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Abstract
The growing sustainable design movement in the United States focuses
almost exclusively on the construction of new buildings, largely ignoring the
existing and historic building stock that constitutes the majority of our built
environment. Historic preservation, a discipline that deals exclusively with the
existing building stock and puts an emphasis on long-term management of the built
environment, would seem to be an ideal partner for the sustainable design
movement as it begins to address existing buildings. The practice and goals of the
two fields, however, are currently perceived to be in opposition to one another by
the building community and the general public.
v

This thesis argues that sustainable design and historic preservation represent
two unique and distinctive building subcultures – distinct subsets of the larger
building culture of which they are a part, and that the opposition between the two
disciplines stems from not only their historically distinct discourses, but also from
cultural and ideological conflicts between the two fields. Different languages, code
typologies, cultural identities, and conflicting attitudes toward the use of
technology in contemporary building practice all stand as barriers to a significant
partnership between the two disciplines.
This thesis explores the cultures of sustainable design and of historic
preservation in order to provide a view for practitioners in both fields into the
culture of the other, and ultimately proposes a path towards developing shared
cultural understandings by placing a new emphasis in both fields on social
sustainability.
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What has gotten significantly less attention is how the existing building stock
will change between 2000 and 2030. In a follow-up piece published in Architect
magazine in 2006, Nelson predicted that despite a slow down in the housing
market, between 2000 and 2030, over 28 billion square feet of non-residential
building stock will be constructed, and over 54 billion square feet will be rebuilt.4
According to the U.S. Department of Energy’s latest Commercial Building Energy
Survey there were almost 65 billion square feet of non-mall commercial building
space in the United States in 2003,5 meaning that if Nelson’s predictions are
correct, 83% of non-residential buildings in the United States will be significantly
refurbished before 2030.
The green building industry has been quick to link predicted growth of new
buildings to the agenda of a more sustainable built environment. It does not see
these refurbishment statistics as significant to their efforts, yet statistics clearly show
that if the green building movement continues to focus almost exclusively on new
construction, it will have a limited ability to influence the building stock.

In

addition, current economic conditions in spring 2009 suggest that actual growth in
http://www.buildinggreen.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/auth/article.cfm/2009/2/26/LEED-ProjectsDoubled-in-2008/ (last accessed 12 March 2009).
4 Arthur C. Nelson. “The Boom to Come.” Architect 95, no. 11 (October 15, 2006): 92-97.
5 Number given is excluding malls. Including malls, the non-residential square footage in 2003 was
71.6 billion. Energy Information Administration, “Table B1. Summary Table: Total and Means of
Floorspace, Number of Workers, and Hours of Operation for Non-Mall Buildings, 2003,” United
States Department of Energy
http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cbecs/cbecs2003/detailed_tables_2003/2003set1/2003html/b1.html,
(last accessed 2 March 2009). Energy Information Administration “2003 Commercial Buildings
Energy Consumption Survey—Overview of Commercial Buildings Characteristics,”
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new construction will likely end up significantly less than expected,6 which would
mean a further reduction of green building’s impact on the built environment. The
senior manager for education at USGBC told Environmental Building News in early
2009 that “despite, or even because of, the slowdown in new construction,
property owners are looking for ways to upgrade existing facilities” and that the
USGBC is “ready to manage a surge in greening existing facilities.”7 Yet the focus
of sustainable design efforts remains on new construction.
The 83% of non-residential buildings that are slated for renovation or
remodeling between 2000 and 2030 present an enormous opportunity for reducing
energy consumption and creating a healthier built environment. Yet the growing
sustainable design movement in the United States focuses almost exclusively on the
construction of new buildings, largely ignoring the existing and historic building
stock that constitutes the majority of our built environment, even after a building
boom. I assert that in order to improve the environment, human health, and social
equity through design, sustainable design must address existing buildings.

http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/cbecs/cbecs2003/introduction.html (last accessed 2 March 2009).
6 The Commerce Department reported on March 2, 2009 that total U.S. Construction fell 3.3% in
January 2009. Housing construction is down 28% from the previous year, and business
construction fell 4.3% in January 2009. Tessa Moran, “US Economy: January Construction Spending
Down 3.3%,” Thomson Financial News (March 2, 2009),
http://www.forbes.com/feeds/afx/2009/03/02/afx6113288.html (last accessed 2 March 2009).
7 Ward 2009.
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Historic preservation8 is a discipline that deals exclusively with the existing
building stock and puts an emphasis on long-term management of the built
environment. This would seem to make historic preservation an ideal partner for
the sustainable design movement as it begins to address existing buildings. Mike
Jackson writes that “the skills of preservationists in understanding the value and
durability of the built environment and their ability to extend a building’s future are
some of the strongest contributions preservationists can make to the rapidly
evolving field of sustainable design.”9

However, the two fields are currently

perceived to be in opposition to one another in the building community, and to the
general public. Ketter notes that “cultural and natural resource preservation are
approached as distinct problems that necessitate equally distinct action.”10
While sustainable design is largely unconcerned with historic preservation,
many preservationists see the popularity of sustainable design as a threat to historic
buildings, and “feel that sustainable-design advocates are doing little to
acknowledge or promote building preservation and adaptive use.”11 They worry
that the promotion of sustainable design and energy efficiency, including the
increasing number of local and state governments are mandating LEED certification
for buildings in their jurisdiction or attaching financial incentives to LEED
8 The field of Historic Preservation is better known as Heritage Conservation outside of the United
States.
9 Mike Jackson. “Building a Culture that Sustains Design,” APT Bulletin Vol. 36, No. 4 (2005): 2.
10 Peter James Ketter. Common ground: connections in the preservation of cultural and natural
resources. Masters thesis. (University of Texas at Austin, 2001), 1.
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certification,12 will result in an increase in the number of buildings demolished
only to be replaced by “greener” new buildings. Furthermore, preservationists feel
that sustainability is too focused on new technologies that have not been tested
over time.
This thesis argues that sustainable design and historic preservation represent
two unique and distinctive building subcultures, distinct subsets of the larger
building culture of which they are a part, and that the opposition between the two
disciplines stems from not only their historically distinct discourses, but also from
cultural conflicts between the two fields (discussed further in chapter 3). Cultural
and ideological differences in language, code typology, cultural identity, and
conflicting views on the use of technology all stand as barriers to a significant
partnership between the two disciplines.

