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Introduction: The interpretation of national, provincial, territorial, and state parks and heritage sites is a powerful social force that can foster or thwart respectful relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.

Methods: By conducting a scoping review of relevant literature, this study aims to initiate conversations about how Indigenous interpretation is conceptualized and practiced in relation to national, provincial, territorial, and state parks and heritage sites on Turtle Island (i.e., North America).

Results: Findings indicate that while Indigenous interpretation is rarely explicitly defined, several themes are consistently used to illustrate what Indigenous interpretation entails or should entail. Themes include: (i) responsibility and respect, (ii) relationships, (iii) place-based cultural identity and empowerment, (iv) contested stories and histories, and (v) storytelling.

Discussion: While these thematic dimensions do not represent a definitive definition of Indigenous interpretation, they do suggest potential features that may enhance understandings and applications of Indigenous interpretation in parks, protected areas, and heritage sites on Turtle Island. They also reaffirm the importance of interpretive encounters as a social force encouraging relationships across cultures.
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Introduction

Interpretation is a key feature of public education programs in parks and tourism settings (Hvenegaard et al., 2009). The National Association for Interpretation (2024) defines interpretation as “a purposeful approach to communication that facilitates meaningful, relevant, and inclusive experiences that deepen understanding, broaden perspectives, and inspire engagement with the world around us” (no page). Pertaining to natural and/or cultural heritage, interpretation is shaped by sequential (guided tours) and/or non-sequential (signage, visitor centers, and multi-media) approaches, and by legislation and policy (Hvenegaard et al., 2009). By providing several types of information and agency messaging, interpretation is a key component of visitor experiences in national, provincial, territorial, and state parks and heritage sites (hereafter referred to as parks and heritage sites) on Turtle Island (North America). On a broader level, interpretation represents a powerful social force for fostering or thwarting respectful relationships between park and heritage site visitors and local communities, between people and place, and—most relevant to the aims of this paper—between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.

Amidst formal political reconciliation initiatives—such as Canada's implementation of the United Nation's Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 2007) and stated desire to address the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC; Truth Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015)—as well as growing public awareness of the ongoing legacies of settler colonialism [e.g., recent news of unmarked graves of Indigenous children sent to Residential schools in Canada (Mosby and Millions, 2021) or boarding schools for Native Americans in the United States of America (The National Native American Boarding School History, 2023)], and movements toward Indigenous resurgence (Chew Bigby et al., 2023; Runnels et al., 2018), interpretation serves an important role. Further, whether it through the co-construction of place-base narratives, determining what stories are told, selecting whose voices are featured or amplified, and identifying how competing or contested histories are communicated to visitors (Finegan, 2019), interpretation is an important component of collaborative management approaches in parks and heritage sites (Whitney-Squire, 2016; Whitney-Squire et al., 2018).

In this article, we aim to prompt consideration of developing a robust conceptualization of Indigenous interpretation and its role in the interpretation strategies deployed by parks and heritage sites. More specifically, we present the outcomes of a scoping review of peer-reviewed of social science literature pertaining to Indigenous interpretation in by parks and heritage sites on Turtle Island. Great Turtle Island (Newcomb, 2016), or Turtle Island (Weaver, 2014), is the name several Indigenous groups use when referring to North America; a name that is tethered to creation stories and ancestral teachings (Henderson et al., 2022). By using Turtle Island, we acknowledge the historical and ongoing legacies of colonization that shape the lands we inhabit and draw recognition to the “diversity of cultures, perspectives, languages, experiences, and protocols that bring tremendous vibrancy” (Henderson et al., 2022, p. 289) across Canada, the United States, and Mexico.

The purpose of our scoping review was to identify and synthesize dimensions of a potentially emergent area of scholarship in interpretation and more specifically Indigenous interpretation (Schwandt, 2015; Torrance, 2018). This is an area of tourism, parks, and protected area management that until quite recently has been underrepresented and is required if by parks and heritage sites agencies aspire to build and maintain respectful, reconciliatory relationships with Indigenous peoples. Following the identification and compilation of relevant literature, our scoping review incorporated a thematic content analysis to examine how Indigenous interpretation is defined, understood, and discussed in by parks and heritage sites on Turtle Island. By highlighting these scholarly contributions, many of which include Indigenous scholars, our scoping review identifies potential building blocks for defining, (re)conceptualizing, and practicing Indigenous interpretation. To be sure, the development of any definitive statement on what Indigenous interpretation is or should be, must be led by Indigenous scholars, communities, and knowledge holders such that both the product (i.e., a definition) and process (i.e., the methods used to construct a definition) support practices of Indigenous resurgence (see e.g., Chew Bigby et al., 2023). Given the colonial structures that underpin by parks and heritage sites management and research (Sandlos, 2011), and the need for non-Indigenous peoples to shoulder more of the burden of unsettling colonial regimes (Grimwood et al., 2019), we also feel that non-Indigenous scholars, managers, and practitioners can be actively involved in this conversation.

