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       On a summer day in 1979, Washington fluttered with green banners, each embellishing a stately old structure and proclaiming its bearer to exemplify the city's “Buildings Reborn ... New Uses, Old Places.” At the same time, the Smithsonian's Renwick Gallery was sponsoring a photography exhibit extolling the “adaptive reuse” of old buildings; the American Institute of Architects' Octagon House (itself a recycled eighteenth-century residence) housed “Capital Losses,” a photographic exhibit of the city's demolished or threatened old landmark buildings; and renovations were underway in the cavernous interior of the Pension Building, another reclaimed architectural relic. Such a day in the nation's capital reflects an interest that has sprung up in cities all over the country: Preservation of old structures has become a vogue.
       The volume of preservationist statutes, grant programs, regulations, and lawsuits over the past few years attests the major role of federal, state, and local governments in contributing to historic preservation's new stature. With the arrival of budget cutters in Washington, however, the preservationist flags may soon come down; sharp questioning of federal involvement in preservation has already begun. The potential retrenchment in Washington pointedly raises the question whether current programs serve the public well-being. Why should our public institutions take an interest in preserving the nation's architectural heritage?
       Until the recent past that interest was slight. The initial confrontation with a new continent required flexibility and openness to novelty rather than attention to tradition, and the nation was long preoccupied with expansion and development. Consequently, American governments at all levels were slow to attend to the conservation of historic architecture. Before the turn of the century, state and local governments gave only lukewarm support to the few private preservation efforts. Federal support was almost nonexistent then, and very modest for decades thereafter. It consisted chiefly of the acquisition of a few individual park sites and “landmarks” of national significance; the protection of “antiquities” on federal property; a Depression-era survey of historically and architecturally significant structures; the founding of a nonprofit “National Trust” to encourage private preservation; and the creation of an historic district in Washington's Georgetown. During the 1950s, federal, state, and local governments embarked on urban renewal and highway projects that chewed up aging neighborhoods and distinctive old buildings, leading one commentator to remark that there “appear to be good reasons why preservation-minded individuals and groups often regard the government ... as the major enemy.” 
       But in the last 15 years the situation has changed dramatically. In the mid-1960s federal legislation initiated surveys for a National Register of Historic Places and, to protect those historic places, imposed elaborate review-and-comment procedures on federally assisted projects. Since that time, federal grants have encouraged states to participate in surveys and conservation of historic properties, and federal tax laws have been changed to induce private preservation and rehabilitation of historic properties. The states have responded with expanded preservation programs; many have altered common law rules that once inhibited the creation and enforcement of preservation easements or covenants and have enacted enabling legislation for local preservation controls, resulting in local preservation of both individual historic landmarks and entire historic districts. 
       Historic preservation, the erstwhile preserve of patriotic organizations and academic architecture buffs, now attracts the interest of local governments seeking to stave off suburban flight, neighborhood organizations hoping to save their streets from various governmental and developmental bulldozers, businessmen in quest of a combination of tax advantages and public relations, and environmentalists buying time against dams and highways.  In short, there seems to be something for everyone in historic preservation.
       That is just the difficulty: The phrase “historic preservation” is so elastic that any sort of project can be justified-or any change vilified-in its name. In a sense, every event is “history,” and it is a cliche among professional historians that views of “historic significance” alter considerably with shifting social interests-a point amply attested by the sudden discovery of black history, the boom in the history of women's movements, and the reinterpretation of the Cold War. Art and architectural historians, especially important to preservation, are equally flexible in their views of “historic significance,” as shown by their recent interest in the art deco Coca-Cola signs, quonset hut offices, and White Tower diners that once horrified historic preservationists. 
       Like “historic significance,” “preservation” is a varying concept. Does “preservation” mean maintenance, or restoration, or indeed reconstruction and adaptive alteration? Is it merely photographing old things or describing them in words? Does it include something new that further develops an older tradition? Because historic significance is so open-ended and preservation so ambiguous, publicly supported historic preservation is singularly vulnerable to the charge of arbitrariness.
       This is no matter of merely academic significance. Despite a certain little-old-lady aura about preservation in the abstract, disputes over preservation can carry an extraordinary emotional force: Witness the Hawaiians who risked criminal trespass charges to prevent the armed services' practice bombing on ancient Indian shrines. Money stakes also run high. In 1978, lease arrangements worth millions of dollars were lost when the United States Supreme Court decided in Penn Central Transportation Co. v. New York that New York's preservation controls on Grand Central Station did not amount to a “taking” and that the owners could thus be prevented from adding a multi-story tower to the old building. As the courts begin to interpret the wave of preservation statutes, some property owners are resisting landmark designation under the statutes. Once viewed as a merely honorary embellishment, designation is now fraught with tax consequences and use restrictions. 