Howard Davis writes that the

consequence of a “lack of shared cultural understandings means that the
institutions may develop individually to the point that they are often working at
cross purposes.”13 This thesis argues that in order to create a true partnership in
the form of interdisciplinary hybridization, it is essential that the differences
between preservation and sustainable design be made explicit.

Only by

understanding the values, the language, and the ideology of the other field can

11 Jackson 2005, 2.
12 For details on LEED initiatives by federal, state and local governments, visit the “Government
Resources” portion of the U.S. Green Building Council’s website,
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1779 (last accessed 2 March 2009).
13 Davis 1999, 127.
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there can be true productive collaboration between the two disciplines. This thesis
explores the cultures of sustainable design and of historic preservation in order to
provide a view for practitioners in both fields into the culture of the other, and to
propose a path towards developing shared cultural understandings. In Chapter 2, I
outline my methodology, including information on the forms of both sustainable
design and historic preservation that I will be analyzing.

Chapter 3 is an

investigation of the cultural identities of the two fields, including their distinct (and
sometimes conflicting) use of language, tacit values, code typologies and views on
the use of technology.

Chapter 4 examines the prevalent conflict between

preservation and sustainable design professionals over historic windows through
the lens of the cultural analysis presented in earlier chapters. Finally, Chapter 5
provides suggestions for possible paths towards creating a culture of sustainable
preservation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In “Toward a New Metropolis: The Opportunity to Rebuild America,” a
2004 Brookings Institution Report, economist Arthur Nelson predicted that in the
year 2030, half the buildings in America will have been constructed after 2000.1
This statistic has been widely published over the past five years as evidence of a
large and extended building boom. It has also been widely adopted by the green
building industry as a call to arms – green building advocates argue that if we are
going to build half the built environment of 2030 over the next thirty years, it is
essential to build it sustainably. These factors led to an announcement by the U.S.
Green Building Council (USGBC) in 2006 to have 100,000 LEED-certified
commercial buildings and one million certified homes by 2010, and ten times as
many by 2020.2 By all accounts, the strategy has been successful – the number of
LEED-registered and LEED-certified projects doubled in 2008, and the square
footage of LEED-certified projects rose 92%.3

1 Arthur C. Nelson. “Toward a New Metropolis: The Opportunity to Rebuild America,” Brookings
Institution Report (December 2004),
http://www.brookings.edu/reports/2004/12metropolitanpolicy_nelson.aspx (last accessed 13 April
2009). This report was the third most popular download of the Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan
Program in 2005.
2 Nadav Malin and Tristan Roberts. “Feature from Environmental Building News: December 1,
2006: Climate Change Dominates Greenbuild Conference Agenda,” Environmental Building News
15, no. 12(December 1, 2006),
http://www.buildinggreen.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/auth/article.cfm/2006/12/5/Climate-ChangeDominates-Greenbuild-Conference-Agenda/ (last accessed 12 March 2009).
3 Andrea Ward. “What's Happening from Environmental Building News, March 1, 2009: LEED
Projects Doubled in 2008,” Environmental Building News 18, vol.3 (March 1, 2009),
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Chapter 2: Methodology
My epistemological perspective is constructivist, meaning that I take the
postmodern stance that both our physical surroundings (the built environment) and
nature (the natural environment) are socially constructed – that neither exists
independently as an “objective reality” but that they are instead the product of
social forces.14 Our knowledge, our technologies, the culture of disciplines like
sustainability and historic preservation, and our view of “reality” are all
continuously shaped by social interactions and could have been constructed
otherwise.15

I identify with a mode of constructionism that David Demeritt

categorizes as an outgrowth of Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory. Demerritt
writes that in this particular kind of constructionism, researchers believe that
“determinations of epistemological truth and ontological reality are contingent and
depend on the strength of heterogeneously assembled human and non-human
entities.”16

Consequently, my methodology is qualitative, examining how the

cultural knowledge and discourse of preservationists and sustainable design
professionals are constructed and maintained through social interactions and
institutions.

14 Lisa M. Benton and John Rennie Short. Environmental Discourse and Practice (Hoboken, NJ:
Wiley-Blackwell, 1999), 148.
15 Carl Mitcham and Martin Ryder. “Social Constructionism,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy Vol.
9, Donald M. Borchert, ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2006) 76-79.
16 David Demeritt. “What is the ‘social construction of nature’? A typology and sympathetic
critique,” Progress in Human Geography 26, 6 (2002): 775.
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Many definitions of both preservation and sustainability exist, but for the
purpose of this thesis I will focus on the accepted definitions and ideology of each
as defined by the dominant professional organizations of each field in the United
States today. Sustainability in particular, is a highly contested term, and sustainable
architecture is still a contested field. My aim is not to try to define sustainability, or
to select a preferred logic of sustainability or preservation. Rather, I am interested in
the operating definitions of sustainability and historic preservation used by
practitioners in each field – the dominant forces in the field that impact the actions
of practitioners, the principles that are used in their day-to-day practice, and thus,
that impact the form of the built environment.17
I have chosen to focus on historic preservation and sustainable design in the
contemporary United States because, as Benton and Short write in their
Environmental Discourse and Practice, “it is imperative to ground a discussion of
environmental discourses in a particular place, especially since many of the
elements which comprise these discourses are connected to ideas about national
identity and cultural identity.”18
For the purpose of this study, I have selected the U.S. Green Building
Council (USGBC) as the dominant sustainable architecture organization and the
17 Bourdieu writes that in any field there is a delegation that holds a concentration of the social
capital, and has the power to represent the entire field. As a result, the “group as a whole can be
represented… by a subgroup, clearly delimited and perfectly visible to all, known to all, and
recognized by all… who may speak on behalf of the whole group, and exercise authority in the
name of the whole group… [that is] the group personified.”
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National Trust for Historic Preservation, Association for Preservation Technology
International (APT) as the dominant historic preservation organizations. I have also
chosen to analyze LEED and the Secretary of the Interior Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties as the primary codes, or non-legal systems meant
to influence the built environment, of sustainable architecture and historic
preservation, respectively, because these codes embody the interests and values of
each discipline.
The USGBC is a non-profit organization founded in 1993 to “transform the
way buildings and communities are designed, built and operated, enabling an
environmentally and socially responsible, healthy, and prosperous environment
that improves the quality of life.”19 The USGBC is perhaps best known for its
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) green building third party
certification program, which is commonly accepted as the national benchmark for
green buildings.