By prompting such research and dialogue on Indigenous interpretation, it is important to position ourselves as authors and acknowledge the situated, partial perspectives that we convey in this article. As Smith (2012) has explained, there is a long and troubled history of research being conducted on Indigenous peoples, which perpetuates the sort of erasures and extractions that characterize colonial power. Such violence—which we understand is recurrent and ongoing as it circulates within and through various institutions [including academia (see Smith, 2012; Lee, 2017) and protected area management (see Burnham, 2012; Mason, 2014; Sandlos, 2011)]—is something that we aspire to help undo and stop, both in our research and the broader contexts of our lives. This is not easy to achieve given the subtle ways that colonial power infiltrates our scholarship and other relations (Grimwood, 2021). In the case of this article, we present a synthesis of literature and encourage further collaborations on Indigenous interpretation, which together set the stage for more advanced work in this area. These efforts are informed by our positionality as Setter scholars committed to working with Indigenous communities (Grimwood et al., 2017; Koster et al., 2012) and to destabilizing entrenched formations of settler colonial power (Grimwood et al., 2019; Grimwood, 2021; see also Tuck and Yang, 2012). Of French-Canadian settler ancestry and a certified interpretive guide, the first author has been working with and for Indigenous communities in Canada, the United States, and in Mexico for the past three decades. The second and third authors are settler Canadians of British and European ancestry. The second author is an emerging scholar with interests in ethical and culturally sensitive nature-based tourism, while the third author, who has worked with Indigenous communities in Canada over the past two decades, orients current research toward the politics and ethics of decolonizing settler colonialism. The first and third authors are currently working on the second phase of a collaborative study with Indigenous scholars examining Indigenous interpretation.



Literature review

Examinations of interpretation, especially as it pertains to the interpretation of Indigenous People's places and knowledges in by parks and heritage sites on Turtle Island include Finegan's (2019) comprehensive study of heritage interpretation in Canadian national parks. Studies have also been conducted in American national parks like Wind Cave National Park (Smaldone and Rossi, 2019), Canadian national parks, national park reserves, and provincial parks, including: Banff National Park (Mason, 2014) and Jasper National Park (Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020) in Alberta, Kejimkujik National Park and National Historic Site in Nova Scotia (Lynch et al., 2010), Haida Gwaii National Park Reserve in British Columbia (Whitney-Squire, 2016; Whitney-Squire et al., 2018), Kluane National Park Reserve in the Yukon Territory (Cruikshank, 2005), and Lake Superior Provincial Park in Ontario (Twance, 2019). Certain historic sites, like the Battle of Little Bighorn in Montana and the Batoche National Historic Site in Saskatchewan, have compelled Indigenous activists and others to address and rectify historical inaccuracies within interpretation contexts and provide opportunities for Indigenous perspectives to be told (Hvenegaard et al., 2016; Lemelin et al., 2013).

As both Finegan (2019) and Couts (2021) argue, by parks and heritage sites are places where the presence of Indigenous Peoples and histories are often erased, settler-colonial power is operationalized, and nation-building is legitimized. According to Johnston and Mason (2021), the Indigenous content provided in interpretive strategies in by parks and heritage sites are often framed within Eurocentric perspectives that “trivialize many aspects of Indigenous histories and continue to perpetuate damaging stereotypes of Indigenous people” (p. 21). Further, Eurocentric perspectives tend to temporalize Indigenous cultures and histories as part of the distant past (Twance, 2019). This temporalization renders colonial oppression as historical and thus apolitical, while simultaneously ignoring the agency of contemporary Indigenous lives (Braun, 2002; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020). According to Twance (2019), management agencies leverage policy and legislation to marshal and maintain control over what information and narratives are conveyed, how, and by whom. Such state-authorized control is, however, not impermeable. For instance, as Lynch et al. (2010) observe, the Mi'kmaw Peoples in Kejimkkujik Nation Park control and decide what they are willing to share with visitors (e.g., certain stories or legends) and what they are not willing to share (e.g., medicines, ceremonies, and sacred areas).

