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Amy Galperin – Tangibles and Intangibles
It's a beer bottle.  If you were all in this room together and I passed around this beer bottle and asked you to come up with a word to describe the bottle, when I first passed it around some of you would say, "Oh, it's made out of glass."  Some would say, "It's brown."  Some would say, "It smells."  Some would say, "Tastes good."  Some ‑‑ and people would be describing the bottle, and I've done this a couple of times, and people really focus on the thing.  

But then somebody will get the bottle, and they can't think of anything else to say because everyone has already said it and they're going, "Party time!" And somebody else goes, "The Super Bowl."  "Picnics."  "College."  "Fun."  "Friends."  "Family."  "Sitting with dad on Sunday."  

And someone looks at this bottle and goes, "Alcoholism."  "Family abuse."  "Bums in the street."  "Broken homes."  

It's just a bottle.  But what we were doing was taking this tangible thing, the glass bottle, and putting the intangibles to it, the emotions, the feelings... to just a bottle.

I could talk about the beer and how beer is made and the different kinds of beer.  I could talk about making bottles and putting color into bottles.  I could talk about the history of beer and how it came into our country.

So many things from just this bottle.  It was actually Dave Larsen with the Park Service who uses this bottle ‑‑ or uses a beer bottle a lot when he's talking about tangibles and intangibles, and he was one of the first people to identify those terms.  When he does this, this bottle that he passes around was given to him at his wedding, and it was the first glass of beer that he and his wife shared as husband and wife.

Tangibles and intangibles.  What we've discovered through work that the Park Service has done and others is that interpretation is really looking at the tangibles and relating the intangibles to them, creating that story and using Freeman Tilden's principles, and that is what makes interpretation.

Let me give you an example.  When I used to work every now and then in the field, I've had wildlife biologists come over to me and say, "You know, we really need to address this anti‑hunting feeling, because the only reason these people are anti‑hunters is they don't really understand.  They don't really understand that there are too many deer out there and we've got to shoot them or else they'll destroy the land."

Well, actually the studies don't show that.  The studies on anti‑hunters often show that they tend to be a very educated group, and they do understand about the numbers of deer, but what they see is they see the wildlife biologist manipulating the habitat to increase the deer numbers so there'll be more deer to shoot.  Manipulating the habitat to create more deer habitat so there will be more deer to shoot. 

There are anti‑hunters who are basically against killing, but there are also anti‑hunters who look upon starvation as a natural phenomenon and look upon hunting as not a natural phenomenon.  They're against hunting because it's not natural.  And starvation is natural, to them.  Of course, most wildlife biologists would argue it's not.

So what is the issue?  How would you approach something like that?  Well, you know, the issue isn't really poor Bambi and the deer.  The issue is that when we have high numbers of deer, the deer go out there in the forest, and they're like big bulldozers, and they're eating and destroying everything out there, and they're eating and destroying everything out there not only for themselves, but for all the other animals out there, including the songbirds.  Heavily browsed areas, there's no food 10 feet down.  There's no food for rabbits.  There's no food for the ground birds.  There's no place to hide.  Deer are not innocent victims.  They're major impacts on the environment.

So what am I doing?  I'm looking at the tangible, the deer, and looking at the intangibles and changing the perception of what deer are, and looking at the issue from the visitor's perspective.  It's not trying to save poor Bambi.  It's really trying to save the forest from poor Bambi.  That just one example of many that I can come up with about how knowing about tangibles and intangibles and Freeman Tilden's principles that really help identify interpretation.  

You as managers, you as people out there in the field, are going to be asked to get involved in interpretation, even if you don't do it yourself.  Your partners are going to come over to you, your staff is going to come over to you.  What I want you to get from this program is how to identify when it's good interpretation and how to identify when it's just information.  