Today, the USGBC has over 18,403 member companies and

organizations from across the building industry, and 78 chapters and affiliate
organizations across the United States. In addition, since the LEED Professional
Accreditation (LEED AP) program began in 2001, over 75,000 individuals have
earned the accreditation.20 (For comparative purposes, the American Institute of

18 Benton and Short 1999, 4.
19 U.S. Green Building Council, “About USGBC,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=124 (last accessed 23 February 2009).
20 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED Professional Accreditation,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1815 (last accessed 23 February 2009).

9

Architects (AIA), “the leading professional membership association for licensed
architects, emerging professionals, and allied partners since 1857”, has
approximately 86,000 individual members.21) According to USGBC data, over the
past five years the organizations’ membership has quadrupled and over 5 billion
square feet of building space are seeking, or have gained, LEED certification.22
The National Trust for Historic Preservation (“the Trust”) is also a nonprofit
membership organization.

Founded in 1949, the Trust is “dedicated to saving

historic places and revitalizing America's communities.”23 The Trust “provides
leadership, education, advocacy, and resources to protect the irreplaceable places
that tell America’s story.”24 In addition to their headquarters in Washington, DC,
the National Trust has six regional offices, 29 historic sites, and a national
membership of 270,000.”25
Although the Association for Preservation Technology International (APT) is
an international organization, preservationists identify APT as the organization that
is made up of, and most helpful to, “practitioners” while the National Trust is

21 American Institute of Architects, “Join the AIA” http://www.aia.org/join_categories/index.htm
(last accessed 23 February 2009).
22 US Green Building Council Press Information, “About USGBC,” U.S. Green Building Council,
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=97& (last accessed 23 February 2009).
23 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “About the National Trust for Historic Preservation,”
http://www.preservationnation.org/about-us/ (last accessed 23 February 2009).
24 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “About the National Trust for Historic Preservation.”
25 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “About the National Trust for Historic Preservation.”
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interested primarily in advocacy and lobbying.26

APT is a “cross-disciplinary,

membership organization dedicated to promoting the best technology for
conserving historic structures and their settings.”27 APT also publishes the APT
Bulletin three times a year – a peer-reviewed scholarly journal focused on the latest
preservation techniques and innovative applications of established techniques.28
While the Department of the Interior is not a professional preservation
organization, its Standards and Guidelines for the Treatment of Historic Properties
play an important role as the primary code of preservation in the United States
today (for a more detailed analysis, see Chapter 3: Cultural Code Typologies). The
Standards must be applied to properties participating in certain programs
administered by the Secretary of the Interior through the National Park Service,
including all projects assisted through the national Historic Preservation Fund and
any projects seeking certification for Federal tax incentives for Historic
Preservation.
My analysis of sustainable design and preservation involves content analysis
of the two fields (in the form of discourse and literature analysis), as well as
ethnographic fieldwork in the form of participant-observation conducted at both
preservation and sustainable design conferences in the fall of 2008. According to
26 Technical Committee on Sustainable Preservation Meeting. (at the Association for Preservation
Technology International 2008 Conference, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 14 October 2008).
27 Association for Preservation Technology (APT) International, “What is APT?”
http://www.apti.org/ (last accessed 11 March 2009).
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the SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, critical discourse analysis
“centers on the qualitative linguistic analysis of spoken or written texts,” and “is a
critical perspective that is geared toward examining the subtle ways in which
unequal power relations are maintained and reproduced through language use.”29
Discourse is defined as “any instance of signification, or meaning-making, whether
through oral or written language or nonverbal means.”30 My critical discourse
analysis of preservation and sustainability focuses primarily on written texts in the
form of books, articles, and websites, but also extends to the codes used to regulate
each field. In this thesis, my critical discourse analysis is situated within a larger
social and cultural analysis of the two fields of historic preservation and sustainable
design.
I conducted my participant-observation at the APT International 2008
Conference held in Montreal, Quebec, Canada from October 13-15, 2008 and the
USGBC Greenbuild International Conference and Expo held in Boston,
Massachusetts November 19-21, 2008. I selected these conferences as the sites of
my participant-observation because they were the annual gathering of the
dominant professional organizations in each field.31 Participant-observation is a

28 APT International, “APT Bulletin: The Journal of Preservation Technology,”
http://www.apti.org/publications/bulletin.cfm (last accessed 11 March 2009).
29 “Critical Discourse Analysis,” in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, Lisa
Given, ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Inc., 2008), 145-148.
30 “Critical Discourse Analysis,” 145-148.
31 I chose to attend the APT conference over the annual National Trust for Historic Preservation
conference because the APT conference agenda explicitly addressed issues of “sustainable
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qualitative research methodology used to

“gain information about and

understanding of a group or community and create texts about their lives,
behaviors, and beliefs (their “culture” or subculture).” 32 Participant-observation
allows researchers to examine the “unique phenomena” that happen within a
setting or gathering (such as a conference) of members of the community, group or
culture.33

