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in 1987. And Section 110, which attempted to put meat on the 
National Historic Preservation Act’s bones, had recently obligated all 
federal agencies to establish preservation programs for the identification, 
evaluation, nomination, and protection of historic properties. Even though 
shrinking the federal government was en vogue at the time, historic 
preservation managed to institutionalize itself at the federal level. Much 
like the call to affirmatively further fair housing at the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development, the protection of historic sites was 
suddenly framed as a citizens’ right and government obligation by a newly 
minted movement.

remarked that the national register and related 
government regulations should be about the local and specific. 

A Moment for Intersectionality
Recently these tensions between the federal and the local, the activist and 
the laissez faire, and the civil and uncivil have emerged again. Eight 
months after the initial explosion of resistance to the Trump presidency 
arose on November 9, 2016, the sense of upheaval has not abated. The 
persistent push to create a new normal has been dedicated in part to 
protecting the civil rights gains that women, people of color, LGBTQ 
people, the poor, immigrants, the differently abled, and the formerly 
incarcerated had made not only during the previous administration but 
also since this country’s inception.
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The end of the Obama administration brought a new political era.
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Since the 2016 election, a number of activist groups have been deliberate 
about recognizing intersectionality and acting accordingly. On November 
11, 2016, the African American Policy Forum (AAPF) hosted a diverse 
group of social justice activists on a webinar called, “

. The 
AAPF gathering, the coalescing of intellectuals and activists around 
intersectional response, the tracking of hate crimes, the sanctuary 
movement for immigrants, and events like the women’s march should call 
forth an equally active and assertive response from historic 
preservationists concerned with social justice. 

Preservation Becoming Social Justice
Like preservationists, those on the front line of social justice struggles are 
rethinking their tactics in this politically discordant, anti–federal 
government era. In this context, how can preservation heed Murtagh’s call 
to “seek a mutual concern” about the future? In a divided electorate, what 
are our shared concerns for the future? How might we balance national 
concerns with the specific and the local? And can a new, social justice
–centered historic preservation emerge from these shared challenges?
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Certain qualifiers that preservation has embraced in recent years indicate 
areas in which the field strives to be relevant: right sizing; greening or 
sustainability; and, most recently, equity. Preservationists have argued for 
a shift toward a people-centered history. Even the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation has talked about inclusivity, about preservation’s 
role in telling the American story, about revitalizing depressed 
communities, and about recognizing places rather than just individual 
structures. I argue, however, that—while the turns in historic preservation 
practice and scholarship reflect a kind of progress, one in which certain 
professionals and academics demonstrate a willingness to take on issues 
like climate change and improving the quality of life in depressed 
areas—we remain challenged by the concept of social justice in 
preservation because social justice work asks something more of us. But 
what is the “more”? How does the practice of historic preservation 
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Instead of seeking to preserve buildings in amber, these preservation 
practices are participatory, creating dynamic intellectual spaces and 
memorials. These spaces both creatively conserve and confront heritage 
that is associated with difficult memories and with resistance to multiple, 
inextricably linked forms of subjugation. 
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Rosa Parks’ childhood home near Abbeville, Alabama. Parks would return to Abbeville in 1944 as a representative o
of local civil rights activist Recy Taylor after an all-white  jury failed  to indict the white attackers. |  Credit: 
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in Richmond, Virginia. Without community pressure, a baseball 
stadium would have been built on the ground where a historic black 
community of the enslaved and formerly enslaved once lived. 
Preservationists must be willing to discuss the ways in which supremacy 
and privilege distort our views of ourselves and other communities, even 
in the context of supposedly pluralistic place-making. Preservationists 

Page 11 of 16When Does It Become Social Justice? Thoughts on Intersectional Preservation Practice...

4/4/2018http://forum.savingplaces.org/blogs/special-contributor/2017/07/20/when-does-it-become-so...



must also contextualize structures and sites within larger and sometimes 
difficult concerns—those that are critical to systemically addressing 
inequalities in the local community.
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Jasper and Newton county Texas Freedom Colony homecoming presidents in Shankleville, Texas, in 2014

Many lessons can be learned from the self-identified historic 
preservationists who will be sharing the field’s practices in this series and 
from contemplating those practices as the vehicle for achieving social 
justice. And even more may be gained from those who don’t self-identify 
as preservationists.

The work of many writers in this series will attest to the existence of 
historic preservation as social justice practice. These preservationists 
center social justice and leverage heritage conservation or preservation as 
a strategy, rather than an end in and of itself. They challenge and 
transform, acting from an intersectional consciousness that connects, for 
example, race, gender, environmental degradation, and heritage 
conservation. Their work is simultaneously about preservation; 
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transformation; and resistance to the ways in which white supremacy, 
sexism, xenophobia, ableism, homophobia, and racism contort themselves 
to inhibit agency and undermine past gains in equity and justice.

Notes

2. Carol McDavid, “Beyond Strategy and Good Intentions: Archaeology, 
Race and White Privilege,” in 
(Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2007): 67–88.
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