Several years ago, Runnels et al. (2018) produced an Indigenous interpretive strategy titled “Giving voice to our First Nations: Creating a framework for Indigenous interpretation through education and collaboration.” The themes of the interpretive strategy included: respect for local peoples, places, and protocols; control over which narratives are shared and when; connections for local people and visitors to places, cultures, and other beings; capacity-building for youth and locals to tell their own stories; and governance and empowerment. The framework reported by Runnels et al. (2018) is consistent with Johnston and Mason's (2020) assertion that Indigenous Peoples “want increased representation and greater control over how their histories and cultures are presented” (p. 1), a vision that can only be realized if interpretive strategies support more respectful, accurate, and self-determined depictions of Indigenous Peoples as interpreted by Indigenous peoples themselves.

Around the same time that the Runnels et al. (2018) strategy was released, the Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada (ITAC) published a comprehensive set of guidelines pertaining to Indigenous tourism (Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada, 2018). Indigenous tourism, as it is conventionally defined in the literature, refers to a “tourism activity in which Indigenous People are directly involved either through control and/or by having their culture serve as the essence of the attraction” (Hinch and Butler, 1996, p. 9). Rather “than Indigenous people being merely the passive producers of tourism experiences” (Nielsen and Wilson, 2012, p. 2), Indigenous ownership of tourism enterprises promotes agency and ensures the control of the product and delivery of what knowledges are shared and not shared (Nielsen and Wilson, 2012). According to ITAC, authentic Indigenous tourism operations are those that demonstrate connections to local Indigenous territories and cultures and that are majority owned, operated, and/or controlled by First Nations, Métis, or Inuit peoples. These operations should also be developed and reviewed under the direction of Indigenous Peoples and approved by the cultural keepers (such as Elders or hereditary Chiefs; Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada, 2018). These broader contexts of Indigenous tourism suggest the importance of Indigenous control over interpretation strategies as means for supporting sovereignty, cultural connections, and visitor experience. Indeed, positive interpretive encounters, according to Lynch et al. (2010), can become a social force encouraging more ethical, hopeful, and respectful relationships across cultures by fostering greater intergenerational and intercultural awareness of Indigenous territory and livelihoods; improving protections of traditional lands; and generating socio-cultural-economic opportunities for Indigenous communities.



Scoping review

Munn et al. (2018), Peters et al. (2015), and Peterson et al. (2017) suggest that scoping reviews are commonly used as a literary reconnaissance of emerging fields and practices such as community protection (Beans et al., 2019), the role of storytelling in Indigenous health (Rieger et al., 2020), the resilience in Indigenous youth (Toombs et al., 2016), and Indigenous mental health in a changing climate (Middleton et al., 2020). Scoping reviews, suggest Peters et al. (2015), are “particularly useful when a body of literature has not yet been comprehensively reviewed [or when clarification of] working definitions and conceptual boundaries of a topic or field” are needed (p. 141).

This study used a scoping review which consisted of thematically analyzing English language social science journal articles pertaining to interpretation and associated with parks and protected areas management, heritage site management, and tourism. While no date boundary was established for this scoping review, the review ended in 2023, when the article was first submitted for publication. Articles were retrieved from searching four journal databases: Scopus, ERIC, ProQuest, and Scholars Portal. These search databases were selected for this study as they contain extensive collections of peer-reviewed titles and citations from journals, books, and government reports. Additionally, holdings within these databases provide access to full-text versions of articles. We focused specifically on English sources given our team's language capabilities and the dominance of English publications in the field of parks and protected areas. Although several published works associated with museum studies (see Bench, 2014; Peers, 2007), protected natural areas not specific to Indigenous Peoples (see Hughes et al., 2023; Moscardo and Hughes, 2023), and protected areas outside of North America (see Howard et al., 2001; Moscardo, 1998; Staiff and Bushell, 2002) have been conducted, we excluded these from our review because they fell outside of the geographical region of interest and analytical focus.

In this article, we engage with several concepts that warrant brief explication. Turtle Island, as previously noted, is often associated to Canada, the United States, and Mexico. The focus of our review, however, is placed on articles relating to Canada and the United States given the history and scope of management and scholarship on parks, protected areas, and heritage sites in these countries (Finegan, 2019; Hvenegaard et al., 2009). When referring to Indigenous Peoples, we have followed the definition of the United Nation's State of the World's Indigenous Peoples (SOWIP) which states:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them (United Nations, 2009, p. 4).