In participant-observation, as defined by the Encyclopedia of

Anthropology, “the researcher watches people and their activities in the social
situation under study, gradually increasing participation in the culture as a check
on observations” so that ultimately “the ethnographer is able to write field notes as
a cultural participant as well as an observer, fostering richness and complexity in
the qualitative and quantitative data collected and analyzed.”34
I was a first-time attendee at both Greenbuild and the APT International
conference, and therefore did not have many preconceptions about either
conference, or have large social networks within either field. Although I did not
explicitly tell other conference attendees that part of the reason for my presence
was to conduct participant observation, I was clear about my status as a masters
student, and the fact that my thesis research focused on questions of sustainable
preservation.” Ideally, I would have liked to have conducted participant-observation at the National
Trust conference as well, but was unable to do so due to both scheduling and budget limitations.
32 Tamara Diana Wilson. “Participant Observation,” in Encyclopedia of Social Measurement vol.
3, ed. Kimberly Kempf-Leonard (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 19-24.
33 Tamara Diana Wilson. “Participant Observation,” in Encyclopedia of Social Measurement vol.
3, ed. Kimberly Kempf-Leonard (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 19-24.
34 Audrey C. Shalinsky. "Participant-Observation," in Encyclopedia of Anthropology vol. 4, ed. H.
James Birx. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Reference, 2006), 1829.
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preservation. At both conferences I sought out sessions focused on my topic of
inquiry, and took down field notes, quotes, and observations.
I am aware that I am, as a cultural outsider,35 “representing” these fields to
the outside world. I am attempting to map parts of a social world, which is a
process

of

representation,

and

therefore

“unavoidably…

a

process

of

construction”36 which will inevitably be influenced by my own interest and
ideology. However, I have tried to practice reflexivity37 throughout both the in
field participant-observation and during the writing process.
In writing about architectural research methods, Groat and Wang write that
“researchers whose work falls clearly within an objective paradigm may tend to
judge research done in [another paradigm]… by the standards they employ for
‘objective’ research.”38 Groat and Wang argue that instead, all research ought to
be evaluated and verified based on the paradigm it was conducted in, not on the
basis of “objectivity.” They suggest that naturalistic research, such as this thesis,
should be concerned with confirmability instead of objectivity.

Confirmability

35 I hope to remain an active participant in the world of sustainable preservation, and therefore
cannot claim to be value-neutral. As both a MS Sustainable Design student, and former employee
of a USGBC affiliate organization I am positioned in the sustainable design field, but as a student
and academic – not a practitioner – I do not consider myself to be a “cultural insider” of either field,
although I am interested and have basic knowledge of both.
36 Sarah Thornton, “General Introduction,” in The Subcultures Reader, ed. Ken Gelder and Sarah
Thornton (New York: Routledge, 1997), 1.
37 Reflexivity, as defined by the SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods (Lisa Given,
editor. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc. 2008, 747-8), is “described as qualitative
researchers' engagement of continuous examination and explanation of how they have influenced a
research project.”
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includes researcher reflexivity, but also establishing credibility through the
triangulation of data.39

In this research I have used a number of data sources for

triangulation, including literature, websites, participant observation and interviews,
in an effort to “cross-check data and interpretations.”40 Different data sources
within each of the two fields, and showed fundamental consistency. However, it is
worth noting that I would expect a researcher conducting a similar study in the
future might come to different conclusions about the cultures of sustainable design
and historic preservation, as both disciplines are continually evolving and
changing. This thesis represents a “snapshot” of the two fields at one specific point
in time.
In my investigation of historic preservation and green building I am
attempting to, as sociologist Sarah Thornton put it, to “not simply [research] the
beliefs of a cluster of communities, but [investigate] the way they make ‘meaning in
the service of power’ – however modest these powers may be.” Thornton writes
that “distinctions are never just assertions of equal difference” but instead “entail
some claim to authority and presume the inferiority of others.”41 I make explicit
the distinctions between the fields of historic preservation and sustainable design,

38 Linda Groat and David Wang, Architectural Research Methods (New York: John Wiley & Sons,
2002), 34.
39 Groat and Wang 2002, 35.
40 Groat and Wang 2002, 38.
41 Sarah Thornton. “The Social Logic of Subcultural Capital” in The Subcultures Reader, ed. Ken
Gelder and Sarah Thornton (New York: Routledge, 1997), 201.
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the way that they are direct or indirect claims to authority, and what they reflect
about the ideology of the field itself.

16

Chapter 3: Building Cultures and Subcultures
In his book The Culture of Building, Howard Davis writes that buildings are
not “individual phenomena that result from independent acts of creation” by a lone
architect, but are instead products of complex social processes.42

Sociologist

Pierre Bourdieu makes similar claims, noting that there is a prevalent and
“charismatic image of artistic activity as pure, disinterested creation by an isolated
artist,”43 when in fact art (and architecture) is created by a social network of
situated and interested actors.

Davis argues that this network of people and

institutions that take part in the social process of creating buildings make up a
distinct culture – the building culture. Davis defines a building culture as “the
coordinated system of knowledge, rules, and procedures that is shared by people
who participate in building activity.”44

He writes: "the building culture, as

complex as it might be, is a unified social phenomenon, with its own identity, its
own rules, and its own typical products"45 that exists within the larger culture of
society.
Although Davis writes about the building culture as one entity,
contemporary building culture in the United States is, in fact, fragmented.
According to Davis, fragmentation within the building culture has occurred as
42 Howard Davis, The Culture of Building (New York : Oxford University Press, 1999), 11.
43 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: essays on art and literature (New York :
Columbia University Press, 1993), 34.
44 Davis 1999, 3.
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result of each craft and profession’s efforts to “separate itself from the others, assert
its own expertise, and claim a unique niche of the building production process for
itself.”46

Davis goes on to note that in contemporary practice, when different

disciplines or professions within the larger building culture must work together to
create a building, the disjointed quality of the culture leads to a design result that
“satisfies the quantifiable and separate needs of individual institutions, but…. is
fragmented.”47 So the form of the building culture is reflected in the product of the
culture – a disjointed building culture leads to an incoherent, or contested and
inconsistent built environment.

