%) of the interpretive units. The 
use of multivocality allows for the presence of multiple voices and perspectives, in 
turn leading to multiple and potentially blended ways of knowing. The percentage of 
multivocality used across the observed sites ranges from 29.1% to as low as 2.2%. 
When used at sites, the types of multivocality employed range from simple terms or 
statements suggesting the presence of more than one perspective, to the sharing of 
multiple views in one statement, to interpretive displays placing different perspectives 
side-by-side (Figure 2) or stating that contrasting views or opinions might exist. Fort 
Spokane in Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area takes this even further, allowing 
visitors to comment on their experiences of seeing soldiers’ and Indigenous children’s 
perspectives side-by-side. The interpretation then displays the visitor comments 
(Figure 3). An alternative approach we propose beyond multivocality is polyvocality 
where a single holistic narrative is presented that includes the perspectives of multiple 
actors in contexts of power (Anila 2017; Mason, Whitehead, and Graham 2013; Tsenova, 
Wood, and Kirk 2022).

Recent research suggests that heritage sites can successfully bring forward diverse 
perspectives by design, incorporating multivocality into the production and content 
of interpretive media (Anila 2017; Ballantyne, Packer, and Bond 2012; Kryder-Reid 
2016; Shelton 2019). By combining different perspectives of a site’s history using 
people’s own knowledge and memories, interpretation can demonstrate to different 

Figure 2. Multiple perspectives interpretation – “Viewpoints,” Sacajawea Historical State Park. Note 
the three different perspectives provided from the views of the Hidatsa, historians, and the Shoshone. 
Photograph by Leah Rosenkranz.
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people the complexity of a site and its history and meaning (Haraway 1991; Phillips 
2019). Further, including Indigenous voices in interpretation can help to ensure that 
voices other than those of colonizers and settler colonial societies are expressed in 
places where Indigenous peoples lack power (Butler 2011). For example, at Fort 
Spokane, Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area a large interpretive display of a time
line begins with a statement from the Spokane and Colville Tribes explaining that they 
have “lived continuously on this land since time immemorial,” then continues with 
history up to the present, with a representation of a calendar ball tying together oral 
history and later events in time. In a different approach, Puʻukoholā Heiau National His
toric Site has entire interpretive displays with text in the Hawaiian language and the 
reverse side in English. Multivocality can indeed reduce bias, challenge misinformation, 
and address contested history in a meaningful way (Onciul 2015, 163). With less than 
one-quarter of interpretive units using multivocality, a lack of representation and/or 
integration of multiple ways of knowing exists in interpretation at these studied sites.

Further, a minimal representation of negative contact history presents only a partial 
story and results in superficial positive messaging that does not engage the real-world 

Figure 3. Visitor reflections – Fort Spokane, Lake Roosevelt National Recreation Area. Note the feel
ings expressed in the comments, demonstrating visitors’ perspectives on the site after being exposed 
to the difficult history of the site and boarding school. Photograph by Leah Rosenkranz.
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trauma experienced by Indigenous peoples during the contact period. Discussions of 
negative contact history only occur in 12.0% of interpretive units across all the observed 
sites. In comparison to the four narrative categories, this is a very low occurrence. The 
instances where interpretation does discuss negative contact history, topics such as 
war and violence, missions and boarding schools, reservations, disease, and land destruc
tion are mentioned. These aspects of site history are important to providing the visitor 
with a more holistic understanding through the sharing of multiple perspectives of the 
past. In the lack of discussion of these topics, multiple ways of knowing are not rep
resented and blended narratives are not created, resulting in history being viewed 
through “rose colored glasses.” In excluding negative contact history, sites maintain 
common U.S. narratives and present less diverse perspectives of the past (Liu, Dupre, 
and Jin 2021, 451; Smith 2006). The inclusion of negative or counter narratives can 
help to challenge collective assumptions and simplified meanings of the past, while high
lighting traditionally ignored voices and histories (Anila 2017, 113). Indeed, more accurate 
portrayals of site history that contain contradictions and contested meanings can be a 
strength that enhances the visitor experience while balancing broader historical narra
tives that may only tell part of the history through a potentially biased lens. In losing 
the negative aspects of history, site interpretation can fall back into the traditional four 
fixed narrative categories shared prior.

In sum, challenges in representing and/or integrating multiple ways of knowing in 
interpretive materials is attributed to the high use of univocality, limited use of multi
vocality, and little representation of negative contact history. This type of interpretation 
maintains a single perspective, reinforces dominant views, and provides a positive rep
resentation of history. The creation and use of univocal narratives of history often 
silences aspects of the past (Trouillot 1995). The erasure of history is a part of the 
process of creating “hegemonic accounts” of history; and providing a single, unblended 
narrative of the past in interpretation tells history in positive ways that do not challenge 
grand U.S. narratives of the past (Farmer 2004, 308). Conversely, by telling the story of 
sites in a multivocal and blended manner, heritage sites can share the power of rep
resentation, enhancing cultural understanding (Ballantyne, Packer, and Bond 2012; 
Haraway 1991).

