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Many traditional cultural properties are used for practical purposes by those who
value them. This sedge preserve in northern California, for example, is tended and
harvested by Porno Indian basketmakers as a vital source of material for making their
world famous baskets. The preserve was established at Lake Sonoma by the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers. (Richard Lerner)

This bedrock mortar in central California plays an essential role in processing Black
Oak acorns. (Theodoratus Cultural Research)
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I. INTRODUCTION

WHAT ARE
TRADITIONAL
CULTURAL
PROPERTIES?

The National Register of Historic
Places contains a wide range of his-
toric property types, reflecting the di-
versity of the nation's history and cul-
ture. Buildings, structures, and sites;
groups of buildings, structures or sites
forming historic districts; landscapes;
and individual objects are all included
in the Register if they meet the criteria
specified in the National Register's
Criteria for Evaluation (36 CFR 60.4).
Such properties reflect many kinds of
significance in architecture, history, ar-
cheology, engineering, and culture.

There are many definitions of the
word "culture," but in the National
Register programs the word is under-
stood to mean the traditions, beliefs,
practices, lifeways, arts, crafts, and so-
cial institutions of any community, be
it an Indian tribe, a local ethnic group,
or the people of the nation as a whole.1

One kind of cultural significance a
property may possess, and that may
make it eligible for inclusion in the
Register, is traditional cultural signifi-
cance. "Traditional" in this context re-
fers to those beliefs, customs, and
practices of a living community of
people that have been passed down
through the generations, usually
orally or through practice. The tradi-
tional cultural significance of a historic
property, then, is significance derived
from the role the property plays in a
community's historically rooted be-
liefs, customs, and practices. Ex-
amples of properties possessing such
significance include:

• a location associated with the tradi-
tional beliefs of a Native American
group about its origins, its cultural
history, or the nature of the world;

• a rural community whose organiza-
tion, buildings and structures, or
patterns of land use reflect the cul-
tural traditions valued by its long-
term residents;

• an urban neighborhood that is the
traditional home of a particular cul-
tural group, and that reflects its
beliefs and practices;

• a location where Native American
religious practitioners have histori-
cally gone, and are known or
thought to gotoday, to perform cer-
emonial activities in accordance
with traditional cultural rules of
practice; and

• a location where a community has
traditionally carried out economic,
artistic, or other cultural practices
important in maintaining its historic
identity.

A traditional cultural property,
then, can be defined generally as one
that is eligible for inclusion in the Na-
tional Register because of its associa-
tion with cultural practices or beliefs
of a living community that (a) are
rooted in that community's history,
and (b) are important in maintaining
the continuing cultural identity of the
community. Various kinds of tradi-
tional cultural properties will be dis-
cussed, illustrated, and related specifi-
cally to the National Register Criteria
later in this bulletin.

1 For a detailed definition, see Appendix I.

Numerous African Americans left the South to migrate to the Midwest. The A.M.E. Church (on left) and District No. 1 School
remain in Nicodemus Historic District in Nicodemus, Kansas, which was declared a National Historic Landmark by the Secretary of
the Interior in 1976. (Clayton B. Fraserfor the Historic American Buildings Survey)
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