Davis writes that among building subcultures,

there “may be a common vision of what will be built, [but] it does not reflect a
common, positive understanding of what should be built. The common vision of
what will be built is itself a product of institutional compromise.”48 Because of the
fragmented nature of the building culture, our buildings are the products of
negotiations.

Their design and construction is acceptable to each building

subculture but are gratifying to none. We build compromises.
According to Davis, this occurs because the institutions involved in creating
the built environment “have individually legitimate but often contradictory

45 Davis 1999, 42.
46 Davis 1999, 102.
47 Davis 1999, 4.
48 Davis 1999, 129.
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agendas.”49 Because “what people know and how they work – [is] the mechanism
through which the building culture operates to produce the built world,”50 those
contradictory agendas play out in the shape of the built environment. As a result,
“although their procedures are coordinated with each other, the result may
represent less a common vision than an unobjectionable compromise.”51

Rob

Imrie, Professor of Geography at King's College London makes a similar argument,
writing that modern building culture is “divided into discrete or divisible parts,
characterized by often poor communications between (different constituencies of)
practitioners, and contrasts in their conceptual and linguistic structures, forms of
communication, and objects of interest.”52 As a result, not only is the building
culture and the buildings that it produces fragmented, but contemporary
practitioners also have a very fragmented view of the built environment.53 Instead
of striving to form a cohesive culture of building, Imrie believes that each discipline
is self-absorbed, interested only in its particular slice of making the built world.
Imrie and Davis indirectly agree that the disjointed understanding of, and approach
to, making the built environment leads to deterioration in the quality of the built
environment. And for disciplines like sustainable design and historic preservation,

49 Davis 1999, 127.
50 Davis 1999, 11.
51 Davis 1999, 127.
52 Rob Imrie, “The Interrelationships Between Building Regulations and Architects’ Practices,”
Environment and Planning B: Planning and Design 34, no. 5 (2007): 13.
53 Imrie 2007, 13.
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which require interdisciplinary cooperation in order to be successful, the
fragmented building culture stands as a major barrier to project success.
I assert that the “discrete or divisible parts” of the building culture, including
preservation and sustainable design, are in fact what I call building subcultures –
distinct subsets of the larger building culture to which they belong. Applying the
concept of “building subcultures” to analyze the fields of historic preservation and
sustainable design allows for an investigation of each field as distinct culture with a
unique set of beliefs, conventions, language, knowledge system, code, and attitude
towards technology – the “social process that results in the form of the built
world.”54

Although I do not ultimately argue for the removal of distinctions

between the two subcultures, or argue that they should be combined, I do believe
that collaboration and true sustainable preservation is only possible if each
subculture understands the values, ideology and approach of the other. Without
this understanding, preservation and sustainable design are doomed to create
projects that are merely “acceptable compromises” and not true sustainable
preservation.
According to sociologist Sarah Thornton,
subcultural ideologies are a means by which… [subcultures] imagine
their own and other social groups, assert their distinctive character
and affirm that they are not anonymous members of an
undifferentiated mass. They are not innocent accounts of the way

54 Davis 1999, 11.
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things really are, but ideologies which fulfill the specific cultural
agendas of their beholders. 55
Since building subcultures “act in predictable ways” to produce objects and
reproduce itself, it is possible to identify the ideology and values of each field by
examining the actions and the discourse of a subculture. In order to analyze the
subcultures of sustainable design and historic preservation, in addition to the work
of Howard Davis I am drawing primarily on the work of sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural fields and capital, Bruno Latour’s concept of ActorNetwork Theory and sociologist Sarah Thornton’s conception of subcultures and
subcultural capital.
Bruno Latour asserts that there is no macro-social-structure acting as a stable
underpinning to society, but instead that society is being constantly made and
remade by the actors within it.56 Bourdieu’s conception of a field is quite similar.
He writes:
When we speak of a field… we are insisting that what can be
constituted as a system for the sake of analysis is not the product of a
coherence-seeking intention or an objective consensus (even if it
presupposes unconscious agreement on common principles) but the
product and prize of a permanent conflict; or, to put it another way,
that the generative and unifying principle of this ‘system’ is the
struggle.57

55 Thornton 1997, 201.
56 Donald MacKenzie, “Theories of Technology,” in The Social Shaping of Technology, ed. Donald
MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman (Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1999), 431.
57 Bourdieu 1993, 34.
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Both Latour and Bourdieu see a field or a society bound together and defined not
by some underlying set structure, but by the ongoing actions and discourse of the
people within that field. The subculture does not have a predetermined structure
with the actors simply occupants within it.

Instead, culture is continually

established and defined by the actors that occupy it. This is not to say that fields do
not have boundaries or identities, but that those boundaries and identities are
constantly being remade.

Davis’ conception of the “structure” of the building

culture is very similar. He writes that “the institutions and people of the building
culture.... act in predictable ways… [and] by doing these things, they are not only
applying the knowledge contained in the building culture to current projects; they
are also reproducing and perpetuating the culture itself.”58

In other words,

building subcultures not only imprint their ideology and form on the built
environment, but in the process of creating the built environment they also
replicate the culture itself.
Subcultures continually remake and define themselves through both
discourse and the exchange of what Bourdieu calls “cultural capital.” Benton and
Short write that “discourses are the general context in which ideas take on a
specific meaning and inform particular practices. A discourse is a set of widely
held ideas that a society relies on to make sense of the world, a set of general

58 Davis 1999, 107.
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beliefs bout the nature of reality.”59 Just like a culture itself, discourses are not
stable, but instead “change and modify over time, both affecting humanenvironmental relations and being shaped in turn by the changes in these relations.
At any one time there may be multiple and competing discourses in a state of
flux.”60 Since discourse provides the context and meaning for a culture, analyzing
the discourse provides insight into what Benton and Short term the “social
production of space, place, and the environment.”61 In addition, and of special
interest to this study, is the idea that if a subculture requires a constant re-making
through discourse, then it follows that it is possible for a subculture to transform
itself, over time, if its underlying values and ideology changes the discourse.
As important as the role of discourse is, analysis of historic preservation and
sustainable design should not be limited to discourse alone.