5. Conclusion

Collectively, our findings empirically illustrate absent or unbalanced Indigenous rep
resentation in interpretive materials across select heritage sites in Hawai‘i and Cascadia. 
We argue that Indigenous representation in interpretive materials at heritage sites can 
be divided into three primary themes: (1) controlled historical narrative; (2) absence of 
shared authority; and (3) challenges in representing and/or integrating multiple ways of 
knowing. These themes suggest that heritage sites administered by government 
agencies and their partners contained interpretive materials at the time of study that 
reinforced unequal power structures and prevailing narratives of historical colonial 
powers, often excluding stories and perspectives that fall outside of the dominant 
group’s way of recounting history (Kryder-Reid et al. 2018; Smith 2006, 2010; Zerubavel 
1995). These processes and resulting interpretive content at heritage sites can also 
influence national narratives and stories, which can be further used to reinforce cultural 
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erasure and social inequality through the dominant group’s viewpoint (Jackson 2016; 
Smith 2006; Young 1993). Indeed, the stories presented in interpretive materials at 
these heritage sites offered generalized, omniscient and Euro-American voices that 
share little authority with Indigenous peoples, providing uniform, univocal accounts 
of history. This controlled historical narrative leaves out Indigenous voices and perspec
tives, creating interpretive content that lacks shared authority and multivocality. Indeed, 
the interpretive materials analyzed tended to privilege colonial, Euro-American perspec
tives of history, ignoring the lasting effects of colonialism and the contemporary pres
ence of Indigenous peoples and their relationships with the landscapes where the sites 
are situated. As such, previous research indicates that heritage sites actively serve to 
reinforce and construct meaning and to shape public understandings of the past. 
These heritage landscapes often serve as sites of memory and belonging, where iden
tities are actively negotiated by communities and nations (Baird 2017, 4; Jackson 2016, 
24; Kølvraa and Timm Knudsen 2020). Within settler-colonial contexts like the U.S., 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, as in this study, representations of Indigenous 
history are generally at once significant loci of contestation and can be absent or mis
informed in prevailing interpretive material narratives (Liu, Dupre, and Jin 2021; Smith 
2006).

Our findings and associated interpretations also confirm that heritage sites struggle 
to address difficult and painful pasts, such as those of colonial encounters and phys
ical violence, though they hold the potential as venues for reflection and critical dis
cussion of these pasts through key narratives and multiple perspectives (Logan 2019, 
176). Just as lasting colonial influences continue to shape government relationships 
with Indigenous peoples today, these influences continue to affect the interpretation 
of heritage sites – perhaps especially those sites where Indigenous and non-Indigen
ous peoples’ histories intersect and collide. The powers of government agencies in 
settler-colonial contexts that administer and interpret heritage sites, as well as their 
formal mandates to publics real or imagined, still significantly influence the media 
and messages presented to visitors. The complexity of the histories of these sites, 
and the complexities of those histories’ meanings each is lost in interpretation that: 
follows unified and common narratives, shares little authority with minority voices 
and views, and lacks representation and integration of multiple ways of knowing 
that potentially embrace the complex realities and meanings of history in place. 
Even within the narrow mandates of government agencies, these represent missed 
opportunities: for realizing the potential diversity, equity, and inclusiveness of interpre
tive media and processes; and for sharing with visitors a more holistic, representative, 
and equitable view of the histories of places, in their full complexity and richness. We 
agree with Onciul who states, “heritage sites and museums are important points of 
entry for Indigenous peoples’ voices into mainstream society because they have the 
ability to validate identities, histories, culture and societies” (2015, 8). Indeed, as heri
tage sites identify the ways in which they tell stories of the past, they can work 
towards building interpretation and programming that raises Indigenous voices, 
increases Indigenous presence, recognizes enduring Indigenous ancestral connections 
with sites and their broader cultural landscapes, and identifies interactions and 
exchanges between Indigenous peoples and settler populations. (In order to further 
operationalize our findings, we developed Table 3 which outlines our lessons 
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learned and heritage site management recommendations.) Bringing forward Indigen
ous voices, sharing authority, representing and integrating multiple ways of 
knowing, sharing stories that defy prevailing narratives, and reinforcing 
contemporary Indigenous presence at sites: together, these ingredients can help 
broaden the scope and veracity of interpretive messaging at heritage sites in 
settler-colonial contexts, while beginning to redress generations of physical and 
textual erasure of past and present Indigenous peoples from their ancestral 
homelands.

Notes

1. In this paper, we use a broad definition for the term Indigenous that recognizes groups in a 
manner largely defining Indigenous peoples as first peoples to a specific geographic area 
who have been disrupted or displaced by colonization (Corntassel 2003; Secretariat of the 

Table 3. Lessons Learned and Recommendations for Increasing Indigenous Representation, Voice, 
and Authority in Heritage Site Interpretive Materials.
Lessons Learned and Recommendations for Increasing Indigenous Representation, Voice, and Authority in Heritage Site 
Interpretive Materials 

. Include Indigenous names of sites to emphasize Indigenous cultural connections and presence at the site. Consider 
including a first person (e.g., We …) land recognition or welcome statement that is culturally appropriate that has 
been discussed with or developed by culturally affiliated Tribal Nations and Indigenous populations. This could be in 
the form of statements at the beginning of live interpretive programs and tours or on entrance signs. See Figure 1, for 
example.