Additionally, and aligned with norms established by Indigenous Peoples living in Canada, we understand the term Indigenous to refer to First Nations, Métis, and Inuit (Vowel, 2016). We take up the terms national, provincial, territorial, and state parks as those areas managed for ecological and/or recreational purposes by federal or provincial, territorial, or state agencies on Turtle Island. Heritage sites denote cultural and historic areas managed similarly by several types of government agencies. While we adopt commonly accepted (and in most case, officially sanctioned) definitions, we also recognize that the terms referred to above are neither universal nor stable. Relatedly, these terms are situated within, and informed by, legacies of settler colonialism and moves toward reconciliation and Indigenous resurgence (Finegan, 2019).


Preliminary search of terms

Our scoping review process consisted of four steps. The first involved a preliminary search of terms using the Scopus database. Advanced filters were applied to ensure that all entries retrieved were from park management, tourism, and social science journals, and that all results would be peer-reviewed journal articles. Combinations of the following search terms were used to facilitate this search: North America, Canada, USA, Indigenous interpretation, Indigenous, park interpretation, national, provincial, territorial, and state parks, and heritage sites. This initial search yielded only six results. Accordingly, we expanded the preliminary search to include three other journal databases—ERIC, ProQuest, and Scholars Portal—with the expectation that additional articles would be retrieved. Search terms were also expanded at this point to include cultural tourism and Indigenous guides. Expanding the search to include four databases yielded a total of 40 articles. Based on previous studies (authorship withheld for reviewing purposes) and discussions pertaining to scoping reviews (Beans et al., 2019), we deemed this number of articles sufficient to proceed onto the next stage of the review process.



Primary scan of abstracts

Following the preliminary search, the abstracts of all identified articles were read. Based on the abstracts, several articles clearly fell outside of the aims and scope of our scoping review and were excluded. This included articles that were not based in North American (n = 9), had French language main text paired with an English language abstract (n = 1), and were focused on museum or cultural center settings (n = 3). Significantly, 20 additional articles were excluded from analysis on the basis that Indigenous interpretation was conceptualized as the “perception of,” “understanding of,” or “reaction to” another topic by Indigenous Peoples (e.g., ecotourism, education programs, and various geological/natural phenomenon occurring in parks). In other words, Indigenous interpretation was referred to fleetingly in these articles. Following the preliminary scan of abstracts, seven articles remained (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Comprehensive literature review.
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Expanded search

Of concern to the first author who has been teaching and documenting references regarding how Indigenous interpretation is applied (or not) in national parks on Turtle Island, was the absence of certain peer-reviewed articles from the preliminary scoping review (see Table 2). Beyond noting that most systematic and scoping reviews “do not check for, nor account for, missing data” (Abou-Setta et al., 2016, n.d.o page), the research team was provided with little guidance on this issue. After much deliberation, the research team concluded that these exclusions may be more indicative of challenges with certain search engines or scoping reviews. Further, considering that all three articles were peer-reviewed and meet our original search preliminary search of terms, we decided to include the three articles in the analysis, thereby bringing the list up to 10 articles.


TABLE 2 Expanded article search.
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Thematic content analysis

In all, 10 articles were identified in the scoping review and deemed suitable for inclusion in the review. Five of the 10 articles were authored or co-authored by scholars identifying as Indigenous citizens of Turtle Island (Lemelin et al., 2013; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Runnels et al., 2018; Twance, 2019). After reading all 10 articles in detail, we used an in-depth, inductive approach to content analysis to identify central and cross-cutting themes. Themes were identified based on descriptive contents (i.e., how a word, concept, or idea was mobilized in the research), as well as the frequency of occurrence and emphasis within the literature (i.e., the relative importance that a word, concept, or idea seemed to Indigenous interpretation).

More specifically, the first and second authors led the analysis by following Braun and Clarke's (2006) multi-phased, flexible, and reflexive thematic analysis approach “for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 79). First, as the articles were reviewed, initial impressions and insights were noted. Next, we conducted a coding process to assign meaningful units of text with a code (or multiple codes). These codes were then organized in a spreadsheet for further examination and thematic refinement. Thematic mapping was the next step and was used to visualize relationships between potential themes and sub-themes. Themes were then defined and named according to our theoretically informed interpretations of “what each theme is about (as well as the themes overall) and determining what aspects of the data each theme capture” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 92). Ultimately, Braun and Clarke's (2006) flexible approach proved congruent with identifying, synthesizing, and interpreting recurring themes. Table 3 illustrates the emergent themes in relation to the articles included in the scoping review. Our analysis approach generated themes that usefully convey what Indigenous interpretation does and/or should entail. In the following section, we explain these five themes (themes five and six storytelling and unique approaches to storytelling outlined in Table 3 were combined in-order to facilitate this discussion) and describe how they are presented in these articles.


