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nection between local communities and the 
site management); the need for site manage-
ment education and training; and the effective 
development and sensitive interpretation in 
all communities, not just the minorities are 
the first themes considers by the authors. Most 
of the articles show holistic approach studies 
(beyond public archaeology, management, 
anthropological theory, etc.) demonstrating 
the importance of this kind of eclectic propos-
als to understand the value of the past in the 
present. Is it a déjà vu approach? This is the 
question posed for you and I hope this special 
number and the included cases invite you to 
rethink about it.

Participatory Model

Today, the application of a participatory cul-
ture model and collaborative relations be-
tween specialists and laypersons are central 
components for an effective interpretation of 
cultural heritage sites. On November 2012, 
John Jameson and Alicia Castillo led sever-
al sessions during the ICAHM International 
Meeting in Cuzco, Peru, where these topics 
were discussed and debated. During 2012, 
we celebrated the 40th Anniversary of World 
Heritage Convention. Likewise, many world-
wide events occurred that year addressing the 
importance of participatory education and 
interpretation together with the emergence 
of new strategies to manage cultural heritage 
sites. The past years have become key to show 
the application and advances concerning this 

In 2012, we celebrated the 40th Anniversary of 
World Heritage Convention. During that year 
many world-wide events took place address-
ing the importance of participatory education 
and interpretation together with the emergence 
of new strategies to manage cultural heritage 
sites. The last years have been key to show ap-
plication and advances concerning this topic, 
as could be valued in the Menorca Conferences 
on Best Practices in World Heritage (2012 and 
2015).

In November 2012, John Jameson and Ali-
cia Castillo led several sessions during the 
ICAHM International Meeting in Cuzco, Peru, 
where these topics were discussed and debated. 
From then on, we have tried to collect the texts 
that you can read here today. Besides, Com-
plutum Journal has published two more issues 
related to the topic that rounds up with this spe-
cial number. 

The articles refer to all the ICOMOS Ename 
Charter principles established as guidelines on 
interpretation and presentation. These exam-
ples raise the potential of cultural resources to 
heighten public sensitivity to the rich cultural 
heritage these heritage resources represent. 
In addition, the studies presented here show 
how we are taking the first steps to connect 
multiple perceptions of the past –all of equal 
importance– that must be transmitted or facil-
itated by the cultural heritage manager. 

The common theme of these texts is that 
they show alternative and innovative partic-
ipatory approaches in cultural heritage inter-
pretation. Innovative narratives; elitist and 
powerful discourses (especially, the discon-
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topic, as we could value in the Menorca Con-
ferences on Best Practices in World Heritage 
(2012 and 2015).

The chapters in this volume relate to the ICO-
MOS Ename Charter principles established as 
guidelines to interpretation and presentation. 
These examples raise the potential of cultural re-
sources to heighten public sensitivity to the rich 
cultural heritage these resources represent. Also, 
they show how the first steps are being taken to 
connect multiple perceptions of the past, all of 
equal importance, which must be transmitted or 
facilitated by the cultural heritage manager. 

The common theme of these chapters is 
showing alternative and innovative participa-
tory approaches in cultural heritage interpreta-
tion. The chapters cover several topics: inno-
vative narratives; elitist discourses (especially, 
the disconnection between local communities 
and site management); the need for site man-
agement education and training versus em-
powering people independently from experts; 
and the need to develop effective and sensitive 
interpretation in all communities, not just the 
minorities. Conservation strategies and tech-
niques, management and interpretation togeth-
er with an analytical theory probably conform 
the best way to understand the role of archae-
ology in the present. It is not enough with only 
a point of view to give a constructive proposals 
or ideas. Theory versus management, manage-
ment versus conservation, archaeology versus 
heritage, expertise (top-down) versus lay (bot-
tom-up) discourses are ineffective as research 
challenges. Holistic models are welcome and 
necessary to improve or understand heritage 
studies and the value of the past in the present. 
Is it a déjà vu approach? That is the question 
posed for you and I hope this special journal 
number and the cases presented invite to you 
to rethink about this.