. Include welcome statements from Indigenous population at sites. These can be included in interpretive displays and in 
interpretive materials. These first person messages should be directly from an Indigenous group or person and if 
possible, should cite those people or groups.

. Demonstrate the living cultural presence of Indigenous people at the site. Portray contemporary peoples and events in 
discussions of topics such as living Indigenous populations and groups, recent activities at sites and elsewhere, and 
current Indigenous practices. Use contemporary imagery of Indigenous populations with color photos and 
contemporary people. Use Indigenous language beyond place, plant, and animal names to emphasize Indigenous 
presence and culture.

. Incorporate Indigenous voice throughout interpretation. Share authority with Indigenous populations. Cite, quote, and 
reference Indigenous people and groups, past and present. Name Indigenous peoples now and in history.

. Recognize the heterogeneity of Indigenous peoples and their voices, both between and within Indigenous communities. 
Avoid over generalizing Indigenous voice. It is not just about including Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices but 
also a variety of Indigenous voices with appropriate context.

. Make interpretation multivocal by including the voices of many. Provide multiple perspectives and viewpoints 
throughout interpretation. This can be side-by-side, allowing visitors to make conclusions for themselves. Recognize 
that there are multiple views and understandings of the past and present. Enter into conversations with this 
understanding.

. Extend interpretation beyond the confines of a historic structure onsite or Euro-American history and timelines. When 
possible, timelines should extend from time immemorial through the present and into the future. Link nature and the 
landscape with the story of the site, culture, and people. Take time to fully learn and understand the Indigenous 
populations’ relationships with the site and landscape, which is often larger than external administrative boundaries.

. Create programs and opportunities for Indigenous people to share their knowledge, stories, and experiences, 
intergenerationally, internally and externally. Connect interested visitors with additional resources. Consider referring 
interested visitors to Indigenous authors’ books, Tribal websites, and Indigenous cultural education institutions.

. Discuss difficult history and tell what really occurred at a heritage site. Do not shy away from the difficult aspects of 
history. Create space for reflection and thought for interpretation that is challenging or difficult. Consider ideas such 
as a space for quiet reflection and decompression or a place for visitors to record their thoughts and reflections.
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United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 2009; Trigger and Dalley 2010). A 
broad definition was used to incorporate Kanaka ‘Ōiwi, Native Hawaiian, peoples in the 
research and analysis, without a need for separate terms. Hawaiian ancestors are Polynesians 
who navigated the ocean to the archipelago now known as Hawai‘i, over time developing a 
distinct language and culture (Brown 2019, vii). This definition includes both traditionally 
associated Indigenous peoples and those colonially-relocated to a place. These two 
different relations to place affect the experience, knowledge, and history people have with 
sites. While there is value in discussing the unique experiences of local or traditionally associ
ated Indigenous peoples with a special focus or as a unique category of Indigeneity, for this 
project these specifications are set aside in favor of a broader use of the term Indigenous, in 
order to begin to quantify Indigenous representation in interpretation at the studied sites in a 
manner addressing all Indigenous peoples with ancestral ties to the sites.

2. During this study we also conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews. This paper focuses 
on interpretive materials only. For additional findings from interviews, see Rosenkranz, 
Spoon, and Deur 2021.

3. We selected Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park for: (1) its intangible cultural heritage connected 
to the volcano; (2) its example of the nature-culture relationship at a significant landscape 
scale; and (3) one of the author’s relationship with the site (Spoon 2007).

4. Some sites include discussions of negative contact history and preservation and conservation 
in one-quarter or more of interpretive units. Discussions of negative contact history typically 
are combined with contact history, and discussions of preservation and conservation are 
often integrated with site messages about physical protection of the site or integrated 
with discussions of nature and geology.

5. We recognize that in some instances, non-Indigenous voices may be disproportionately avail
able to agencies within historical sources, and obtaining and incorporating content from his
torical Indigenous sources and contemporary Indigenous peoples can be difficult, have extra 
costs, and require extra effort and expertise to engage contemporary Indigenous 
communities.

6. We recognize that in some cases there may not be names on record for Indigenous peoples, 
resulting in a greater number of named Euro-Americans.

Geological Information

Fort Simcoe Historical State Park; Nez Perce National Historical Park; Fort Spokane in Lake 
Roosevelt National Recreation Area; Fort Nisqually Living History Museum, Point Defiance 
Park; Pu’uhonua o Hōnaunau National Historical Park; The Volcano Art Center in Hawai‘i 
Volcanoes National Park and Niaulani Campus Administrative Office & Gallery in 
Volcano Village; Spokane House Interpretive Center, Riverside State Park; Hawai’i Volca
noes National Park; Pu’ukoholā Heiau National Historic Site; Sacajawea Historical State 
Park and Interpretive Center; Whitman Mission National Historic Site; Kamakahonu 
National Historic Landmark.
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