Like Davis’

conception of building cultures, which includes both the social network that
produces objects (the culture) along with the objects themselves, Thornton and
Bourdieu are interested in both the cultural capital of subcultures or fields, along
with the fields themselves. Bourdieu writes that each field has its own unique
forms of capital, and that “it is in fact impossible to account for the structure and
functioning of the social world unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms and

59 Benton and Short 1999, 1.
60 Benton and Short 1999, 2.
61 Benton and Short 1999, 2.
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not solely in the one form recognized by economic theory.”62 Bourdieu identifies
three types of capital: economic capital, “which is immediately and directly
convertible into money and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights,”
cultural capital, “which is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital
and may be institutionalized in the form of educational qualifications,” and social
capital, which is “made up of social obligations ('connections'), which is
convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital.”63

Within cultural

capital, are three primary types of capital. Embodied cultural capital, defined by
Bourdieu, is located in the individual, such as the ability to use energy-modeling
software, or to properly document a building for the Historic American Buildings
Survey. Objectified cultural capital is located in objects or “cultural goods” that
can be bought or sold, such as a solar panel, or an old building. Institutionalized
cultural capital is recognized by the institutions of the field – for example,
educational qualifications, such as a masters degree in historic preservation, or
LEED professional accreditation.64

62 Pierre Bourdieu. “The Forms of Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology
of Education, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 46.
63 Bourdieu 1986, 47.
64 Bourdieu 1986, 47.
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Illustration 1: Bourdieu’s forms of cultural capital, from “The Forms of
Capital,” in Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of
Education, ed. John G. Richardson (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986)

Together, both the specialized discourse and unique cultural capital produced by,
and significant to, the building subculture help to: define the boundaries of each
field; create demand for the subculture in the larger culture; define the language
and code typology of the field; provide cultural identity and philosophy; dictate
who may identify themselves as part of the culture; and set the values and ideology
of the subculture. The following sections will explore these elements of cultural
identity in the context of the fields of sustainable design and historic preservation.
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DEVELOPMENT AND VALUES OF THE FIELDS

From a Culture of Change to a Culture of Preservation
Michael Holleran writes that as recently as the mid-nineteenth century, the
“whole American culture of city building relied on continual change.”65

The

concept of historic preservation would have seemed quite foreign in the face of a
culture of such rapid change. Holleran notes that while “today Americans take for
granted the shared value of continuity in the built environment,” 66 the value of
stability and preservation in the built environment is still a relatively new concept
in the United States, dating only to the early nineteenth century. Preservation is a
construct of the modern era, a movement reacting to unprecedented population
growth, industrialization and urban change in the mid-nineteenth century. Then,
as now, Lowenthal writes, “we value our heritage most when it seems at risk;
threats of loss engender stewardly fervor.”67 Preservation efforts are largely driven
by the threat of loss.
Murtagh writes that “early efforts in preservation dealt with landmarks as
artifacts held separate from the community for veneration, pleasure or
education.”68

Early preservationists (who were primarily women) were driven

65 Michael Holleran. Boston’s Changeful Times: Origins of Preservation and Planning in America
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 3.
66 Michael Holleran. Boston’s Changeful Times: Origins of Preservation and Planning in America
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 3.
67 Lowenthal 2004, 31.
68 Murtagh 2006, xvii.
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primarily by patriotism, and were concerned with protecting individual buildings
not for their architectural significance, but because they were the setting of historic
events, or the home of important individuals.69 The earliest preservation effort in
the United States is generally considered to be in 1816 when Independence Hall in
Philadelphia was saved from demolition when the city of Philadelphia purchased it
for preservation.
The effort to save Mount Vernon (George Washington’s home) spearheaded
by Ann Pamela Cunningham in the 1850s led to the establishment of the Mount
Vernon Ladies’ Association of the Union, which is often cited as the first
preservation organization in the United States, and a template for many subsequent
organizations.70 The Ladies Association was formed in 1853 when neither the
federal or state government was willing to purchase the Mount Vernon estate to
save it from being sold to developers and converted into a hotel. Cunningham and
the Ladies Association solicited donations from all over the United States, and were
able to purchase Mount Vernon in 1858 for preservation purposes.71 The success
of the effort to save Mount Vernon was very influential on the development of
historic preservation as a field in the United States. Murtagh writes:
So influential was Ann Pamela Cunningham’s victory at Mount
Vernon that her efforts established certain presuppositions about
historic preservation in America. These assumptions included the
idea that private citizens, not government, were the proper advocates
69 Murtagh 2006, xviii.
70 Murtagh 2006, 12-15.
71 Murtagh 2006, 14.
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for preservation; that only buildings and sites associated with military
and political figures were worthy of preservation; that such sites must
be treated as shrines or icons; and that women would assume a
dominant role in the acquisition and management of such
properties.72
Consequently, most preservation efforts through the end of the nineteenth century
were modeled on Cunningham’s work to save Mount Vernon not only in their
organizational structure of private citizens, but also in the type of buildings they
worked to preserve, and their approach to the treatment of those “patriotic”
buildings. Early preservationists, like Cunningham, saw historic preservation as an
act in opposition to American industrial capitalism, creating “historical shrines
beyond capitalism’s reach.”73
Preserving buildings for their own architectural value did not occur until the
end of the nineteenth century. “The relevance of historic preservation in a broader
context had to wait until its artifacts were recognized not only as historic symbols
but for their intrinsic aesthetic value.”74
In its nascent stages, historic preservation in the United States was the work
of private individuals.

