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In prep ari ng this essay, I wanted to create a window into the future 

of a practic ing "historic pr eserva tion" professiona l in the year 2066. 

I have cho sen to do this through an interview of 'Jim ena," who I 

be lieve represents th e future of our discipline. 

Interviewer: Could you te ll me a littl e bit about your profession and 

what you do? 

Jimena: Yes. I work as a place conse rvation manager, where I help to 

co nserve human environm ents. I protect the authentic ity of place for 
the benefit of people and to improve human flouri shing. Rea lly, what 

I do is to work as a faci litator to help commun ities id entify her itage 

plac es and then devise ways to p rotect the authenticit y of these p laces. 

What I call myself is very important in my work because I need to build 

rapport with my community-we all think of ourselves as equa ls and 

try to understa nd an d re spe ct each other's valu es, alth ough th is can 

be a lot harde r than it sounds. In research over the pa st few decades, 

we've discove red that people who like old bu ildings, places, and 

landscapes don 't ident ify at all with the academic te rm s "historic," 

"h er itage," or "con servation. " Instead, most people use words like 

"char min g" and "qua int " to describe built her itage and landscape s. 

So, when meeting with the public , I often describe my work as he lp­
ing communities to id entify, pro tect, and utili ze "charming" places 

and refer to myse lf as a "charm manager," which I now unde rsta nd 

is increa singl y being used by the public to descr ibe professiona ls like 
me. I think one of the first organized efforts to mak e thi s "charming" 
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conn ect ion was in Mexico back in the 2000s wh en they created their 

"Pueb los Mag icos" mar ket in g cam paig n for th eir heritage towns . You 

know, th ere's more than a tangentia l conn ec tion be tween the words 

"cha rmin g" and "magical." 

In terviewer: So what do you need to know to do your job? 

j imena: Well, I nee d to know a littl e bit about what see ms like a lmost 

everyt hin g, from materials co nservat ion to social science research. A 

cou ple of decades ago, heritage conse rvation degr ee pro grams began 

man dating socia l science researc h m et hodo logies in the ir curr icu la, a 

ch ange from which I benefitted imm ense ly when I was in my degree 

program. I ofte n wonder how prof essiona ls before me did their work 

without understanding the socia l, cu ltur al, and psych olog ical aspects 

of the ways peop le valu e pla ce. Even when my disciplin e was called 

"histo ric pre servation," it focused on valuin g p lace in some way. How 

universities could produce graduates who had no firm under standing 

of how to assess peopl e's valu e of herit age places seems rea lly odd to 

me, althou gh it might explain why, b efo re thi s change , there was a lo t 

more ho stility toward profe ssion als who worked to conserv e the his­

tor ic environment. A prof esso r from my graduat e p rog ram referred 
to thi s as the "ort hodox " versus "h e terodox" he ritage divid e of th e 

ea rly twenty-fir st ce ntur y. Appare ntl y too m any peop le were resistant 
to th e idea tha t the primar y ben eficiar y of conse rvation of the hum an 

environment should be peopl e . The nat ural conclus ion was that to do 

our work well, we needed to under stand people bet ter . Seems pretty 

simpl e to us nowada ys, but it took de cad es for the chang e to hap pen. 

Interviewer: Te ll me a litt le bit more about your work with your 

com muni ty. 

j imena: Sure. v\lhil e I am emp loyed by my city, tec hni cally I work 
for my municipali ty's citizen s. Th at's actua lly th e way my co ntr act is 

worded - tha t my overall perfo rmance is direc tly assessed, in part, 
by the community members I wor k with. A few years back, my town 

changed fro m th e old-fashi oned des ign review p rocess-you kn ow 
the her itage commiss ion thing-to an adaptive reg ulator y frame­

wor k. Unde r th is ne w system , I conduct partic ip atory researc h with my 
community m em bers-we like to call ourselves "co researche rs"-to 
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review and mak e suggested changes to properties that might neg­

atively affect their authent icity. As opposed to the old system, the 

app licant simply becomes one of the coresearchers and participates 

in roundtab le discussions and storyte lling along with everyone else. 

It reall y equalizes the power dynamics that used to plague how we 

did things before. In the end, the group joint ly agrees on how the 
property shou ld be treated. While we were origina lly concerned that 

this new system would take more time, we've found that we're actually 

saving time because there is a lot less staff prep needed. I can te ll you 
that I do not miss writin g "staff reports" anymore! I also never liked 

our old "heritage list ," which was not able to adequate ly accommo­

date changing community valu es. I never relished having to tell a 

member of the community why, for instance, the Smi th House's entry 

on our register only listed its significance as being arch itectura l even 

though we now know that it's far more important as the home of one 

of the most significant members of the marr iage equality movem ent. 
Now we have a simp le formula that dynam ically assesses the her itage 

pot ential of a property, on a case-by-case basis, and all of these prop­

ert ies are then sent to my community group to work on. So no more 

static lists, because we now assum e that th e values peop le attribute to 

places in our community constant ly change. 

Jnteroiewer: What's your reaction to those who claim that what used to 

be known as "hi storic pre servat ion" has lost its way beca use nowadays 

it focuses too much on people ? 

Jimena: I ha ve a one-word re spon se: trust. I know that some profession ­
als and academics think that we're focusing too much on peopl e to 

th e exclusion of th e actua l historic building s and places that people 
valu e. The concern, of cour se, is th at the material authenticity of th ese 

bui ld in gs an d places is being comprom ised. But what we're finding 

is that by focusing on the intrinsic value of th e historic environment, 

most people are actu ally conse rvation ists at hea rt but don't think of 

them selves as such. There's a lot of good soc ial science research out 

there on th is top ic, which I use a lot. It helps me to commun icate using 

th e lan guage of mo st stakeholders-the use of the word "charm ing," 

for instance. In my work with commun ities, I'm finding that more of 

the act ual fabric of bu ildings and pla ces is being conserved than was 
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happening with our old her itage commission, but it's happ en ing in a 

way that more h olist ically encompasses the cultura l and natura l env i­

ronment. This is espec ially true with landscape elements that ou r old 
preservation ordinance and design 

guide lin es pret ty much ignored. So, 

my advic e is to trust that most stake­

ho lders will do the "right" thing. But 

th is can only happen in an environ ­

ment of respect and empowe rment, 
wh ich is why I reall y like the adaptive 

regulatory framework that my town 

When I look back at how my 

grandfather practiced preservation 

fifty years ago, it all seems 

so lonely. 

has adopted, because it accomplishes all of th ese goals. When I look 

back at how my gra nd father practiced pre serva tion fifty years ago, it 

seems like he talked on ly to other historic preservat ion ists, and it all 
seems so lonel y. I couldn't imagine that world today. 
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