        Aside from direct financial considerations, historic preservation activities may have consequences that give pause to the most socially conscious citizen: A preservation board's permit denial may block nursing home facilities, a low-income housing project, or a rapid transit facility; and, perhaps most significant, in the wake of increased attention to historic structures, the low-income residents of old neighborhoods may be forced out by steeply rising rents.
       The displacement of low-income residents, to which I shall return later, may be the albatross of the modern historic preservation movement, evoking as it does the overtones of snobbery and special interest that have long dogged preservationists. Almost a decade ago, Michael Newsome warned that poor black families might be displaced as middle class whites moved into spruced-up “historic” neighborhoods-and observed that it wasn't black history that the preservationists had in mind. 
       The displacement issue raises the central problems in historic preservation law: What elements of the past are to be preserved, and why should their preservation take the form of maintaining buildings or groups of buildings? The answers clearly entail choices among political constituencies and preferences. But without a coherent rationale to explain and direct public involvement in preservation activities, the legal techniques for preservation become little more than new weapons for the politically adroit. Precisely because preservation calls for political choices, it is imperative to identify the public purposes of preservation so that preservation law can be made intelligible by reference to those purposes.
       Can any coherent rationale give shape to the amorphous activities that might conceivably gather under the aegis of historic preservation? Just such a rationale has been emerging in the recent profusion of preservation programs-a rationale slightly unexpected and seldom fully articulated, yet repeatedly glimpsed in the major preservationist legislation and litigation over the last 15 years. According to this implicit rationale, the chief function of preservation is to strengthen local community ties and community organization.
       The very inchoacy of the community-building purpose in preservation-not to speak of the many preservation activities that seem to diverge from such a purpose-suggests that this emerging rationale requires exploration and elaboration. This article undertakes that task, first crystallizing the main features of a community-building rationale for preservation, and then using the rationale as a standard for evaluating current preservation programs.
       Since a community-building rationale grows out of preservation views of the past, the article begins in Part I with a discussion of those past views, stressing the aspects that have been incorporated into the new direction in preservation law. Part II of the article examines current preservation goals and the legal procedures for reaching those goals, in relation to a community-building rationale. The article concludes that historic preservation is important for maintaining the physical environment necessary for an urban community, but it can be even more important in providing procedural vehicles for community organization and activity.
I. THE EVOLUTION OF A COMMUNITY-BUILDING PRESERVATION RATIONALE
       The history of historic preservation is commonly thought to reflect the emergence of three dominant perspectives. The first of these, especially characteristic of the nineteenth century, is the idea that historic preservation should seek to inspire the observer with a sense of patriotism. Thus, nineteenth-century preservation activities revolved around structures associated with famous individuals or events; the movement to save Mount Vernon is perhaps the epitome of this approach. The second theme has a cultural, artistic, and architectural focus, emerging at about the turn of the century with the entry of professional artists and architects into historic preservation. The protagonists of this view thought preservation activities should focus on the artistic merit of buildings or groups of buildings and on the integrity of their architectural style. In recent years a third strand has appeared that incorporates some elements of the earlier two. Its most notable characteristic is a concern for the environmental and psychological effects of historic preservation. Indeed, this approach to preservation coincided with the environmental movement, and like that movement centers on the relationship of human beings to their physical surroundings. It stresses the “sense of place” that older structures lend to a community, giving individuals interest, orientation, and a sense of familiarity in their surroundings. 
       All three themes, or elements of them, now appear in current criteria for the National Register of Historic Places-criteria that (together with the earlier and similar National Landmarks program criteria) embody whatever nationwide agreement we have about what aspects of the past should be preserved. Moreover, each theme bears a direct relationship to a government interest often cited to justify government involvement in preservation. Civic education supports the inspirational view, promoting tourism fits comfortably with the protection of representative or meritorious structures, and the interest in revitalizing city areas to render them stable, useful, and prosperous for current and future residents accompanies the maintenance of a community's sense of place.
       Exploration of the “civic education” entailed in the early, inspirational phase of historic preservation suggests, however, that public purposes of preservation are somewhat deeper, and perhaps more closely related, than this merely additive listing implies.