While rethinking about it, may I remind 
you that in the recent past, globalization forces 
have created a need for contextualizing knowl-
edge in order to address complex issues with 
collaboration across and beyond academic dis-
ciplines, using more integrated methodologies 
that include the participation of non-academics 
and increased stakeholder involvement. Suc-
cessful programs empower and motivate lay 
persons towards a more active involvement, 

not only in the archaeological fieldwork, but 
also in interpreting and disseminating joint 
processes of archaeologists and lay persons 
collaboration, generating “multivocality” with-
in a participatory culture model. In these cas-
es, participatory approaches often apply pub-
lic/professional mediation within established 
principles of public interpretation. At times, 
this complements the academic perceptions of 
the past, but in others, it challenges or replac-
es them. Cultural heritage specialists should 
embrace these collaborative opportunities that 
eventually strengthen public support and ap-
preciation of archaeology and cultural heritage 
(Jameson and Eogan 2013; Jameson 2013).

Twenty-first century archaeologists are in-
creasingly engaged in publicly interactive re-
search and interpretation programs that attempt 
to convey archaeological information to the 
lay public. At the same time, there are sever-
al international documents, for example, the 
Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage 
for Society (Faro Convention, 2005, Council 
of Europe) or the Best Practices Document 
on World Heritage (Menorca 2012 and 2015) 
stating that the community must be involved in 
cultural heritage management. 

As in other aspects of the postmodernity pe-
riod, old and new working models in archaeo-
logical management coexist, creating an endless 
number of contradictions between what is said 
and done, what is intended and achieved. The 
following articles illustrate these issues very 
well.

Articles in this special issue

Examples from different parts of the world are 
included in this issue allowing to better under-
stand where we are today in our efforts to facil-
itate community involvement and participation. 
These chapters emphasize three basic premises: 

1) Community involvement plays a 
seminal role in heritage management pro-
cesses, including knowledge dissemina-
tion on cultural heritage, both by lay per-
sons and experts (understanding both as a 
simplification of the multitude scales and 
kinds of people and communities under 
these two labels); 
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2) Continuous ability of diverse com-
munities of people to perform cultural 
practices in relation to a site will ensure 
its, and their survival. Consequently, com-
munities show alternative and innovative 
approaches to cultural heritage interpreta-
tion.

3) Importance of improving methodol-
ogies of participatory processes and social 
perception studies in Cultural Heritage 
management as an opportunity to show ar-
cheology today.

There are several recurrent topics in the dif-
ferent articles, and it is interesting to highlight:

Innovative Narratives

Kristin Barry, in her discussion on novel possi-
bilities or interpretations to make the past come 
alive, proposes a unique approach to the inter-
pretation of Mayan architecture. She observes 
that people from Mayan cultural traditions 
have adopted the works of tourist art, reflected 
through architecture. This has led to new inter-
pretive narratives that imply local transforma-
tion in the appreciation and revaluation of Maya 
archaeological sites. 

From a more practical perspective, Mo-
nique Van der Dries urges to put into practice 
the Ename Charter principles in conflict areas, 
such as the site of Tell Abata in Palestine. She 
concludes that there is a need for more inclusive 
strategies in interpretation that take into account 
modern conditions of society. But what will 
happen, she asks, if the local situation a heritage 
manager or archaeologist is working in makes it 
very hard or almost impossible to apply the car-
dinal principles of one or more of these charters, 
conventions, codes of conduct, and standards? 
These guidelines, the author maintains, tend to 
be optimistic and positivist, in a sense that they 
emanate the engineering of the heritage domain 
through top-down instruction of archaeologists 
or heritage managers. She discusses the chal-
lenges of the Tell Balata Archaeological Park 
project in Palestine, where it is almost impossi-
ble to comply with such professional standards 
and to follow the 2008 ICOMOS Charter due to 
the political, social, and economic situation.