TABLE 3 Thematic overview.
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Results

The 10 articles included in the scoping review mobilized several concepts to illustrate what Indigenous interpretation does and/or should entail in parks and protected areas and heritage sites in North America. The review identified five themes: (i) responsibility and respect, (ii) relationships, (iii) place-based cultural identity and empowerment, (iv) contested stories and histories, and (v) storytelling and unique approaches to storytelling. The five themes should be interpreted as interrelated, and not mutually exclusive—each theme is underpinned by and responds to the historical and ongoing impacts of settler colonialism on cultural and land-based Indigenous identities. We explain and discuss each central theme in the subsequent sections.


Responsibility and respect

The theme emphasized most in the literature reviewed related to topics of responsibility and respect. Responsibility and respect are seen to be foundational to remembering and acknowledging the complex and ongoing legacies of colonialism presented in interpretative contents—broadly and within situated context of specific lands and Indigenous Peoples (Finegan, 2019; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020). Responsibility emphasizes ethical obligations of (settler) interpreters in their role as critical researchers and stewards of the stories that they tell on and of park lands and histories (Finegan, 2019). Responsibility recognizes the power of interpretation to privilege certain knowledges or understandings of place, subjecting others to erasure and/or selective inclusion or distortion (Finegan, 2019; Lemelin et al., 2013). According to Finegan (2019):

“Interpreters are gatekeepers, adjudicating knowledge and privileging some of it over other knowledge. Interpreters are much more than communicators and interpretation itself is more than an art. It is a powerful exercise of power that can erase or advance particular understandings” (p. 291).

To be responsible, interpretation needs to engage with multiple meanings of place by meaningfully engaging with uncomfortable histories of Indigenous erasure and dispossession in the national park systems of North America (Finegan, 2019; Twance, 2019).

Interpretation also carries with it an onus of responsibility for story stewardship—that is, caring for and respecting, not only, the stories themselves but the peoples and knowledges, as well as lands to which they belong (Finegan, 2019). This responsibility for story stewardship involves a recognition that “Indigenous knowledge is part and parcel of the community in which it originates; it is not something to be learned quickly and extracted from its context” (Finegan, 2019, p. 288). Responsible stewardship in interpretation requires building strong relationships with local Indigenous peoples by park managers and interpretative staff founded on trust and respect. That is, a trust that stories will be shared with care and in a culturally appropriate way and with respect for the community, as well as Indigenous cultures, traditions, interests, and worldview (Lynch et al., 2010). The theme of responsibility and respect—by interpreters and in relationships—demands that decisions by a community not to share certain stories and cultural/sacred sites with outsiders are observed (Lynch et al., 2010), and that Indigenous peoples are actively involved in decisions with interpretive staff and park management around how they are represented (Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020). In their research with the Jasper (National Park) Indigenous Forum (JIF), Johnston and Mason (2020) assert, “JIF members want their histories told, their cultures respected, and cultural sites protected, their youth to find pride in the connection to their traditional lands, and to have control over how they are represented within the park” (p. 8). Within the literature, this theme highlights an onus of responsibility in Indigenous interpretation for respectfully engaging and empowering Indigenous peoples to tell their own stories, from their own perspective, in their own voice, and on their lands (Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Runnels et al., 2018).



Relationships

The second most prominent theme emerging from our review is relationships. The theme of relationships emerges in the literature in several ways, the first of which (featured above) relates to the need for building strong relationships based in trust and respect among interpreters, park managers and Indigenous peoples. Relationships also emerge as a theme with respect to Indigenous worldviews and epistemologies. Indigenous knowledge is relational and holistic—that is, knowledge, peoples, lands, nature, and the spiritual world are connected to one another and knowledge, itself, is an ongoing relation with all of creation (Finegan, 2019; Runnels et al., 2018). Knowledge as relationships confers an embodied responsibility within relationships with more-than-human existence. Knowledge is a “process of participating fully and responsibly in such relationships, rather than specifically the knowledge gained from such experiences” (Finegan, 2019, p. 289). Knowledge as relationships is situated within the very relationships that shape this world and within the relational places that shape knowledges, and thus, are place-based. Indigenous worldviews offer a stark contrast to scientized Western ways of knowing that separate knowledge and knowers from the things that they know about, divorcing knowledge from place and specific experiences in the interest of generalizability (Finegan, 2019).