…

C. The Most Recent Phase: Preservation for Community
1. Substantive considerations.
       The third phase of historic preservation builds on elements of the past by expanding the substantive considerations implicit in Gettysburg and by increasing the attention paid to procedure. Although the effects of urban renewal and the urban freeway projects scarcely rival the effects of the Civil War battles that gave emotional resonance to Gettysburg, the saga of shattered neighborhoods did move architects and urbanologists to reconsider the political ramifications of the physical environment. The focus of this reconsideration, as in Gettysburg, was the contribution of the physical environment to the maintenance of community-not the national community as in Gettysburg, but the smaller community of the city and neighborhood. Jane Jacobs's 1961 book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, stressed the city dweller's need for buildings of varying ages and uses, discussed the psychological and social consequences of structural layout, and prescribed architecture that contributes to neighborly interest in the community. More recently, Oscar Newman's Defensible Space used many of Jacobs's ideas in exploring the use of architecture to encourage neighborhood crime prevention. And in his Image of the City, Kevin Lynch took the simple phenomenon of not feeling lost as a starting point for examining the architectural qualities-scale, border, direction, the punctuation of an occasional singular “landmark”-that make a neighborhood or a city “legible” or “imageable” in the viewer's mind. In the legible city, not only can urban dwellers find their way, but the architectural qualities themselves lend drama, interest, an occasion for anecdotes about the past, and thus a framework for identification with the shared experience of the community.
…

        

       If community-building is the central direction of recent preservation activity, several consequences follow. First, the age and fame of a structure are only two among several elements, including scale, distinctiveness of design, and location, that should be considered in assessing a building's importance to the community. Second, because a community exists over time, the present members are to be considered valuable. However important it may be to conserve the indicia of the past, some latitude must remain for the contributions of the present. Third, a community-building rationale should place preservation-and the physical surroundings generally-in a larger perspective of community needs. Finally, if it is recognized that physical surroundings play a political role in the community, the treatment of those surroundings cannot be viewed as the preserve of aesthetes and bluebloods, but must become an issue for a broader constituency.
2. Procedural considerations.
       Here the substance of a community-oriented rationale blends into procedure. Who should assess the value of the physical environment and weigh it against competing needs? What forms should the evaluation take? It is no coincidence that the community orientation in modern preservation law has multiplied the devices through which neighborhood groups can command a role in the debate over potentially destructive projects. Much preservation litigation and many delays in the destruction of older structures have been possible only because of the proliferation of procedural devices around which neighborhood and local groups can organize.
       Although the statutes creating these devices seldom link them explicitly to the community-building rationale, the new historic preservation procedures are fruit of the same tree. First, many of these procedures, like the community-building rationale, derive from a conscious reaction against the depredations of oversized government construction projects. ….
       Moreover, other recent preservation procedures have in practice been used primarily by neighborhood groups, even against larger local governments. These procedural devices provide a centerpiece for community organization that in itself can strengthen neighborhoods by encouraging the process of community self-definition.
       Finally, the new thinking on the substantive aspects of historic preservation suggests that procedures are required by which local residents can be asked about the physical elements that make a community “legible.” Lynch's inquiry in Image of the City suggests that a community-oriented architectural theory must be linked to a process of community information-gathering and self-education. Architects and other professionals may play an important role in the educational process, but the focus on community-building requires a retreat from architectural imperialism and an acceptance of community definition by community residents.
…

III. CONCLUSION
       A major public purpose underlying modern preservation law is the fostering of community cohesion, and ultimately, the encouragement of pluralism. Preservation law encourages a physical environment that supports community; it also provides procedures that can themselves organize a community, both by focusing the members' attention on aspects of the physical environment that can make them *534 feel at home and by defining a smaller community's contribution to a larger.
       Modern historic preservation law is communitarian in both the substantive and the procedural senses. The most important substantive contribution of preservation law has been recognition of the political aspect of our physical surroundings-especially the older features of those surroundings-and the consideration of which kinds of physical environment are appropriate to a nation of democratic communities. Perhaps the chief danger accompanying this recognition is the possibility of dogmatism-and dogmatism in matters of expression is something of which we should be especially wary. That danger alone makes it vital that preservation decisions be the product of a wide range of views.
       Proper procedures help ensure the availability of those views. The most important procedural contribution of preservation law has been the provision of focal points for neighborhood and civic organization and education. These opportunities for community influence have value not only because a neighborhood is especially able to assess the worth of its own streets and structures, but because discussion itself can strengthen the neighborhood, encourage self-definition, and give leverage with the larger community. The dangers of community influence are those so familiar in land use generally: No one wants the highway, the prison, or the housing project. In short, local groups may pay too little attention to the needs of the larger community.
       In practice, both local architectural ordinances and federal review legislation must grapple with the issue of who should make final decisions. Perhaps just as important as the point “where the buck stops,” however, is the route that the buck takes. A route through neighborhood and community groups is in keeping with preservation's emerging communitarian purpose. Such a route substantially aids the ultimate decisionmaker and helps to strengthen pluralistic government. The potential demolition of a venerable building or the alteration of a portion of an historic district becomes the occasion on which elements of a whole range of interest groups-developers, neighborhood, city, state, and nation-consider and debate the physical elements that bind communities together and link present communities to the past and to the future. This, I suggest, is the way that modern preservation law serves the public well-being.
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