In a similar vein, Jorge Gamboa analyzes the 
possibilities of inclusive interpretation of urban 
archaeological remains as a new channel to help 
improve socio-economic conflict in the growing 
city of Trujillo, Peru. The challenge of reassess-
ing the archaeological spaces incorporated with-
in the peripheral districts of Trujillo, he says, 
certainly implies a search for local participation 
in the solution of the problem; what should oc-
cur in the adaptation to social, economic, and 
cultural conditions of each area. The primary 
goal here is to enable local community to take 
an active role in the diagnosis and management 
of each heritage site. In these case, local educa-
tion is paramount as a vehicle for strengthening 
identity and community values in areas facing 
problems of environmental degradation, urban 
insecurity, and high rates of unemployment.

Garrofini and Funari show how they formu-
lated new discourses based on the materiality, 
and get to be more inclusive with communities 
through the museum of Parana State in Brazil. 
The increase of visitors and variety of profiles 
proofs the good strategy of Public Archaeology. 

The need for new narratives is presented 
by Veysel Apydin’s work. The author exposes 
how discourses are manipulated in several sites 
in Turkey, and how some scientific interpreta-
tions, insensitive to local ethnic and religious 
values, like the case of Çatalhöyük, lead to the 
site being ignored by most of the community. 
It is clear that the interpretation for these sites 
is not successful.

The author questions if the communities 
have to interpret and use the archaeological 
sites as a tourist resource for visitors, or rath-
er look for other ways of enrichment through 
independent and scientific values and studies.

But, classical interpretative discourses of 
archaeology could be continued to empower 
communities too; this is specially shown in Eu-
ropean rural areas. The work of local special-
ists (closer to the local communities and even 
belonging to them) shows this too. The prob-
lem of the discourse is not Archaeology, but 
maybe the way and tools used to approach it as 
well as the profile of the communities. This is 
part of a European research project in several 
Iron Age sites (Álvarez and Rodríguez)

Finally, the studies of social perception in 
different Spanish urban contexts (Castillo et al) 
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Besides, in Turkey (Apaydin) we can see a 
classic example of the political manipulation 
of information through the interpretation con-
cerning the recent past (Armenian conflict). 
Nevertheless, the community, with different 
traditions and religions, is respectful of the 
Armenian heritage, where this heritage seems 
compatible with the local culture or other prac-
ticed religions in the area.

In the case of the Maya architecture in 
Chizten Izta (Barry), commercialization and 
tourism have generated a new way to visit the 
distant past, where the new scenography and 
aesthetics catch the visitor’s eye (i.e., by illu-
minating the pyramid at night). The economic 
power of tourism dominates the scene. Maya 
people accept this discourse and have made it 
part of their culture today.

The Need for Site Management Training

Articles from Monique van den Dries, Jorge 
Gamboa, Ana Pastor and Alicia Castillo, Marta 
Domínguez and Ana Yañez discuss manage-
ment staff training needs. They show there is a 
need to train individuals who deal with people, 
not just with stones or materials. Therefore, the 
training of site mangers on resource informa-
tion and specific interpretive methodologies is 
sorely needed.

Veysel Apaydin analyzes the education pro-
grams in two areas of Turkey and comments 
on the importance of adapting them to the local 
social and cultural context. In similar ways, Ál-
varez and Rodríguez have shown this situation 
in the context of Late Iron Age archaeological 
sites in central northern of Spain.

Funari and Garrofini clearly show the histo-
ry of Brazil as an example of increasing par-
ticipatory archeology in the academic context.

Developing interpretation in all Communi-
ties, not just minorities

We are very critical with World Heritage sites 
and other cultural properties because they 
show a power and dominant vision about the 
past that hampers portraying accurate and up-
to-date idea about the past. But the problem is 

reveal that academic discourse is unknown by 
most people. It also shows that World Heritage 
and archaeology are seen as a brand or label 
without any historical or cultural value; these 
perceptions are important to consider in the 
early planning stages of site management and 
interpretation. 