Although preservation historians generally cite the

acquisition of Yellowstone National Park in 1872 as the beginning of the United

72 Murtagh 2006, 16.
73 Briann Greenfield. “Marketing the Past: Historic Preservation in Providence, Rhode Island,” in
Giving Preservation a History: histories of historic preservation in the United States, ed. Max Page
and Randall Mason (New York: Routledge, 2004), 164.
74 Murtagh 2006, 16.
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States government involvement in conservation activity,75 the federal government
did not become actively involved in the preservation of the built environment until
1889 when Congress allotted funds to acquire and protect the Casa Grande ruins in
Arizona.76 Then, in 1906, Congress passed the Antiquities Act, which prohibited
the sale, excavation, destruction or removal of Amerindian objects which were
being looted from sites across the Southwest. The Antiquities Act also gave the
president the authority to designate “historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric
structures, and other objects of historic or scientific interest to be national
monuments” within federal lands.77
In 1916 the National Park Service was established within the Department of
the Interior to oversee national parks and monuments. Murtagh writes that creating
the National Park Service shifted preservation attention from the Eastern seaboard
and south to western parts of the United States. According to Murtagh,
initially it was thought by many preservationists that the inclusion of
natural areas, aboriginal sites, and archaeologically significant
properties would threaten to dilute the old Eastern emphasis on
buildings. As events developed, however, it was this framework of
environmental conservation-cum-preservation that, in the final
analysis, helped historic preservation to achieve new prominence
and brought it into the planning mode by which it is often
categorized today.78

75 Murtagh 2006, xviii.
76 Murtagh 2006, 37.
77 Murtagh 2006, 39.
78 Murtagh 2006, 40-41.
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Locating federal government preservation efforts in the National Park Service
helped to “legitimize government management of the built environment,”79 and set
the stage for the establishment of the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) in
1933, which was created as part of the New Deal to document historic buildings
for inclusion in a national architecture archive.80 The Historic Sites Act of 1935
gave additional power to the secretary of the interior to conduct surveys and
research; to acquire, restore, maintain and operate historic sites and buildings
alone or in partnership with private preservation organizations; and to “interpret”81
the heritage and significance of each site for educational purposes.82
While the new influx of federal resources and funds at the national level was
shaping and legitimizing historic preservation, local preservation efforts by private
citizens were continuing to transform the definition of preservation. In 1931 the
city council of Charleston, South Carolina zoned the Battery neighborhood an “Old

79 Murtagh 2006, 40-41.
80 Historic American Buildings Survey documents are housed in the Prints and Photographs
Division of the Library of Congress. At the present date, over “556,900 measured drawings, largeformat photographs, and written histories for more than 38,600 historic structures and sites dating
from Pre-Columbian times to the twentieth century” are included in the collection. The Library of
Congress, “Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record/Historic
American Landscapes Survey, 1933-Present,” http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/collections/habs_haer/
(last accessed 12 April 2009).
81 The “interpretation” of a historic site are the “educational methods by which the history and
meaning of historic sites, buildings, objects, districts, and structures are explained by the use of
docents, leaflets” and other means. (Murtagh 2006, 210). James Marston Fitch writes that
interpretation occurs at two levels, the professional and the popular. In the professional, experts
examine the evidence at a site to construct what they feel it must have been. Once professionals
have interpreted the building, it is possible to interpret that interpretation for the general public.
(Fitch 1982, 335)
82 Murtagh 2006, 43-44.
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and Historic District,” the first historic district in the United States. According to
Murtagh, pressure to designate an entire neighborhood a historic zone came both
from the “construction of gas stations in what was essentially a residential
neighborhood, and by the raids of museum directors and curators on the interior
detailing of some of the best structures in the area.”83 The creation of the first
historic district opened the field of preservation.

Preservation was no longer

restricted to exceptional buildings that would be used as a museum or teaching
tool, but now extended to buildings that ordinary Americans lived and worked in
every day. Murtagh writes that with the creation of historic districts “the historic
preservation movement drew away from its preoccupation with house museums,
and government, organizations, and private citizens began considering buildings of
less than national significance as worthy of attention.”84

However, preserving

entire neighborhoods and districts often resulted in the displacement of poor
minority residents in the form of gentrification.
The National Trust for Historic Preservation was created by congressional
charter in 1949 in response to the growing need for a national organization focused
on issues of historic preservation. Based on patterns established by the British
National Trust and the San Antonio Conservation Society, the National Trust was
established to “receive contributions of property and funds and administer

83 Murtagh 2006, 44.
84 Murtagh 2006, 44.
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properties.”85

The Trust was established as an independent but “government-

allied” organization – what Murtagh calls a “quasi-public status.”86 Over time as
the preservation movement evolved, the role of the Trust changed as well.
Murtagh writes that “the organization took on an increasingly educational and
informational role” as the composition of the preservation movement changed from
“informed, affluent amateurs who were champions of individual house museums,
but now increasingly composed of more knowledgeable individuals whose
concern was the overall planning and protection of entire historic districts.”87 In
1966, when Congress passed the National Historic Preservation Act, the National
Trust for Historic Preservation was the only private organization mentioned in the
law, and was given federal matching fund grants, which the Trust was a recipient of
until 1998.88
In addition to allocating federal funding to the National Trust for Historic
Preservation, the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA) shaped the
structure of the preservation field in the United States. It established the National
Register of Historic Places (the official register of cultural resources worth
preserving in the United States), State Historic Preservation Offices, and the Section
106 review process, which “serves as a system of checks and balances which
85 Murtagh 2006, 27.
86 Murtagh 2006, 28.
87 Murtagh 2006, 29-30.
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governs the relationship between all agencies using federal dollars” that might
impact properties listed on the National Register, and provides a framework for
“the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation in the identification and evaluation
of historic properties.”89