The place-based nature of relationships is also an important for consideration for Indigenous interests pertaining to national Park and protected area lands. In acknowledging the violence of colonial histories which impaired Indigenous access to traditional territories or cultural sites—now occupied by national parks like Jasper, in the Canadian Rockies, Kejimkujik in the Canadian Maritimes or the Batoche National Historic Sites in Saskatchewan—the theme of relationships is also tied to dialogues and activities related to reconciliation with Indigenous peoples -including stated objectives of improving Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations in Canada, rebuilding relationships premised on co-operation and partnership, and recognizing rights (Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Hvenegaard et al., 2016; Lynch et al., 2010). Dialogues and actions need to demonstrate that park agencies are willing to address and rectify the erasure of Indigenous peoples from these areas (Johnston and Mason, 2020). The theme of relationships, then, enters how rights to lands and other interests related to cultural sites, traditional territories, and practicing traditional ways of life by Indigenous nations with traditional claims to park and protected area lands are advocated for, integrated, recognized, and addressed in management practices and within park interpretation (Johnston and Mason, 2020; Lynch et al., 2010). For many by parks and heritage sites, this means developing relationships with Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples, sometimes as a group (in the case of collaborative management approaches in the Torngat Mountains National Park, or the Jasper National Park Indigenous Forum) or as individual nations, each of which represents a different stakeholder interest in the management of by parks and heritage sites (Lemelin and Baikie, 2012; Lemelin et al., 2013; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020). In many ways, the relationship theme of interpretation traverses all intersections of Western/non-Indigenous and Indigenous relationships. Relationships involve everything from differing worldviews to the recognition of rights and uncomfortable histories (and ongoing impacts of settler colonialism). Further, relationships involve the cultivation of new relationships with tourists who learn of Indigenous peoples ongoing presence and their cultural and historical connection to national park and heritage sites.

According to Runnels et al. (2018), fostering intergenerational relationships between Indigenous youth and elders is key to Indigenous interpretation strategies. As such, Indigenous communities should ensure the inclusion of Indigenous youth when developing interpretive contents as it exposes youth to Elders' cultural knowledge and promotes a sense of connection with place (Lynch et al., 2010; Runnels et al., 2018). Further, involving Indigenous youth in interpretation is seen to contribute toward “preserv[ing] culture and instill[ing] a sense of pride among younger generations” (Lynch et al., 2010, p. 550).



Place-based cultural identity and empowerment

The third theme identified in the interpretation literature is that of place-based cultural identity and empowerment. Indigenous knowledges and cultural identities are often community-specific and place-based, which is why park and protected area lands may hold multiple meanings and cultural significance among different Indigenous communities with ties to National Park and protected area lands (Johnston and Mason, 2020). Within the interpretation literature, the idea that cultural identities are place-based calls for interpretative contents that are locally informed and culturally appropriate to the peoples, lands, nature, and relationships to whom the stories and practices belong. Place-based cultural identity recognizes that not all cultural stories or practices can be shared with the public and this is decided on a case-by-case basis (Runnels et al., 2018). Fundamentally, the theme of place-based cultural identity and empowerment is underpinned by an orientation to interpretation premised on each local community's right to self-determination (Johnston and Mason, 2020; Lemelin et al., 2013).

Achieving goals of locally-informed and culturally appropriate interpretation requires working with local Indigenous communities on interpretive contents (founded on themes of relationships, responsibility and respect), and to do so in such a way that local Indigenous peoples are able to reconnect with their traditional territories in parks and empowered to determine the “representations of their histories and cultures—stories told by their own people with their own voices” (Johnston and Mason, 2020, p. 22). In the literature, interpretation should maintain Indigenous ownership over the dissemination of cultural practices and knowledge, and where possible, stories should be told by the Peoples themselves and not on their behalf (Lynch et al., 2010). Empowering local communities to tell their own stories is also seen to contribute to strengthening place-based cultural identity and social wellbeing by encouraging “personal and community growth” (Lynch et al., 2010, p. 549). Further, by incorporating Indigenous place names and language in interpretative contents, it is thought that the competing stories of place can be brought to the forefront by illuminating the ways in which the “English replacements [of Indigenous place names] obscure original meanings” (Twance, 2019, p. 1,325), and subject the cultural significance of lands and its Indigenous peoples to erasure (Twance, 2019). Taken together, the Indigenous interpretation literature for North American park and protected areas suggests that cultural tourism can help preserve and protect Indigenous culture and cultural identity (Lynch et al., 2010), when interpretative contents are locally informed, culturally appropriate, and self-determined, and local communities are empowered to tell their own stories in their own voice.