The issue of the disconnection between lo-
cal communities and site management can be 
traced back to two main causes: elitism of offi-
cials and academics, and the politics of power.

Elitist discourses or discourses of Power

The problem of following elitist or academic 
and traditional discourses is easy to see in ur-
ban archaeology in Spain (Castillo et al, Delga-
do and Pastor): in general, performing archae-
ological interventions in cities before carrying 
out civil works projects is compulsory, how-
ever, requirements for spreading and dissem-
inating contents of professional reports on the 
findings of archaeological studies are weak or 
non-existent. In addition, when the findings are 
preserved and exhibited to the public (urban 
integration), the interpretation of the sites and 
structures is poor and very elitist (displaying 
technical photographs and discourses requir-
ing technical knowledge and insight to under-
stand them), in the best-case scenario. What is 
worse is that many times, the interpretation is 
very classical with a romantic vision and a bad 
conservation (i.e., the aesthetic and monumen-
tal and “spectacular” aspects of the sites high-
lighted at the expense of other features).

Sometimes, the importance of scientific and 
conservation discourses placed on top of alter-
native or contemporary visions is clear. That is 
because alternative interpretations are not con-
sidered and official discourses are elitist and dis-
connected from urban dynamics in general; the 
interpretations are unacceptably limited in scope. 

A similar situation is observed in the case 
of the Çatalhöyük site in Turkey (Apaydin), 
where a small percentage of local people vis-
its the site because they “don’t agree” with the 
scientific interpretation. In spite of all efforts 
made, the integration between the international 
team and the local community is not as effec-
tive as it should be. 
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official or textual discourses to develop “inde-
pendent” discourses, albeit this can be contro-
versial and dangerous for archaeologists, both 
within and outside academia. 

The relationship between community par-
ticipation and interpretation of the sites is 
an important topic for current and future re-
search. We are only beginning to evaluate 
our results and experiences. In these endeav-
ors, we need to work with social science col-
leagues in fields such as sociology and social 
psychology in developing methodologies (sur-
veys, focus groups, interviews, ethnographic 
observations, etc.) that can be applied to stud-
ies of archaeological heritage going further 
beyond our relationship with anthropological 
sciences. We need to complement these stud-
ies with innovative ways to identify and re-
ceive input from stakeholders. We also need 
to develop marketing and social media skills 
to improve communication about the archaeo-
logical dimension of cultural heritage (Castillo 
and Querol 2014)

Consequently, archaeologists need to work 
with communication media partners such as 
interpreters, guides, exhibit designers, and 
site managers. Cultural heritage managers and 
other specialists are often more important in 
resource interpretation than archaeologists, 
who usually have secondary roles in this stage 
of scientific knowledge transference to the lay 
people (visitors and inhabitants). Another way 
of understanding this is by saying that we need 
archaeologists who focus on public surveys, 
heritage studies and management topics –an 
approach I agree with too. Nevertheless, I in-
clude here other remarks to end this introduc-
tion: if we accept the multivocal discourse in 
archaeological sites as the best interpretation, 
why should the archeologist as a scientist be 
the most important or essential professional in 
relation to other specialists in the interpreta-
tion context? Is it a good idea that archeolo-
gists, who are dedicated to “build” the past, 
should be the persons to spread it? Do archae-
ologists have time for specializing in both top-
ics? There is an excessive simplification of the 
potential cultural heritage has today. Fortunate-
ly, times are changing and we are starting to 
have very good specialists on this topic, and 
some of them write for us in this special issue.

more complex: most people do not understand 
the interpretation of the sites from the perspec-
tive of the experts; the elitist and scientific in-
terpretations dominate the discourse. In these 
cases, it is necessary to balance the weight of 
the interpretive discourses to connect people to 
the cultural values represented by the archaeo-
logical sites.