Contested stories and histories

The fourth theme highlights historical conflicts between colonial and Indigenous forces like the Battle of Little Bighorn in the U.S. (Lemelin et al., 2013) and Batoche in Canada (Hvenegaard et al., 2016). This theme also outlines how some of these areas which would later become parks and heritage sites, would perpetuate the ongoing legacies of settler colonialism (Finegan, 2019; Smaldone and Rossi, 2019). The theme of contested stories and histories specifies that “landscapes and resources have multiple, culturally specific meanings associated with them” (Finegan, 2019, p. 283), and that Indigenous voices have been, and may continue to be “muted or lost at complex and controversial heritage sites” (Runnels et al., 2018, n.p.). The particular emphasis of this theme is how Eurocentric perspectives, Western science, and “colonial narratives of progress” (Johnston and Mason, 2020, p. 11), conflict with Indigenous histories of place and the cultural significance and meanings associated with traditional territories in parks and sometimes heritage sites (Lemelin et al., 2013). Further, that the re-naming of places and use of the English language in interpretation programs has served to obscure, bias, or erase Indigenous relationships to place (present and past; Lemelin and Baikie, 2012; Twance, 2019).

The literature rebuffs the notion that interpretation in by parks and heritage sites and specifically Indigenous interpretation, can be captured in tidy cohesive narratives of place (Couts, 2021; Johnston and Mason, 2020). Rather, all interpretation should recognize and attempt to meaningfully engage with places for their competing and conflicting histories and cultural significance (Finegan, 2019; Johnston and Mason, 2020). Indigenous interpretation in parks and heritage sites must recognize multiple-perspectives including those of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, across different Indigenous communities, and even within specific-communities (Finegan, 2019; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Twance, 2019). More importantly, the theme of contested stories and histories also recognizes that contextual histories, including forced removal from park lands has had material and cultural consequences for Indigenous peoples (Johnston and Mason, 2020). Contextual histories may also impact on individual understandings of places or cultural sites. For example, the mazinaabikiniganan or pictographs found on rock formations along Agawa Bay, Lake Superior, are subject to many meanings and understandings by local Indigenous peoples—the “meanings [of the images] are derived from a very specific context that is not universal” (Twance, 2019, p. 1,327). The theme of contested stories and histories emphasizes the importance of Indigenous interpretation in parks and heritage sites to present these places for their multiple and contested significance and understandings and not, despite them.



Storytelling and unique approaches to storytelling

Storytelling is a theme that features prominently in the literature reviewed because it is seen as integral to the oral histories and traditions of Indigenous knowledge-sharing (Lynch et al., 2010; Runnels et al., 2018). According to Twance (2019), “stories make a home out of the world” (p. 1,328). Storytelling is a way of sharing knowledge that is culturally appropriate and representative of many truths—whether they be traditional stories or those of individual community member's lived experiences (Twance, 2019). Locally informed meanings of place are shared through storytelling and contribute to intergenerational knowledge connecting Elders to youth (Runnels et al., 2018; Twance, 2019). Within Indigenous interpretation, storytelling offers a way of conveying the cultural significance and meaning of places or sites, cultural teachings around roles and responsibilities toward a more-than-human world, knowledges of natural systems/nature, and the traditions and history of communities in national park or heritage sites (Finegan, 2019; Runnels et al., 2018; Twance, 2019).

In Indigenous interpretation, storytelling offers a way to resist representations of Indigenous histories and cultures that are temporally isolated, relegated to the past tense, and/or disconnected from contemporary Indigenous peoples and their ongoing relationships to park and protected area lands (Finegan, 2019; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Twance, 2019). In the literature reviewed, storytelling by Indigenous peoples—specifically, their own stories in their own voice –is seen to possess powerful abilities to educate non-Indigenous tourists, enhance intercultural connection, and validate place-based Indigenous histories and culture (Lemelin et al., 2013; Lynch et al., 2010). Storytelling recognizes the importance of stories for culturally appropriate knowledge-sharing by Indigenous communities, and further, that “histories are embedded in the places and the stories that have been passed down from generation to generation within our [Indigenous] communities” (Twance, 2019, p. 1,329). The theme of storytelling is underpinned by relationships of respect and trust for the communities whose stories are being shared and for the contents being shared.



Overview

Dean (2021) suggested that Indigenous interpretation, like storytelling and the four other themes outlined above, should be perceived as a respectful dialogue between two parties (interpreter and tourist) and should not be approached as a one-way, didactic presentation (oral or written). From this perspective, Indigenous citizens are defined as equal partners and co-creators in the development and delivery of all interpretive components relating to their histories, culture, traditions, etc., whether those contents are to be delivered orally by interpreters (ideally a local community member) or in a cultural center, visitor center, exhibits, or on park signage (Finegan, 2019; Johnston and Mason, 2020; Runnels et al., 2018). Whether it is guided walks and formal talks, to exhibits and self-guided or interactive tours, or even through written accounts that are circulated in brochures and signage (Finegan, 2019), the use of Indigenous languages and places names can be centered to help ensure that oral traditions complement, or expand upon, written and archaeological accounts of places, traditions, culture, and histories (Finegan, 2019; Twance, 2019).




Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to present thematic outcomes derived from a scoping review of literature on Indigenous interpretation in by parks and heritage sites on Turtle Island. Our aim has not been to identify, develop, or otherwise put forward a definitive definition of Indigenous interpretation, but rather to compile and synthesize relevant literature that may prompt more concerted attention to how Indigenous interpretation is conceptualized and practiced. Like any research, our scoping review should be read as “coming from somewhere”—meaning that the research is situated, context-specific, and partial (see Haraway, 1988). Given that the research team members all identify as settlers, we have been cautious throughout the article to avoid prescribing what Indigenous interpretation is or ought to be. Our aims have been more suggestive and, we hope, to be useful in sparking conversation in park and protected area research and practice and initiating future collaborative research with Indigenous partners. Indeed, this scoping review—which, to our knowledge, is the first (but hopefully not the last) to showcase how various scholars, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike, have conceptualized or applied Indigenous interpretation—sets the stage for broader, more concentrated discussion about Indigenous interpretation within and beyond the contexts of by parks and heritage sites.

Overall, the outcomes of this scoping review shed light on at least three general features associated with the scholarly literature on parks and protected areas on Turtle Island. First, search engines appear to be limited in their capability of finding peer-reviewed and published works on Indigenous interpretation. From history, education, to parks management, the multi-disciplinary aspects (or diversity) of the field of interpretation, hindered the search, and made finding these few works, even more challenging. For example, two of the articles not located in the initial search were published in the Journal of Interpretation Research (Sage Journals). The other was located in the Journal of Park and Recreation, Administration (Sagamore-Venture Publishing). The limited searchability of interpretation-based scholarship within the fields of history, education, and parks management, and among well-known journal databases (i.e., Scopus, ERIC, ProQuest, and Scholars Portal) poses a particular problem for scholars contributing to and interested in engaging with these topics and the dialogues shaping Indigenous interpretation now and into the future.

Exclusions of these and other works in the scoping review demonstrates how the prevalence of English peer-reviewed articles and knowledge hierarchies continue to shape the scholarship relating to Indigenous peoples and thereby further contributes to cultural erasure. Nevertheless, with further critical analysis (see Finegan, 2019; Mason, 2014; Twance, 2019) and engagement with Indigenous authors/co-authors (Lemelin et al., 2013; Johnston and Mason, 2021, 2020; Runnels et al., 2018; Twance, 2019), Indigenous interpretation may productively contribute to processes of decolonization, reconciliation, and regeneration where Indigenous citizens determine what can and cannot be said, when it can be shared, and by whom, and who controls the narrative. To improve searchability and accessibility, we recommend that these works be centralized, that keyword searches be enhanced, and that interpretation resources are made accessible to researchers or managers searching the topic.

Second, by presenting selected interpretive themes, the scoping review suggests that Indigenous interpretation challenges certain aspects of traditional interpretation strategies in by parks and heritage sites. Although Indigenous interpretation is rarely explicitly defined, several themes are consistently used to illustrate what Indigenous interpretation should entail. More akin to storytelling, Indigenous interpretation is conveyed in the extant literature as fostering connections among people and places, encouraging respectful and meaningful dialogue between local guides and visitors, and fostering a deeper understanding of the sacredness of Indigenous landscapes/seascapes. Fundamental to this approach is that it must be developed under the direction of or (at a minimum in the case of by parks and heritage sites) in collaboration with Indigenous citizens. This form of interpretation is expressed as being deeply rooted in local languages and protocols, which help determine what narratives should be shared (e.g., certain stories or legends) and what should not be shared (e.g., medicines, ceremonies, and sacred areas). These interpretive strategies should be approved and reviewed by the keepers of the culture (such as Elders or hereditary Chiefs) or appointment members of the community.

Finally, our scoping review illuminates recent discussions pertaining to Indigenous interpretation that point toward the idea that a specific definition is still emerging. By identifying and conveying key themes that we see in the literature relating to Indigenous interpretation, our goal has been to illustrate how varied Indigenous interpretation is, and the opportunities and challenges associated to integrating key Indigenous concepts in interpretation. With the additional work and critical reflexivity of future collaborative projects, we hope to illustrate characteristic qualities of Indigenous interpretation and highlight how it could be further developed, defined, and implemented.
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