Referenced or alluded to in several of the 
chapters, and described by Van der Dries in 
the case of Tella Abata, is the importance of 
knowing the tourism strategy and visiting the 
sites to understand the political conflict, such 
as in the Israel-Palestine power relationships. 
In these cases, the traditional archaeological 
strategy for information diffusion and interpre-
tation is very limited within social and cultural 
contexts. 

In the case of the Trujillo (Gamboa) there 
are similar problems in interpreting the archae-
ological urban heritage; the problem there is 
socio-economic. Apaydin also reflects on so-
cio-economic determinants in Turkey, as he 
proposes to improve education strategies for 
archaeological sites. 

Castillo et al. surveys in Spanish cities show 
how most people ignore the academic and of-
ficial discourses; it is clearly necessary to re-
adapt the message to urban archaeology if we 
want to connect with the people and integrate 
our scientific knowledge into the imagination 
of the people.

To recapitulate

The consideration of social and cultural con-
text in the interpretation of cultural heritage 
sites must take place prior to the archaeolog-
ical study of the sites to determine the needs 
and benefits (cultural, social, economic, etc.) 
of the community from it. At the same time, 
the archaeological study has to be conceptu-
ally focused. If we think of archaeology as a 
tool for channeling social change, we need 
to be sensitive and responsive to local social 
conditions and not only for scientific and inter-
national interests. Archaeology should try to 
address questions about the past starting from 
the local community, combined with archae-
ological ethical principles, and move beyond 



258

Alicia Castillo Introduction: Lights and shadows on the interpretation of Cultural Heritage ...

Complutum, 2016, Vol. 27 (2): 253-258

Acknowledgment

We have collected articles for this special issue from 2013 until today. I was in debt with part of 
the authors and with this special publication it is solved. Thanks Jorge, Kristin, Monique, Veysel, 
Marta and Ana for your patience. Thank you also to Ana (whose phD dissertion I am advising), 
Pedro and Renata who have helped us too with their contribution. Complutum offers two articles 
more that have been evaluated by the Journal (the case of Lara and Jesús and Rodríguez). Maybe, 
they have included a less participatory approach in interpretation, but they offer a complementary 
vision concerning social aspects and archeological heritage.

I would like to acknowledge the grateful support of all the authors and the director and secretary 
(Gonzalo and Jesús) of the Journal and the editorial board team (Ana and Pedro). Besides, I would 
like to thank John Jameson, for the great effort in part of the collected papers and for sharing his 
thoughts and notes in some points of this introduction, and for the editing work in English done 
with part of the articles. Unfortunately he decided not co-edit with me this book. Finally, thanks 
Andrea Martínez y Cristina Gónzalez, students of Archaeology that adapted the references of 
several articles to rules of the journal and translated some abstracts to Spanish. Besides, Isabel 
Salto and Nekbet Corpas who helped with the edition of English of the most of the texts. My life 
is easier with these women!

References 

Castillo, A. (ed.) (2012): Proceedings of the First International Conference on Best Practices in 
World Heritage: Archeology. Menorca, Balearic Island. Spain. Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 
Madrid.

Castillo, A. (ed.) (2015): Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Best Practices 
in World Heritage: People and Communities. Menorca, Balearic Island. Spain. Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid, Madrid.

Castillo, A.; Querol, M.A. (2014): Archaeological Dimension of World Heritage: From Prevention 
to Social Implications. Archaeological Dimension of World Heritage: From Prevention to Social 
Implications. EEUU. (A. Castillo, ed.), Springer: 1-11. 

Jameson, J.H. (2013): Archaeologists at the Table: From Community to Global. Training and Practice 
for Modern Day Archaeologists (J.H. Jameson, J. Eogan, eds.), Springer: 3-14.

Jameson, J.H.; Eogan, J. (2013): Introduction. Training and Practice for Modern Day Archaeologists 
(J.H. Jameson, J. Eogan, eds.), Springer: VII-XIV.