NHPA also created a process for evaluating historic

buildings, sites and objects, and broadened the federal definition of preservation
beyond objects or sites of national historical significance to include buildings that
are locally significant and architecturally significant, and entire historic districts.90
In 1976, the first federal preservation tax laws (The Tax Reform Act) was
passed by Congress, providing tax incentives for income-producing historic
properties. The 1976 Tax Reform Act was replaced in 1981 by the Economic
Recovery Tax Act, which allowed developers a tax credit of up to 25 percent for
the rehabilitation of historic buildings; a credit that was reduced to 20 percent
under the Tax Reform Act of 1981.91
Where preservation had previously been an anti-market anti-growth activity,
Briann Greenfield writes that the federal tax incentives helped pro-market
preservation become the dominant preservation philosophy in the 1970s and
1980s. Greenfield writes that the introduction of federal tax incentives and the
growing popularity of heritage tourism began to transform preservation from an
88 Federal funding matching grants to the National Trust for Historic Preservation ended in 1998, at
which point the National Trust became a private nonprofit organization, as it was prior to the
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.
89 Murtagh 2006, 52.
90 Murtagh 2006, 51.
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expensive charity proposition to a profitable investment.

This shift opened

preservation up to the educated middle class who had the financial resources to
preserve as an economic investment, “reviving” neighborhoods, but also spurred
gentrification

of

historic

neighborhoods,

pushing

out

poorer

minority

communities.92 Greenfield wonders if modern preservationists will be “able to
combine their socially responsible goals with economic growth” or if they, “like
their nineteenth century predecessors, find themselves locked in a battle against the
market?”93

Page and Mason address this conflict, writing that contemporary

preservation practice may not be locked in battle, but certainly has a “dual life” in
relation to the market. Preservation’s tacit values are at odds with developers and
development, focused on continuity, and yet preservationists often must align
themselves with developers in order to save buildings – a ‘strategic alliance.’
Holleran writes that since the nineteenth century, historic preservation has
transformed, emerging
from an extreme form of antiquarianism, seemingly out of place in
the New World, to an accepted approach for extraordinary features
of the city and… [today as] an institutionalized public policy and
even a way of thinking about whole urban districts.94

91 Murtagh 2006, 58-59.
92 Greenfield 2004, 166.
93 Greenfield 2004, 166.
94 Holleran 1998, 5.
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What has not changed is historic preservation’s argument for value and worth
based on history and the past.95

Lowenthal writes that, “dismayed by today’s

world, [preservationists] hark back to a simpler past whose virtues they inflate and
whose vices they ignore.”96 Because preservation was born out of a reaction to the
sudden fear of the rapid change of the modern era, consequently “heritage growth
thus reflects traumas of loss and change and fears of a menacing future.”97 This
fear of loss and change results, Lowenthal argues, in the accumulation of “heritage
of every kind… to counter the transience of everything newly made.
[Preservationists] cordon off more and more relics of the past against the rapid rise
of the disposable.”98
Over the past 150 years, historic preservation has become a legitimate and
established building subculture in the United States. What started as the efforts of
private citizens to preserve icons of patriotism has become a field with national
organizations, federal tax incentives, and the backing of law.

What has not

changed, however, is the underlying tacit values of the field, including a fear of the
increasingly rapid changes associated with modernism and technological
advancement, and a nostalgia for the past.

95 For more information, please see Chapter 3: Building Cultures: Knowledge and Values.
96 David Lowenthal. “The Heritage Crusade and its Contradictions,” in Giving Preservation a
History: histories of historic preservation in the United States, ed. Max Page and Randall Mason
(New York: Routledge, 2004), 26.
97 Lowenthal 2004, 26.
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Constructing Sustainability
In “The Social Construction of ‘Green Building’ Codes,” Moore and
Engstrom position green (or sustainable) building programs and codes as a
extension and combination of the public health movement and the environmental
movements in the United States.99

Many environmental historians cite the

Conservation movement of the late nineteenth century as the genesis of the
environmental movement in the United States. Benton and Short write that in
reaction to the “explosive economic and population growth in the nineteenth
century… [came] an explicit environmental awareness, which had two main
themes: the preservation of the wild and the conservation of resources.”100 Nature
preservationists, concerned with the protection of wilderness lands, made
significant gains with the establishment of the US national park system, starting
with Yellowstone in 1872.101 Benton and Short note that the “designation of the
earliest [national] parks still had to fight against the prevailing discourse which
stressed the logic of economic growth” – they were often called “worthless lands”
in order to make their legislative approval as national parkland easier.102

98 Lowenthal 2004, 37.
99 Steven A. Moore and Nathan Engstrom. “The Social Construction of ‘Green Building’ Codes:
competing models by industry, government and NGOs” in Sustainable Architectures: Natures and
Cultures in Europe and North America, ed. Simon Guy and Steven A. Moore (London:
Routledge/Spon, 2005) 51-70.
100 Benton and Short 1999, 65.
101 Benton and Short 1999, 65-66.
102 Benton and Short 1999, 66-67,
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Establishment of both the Sierra Club (1892) and the National Audubon
Society (1905) followed soon after the Yellowstone Park Act, and due to the efforts
of conservationists including John Muir, the National Park Service Act was passed
in 1916, establishing today’s National Park Service.103
Benton and Short write that in contrast to nature preservationists, who were
interested in maintaining wilderness, early resource conservationists focused on the
“wise use of resources such as national forests”104 and “were guided by the
rationalist impulse of science… they had a belief that the environment was
susceptible to analysis and understanding and ultimately to human management
that could ensure long-term sustainability.”105

As such, Benton and Short

characterize these early resource conservationists as the first proponents of what
characterizes sustainable development today – the idea that economic
development, ecological principles and increased efficiency in using natural
resources.106
Just as the New Deal helped bolster historic preservation activities by
providing funding for projects including HABS, the New Deal also expanded
conservation programs and provided federal support for conservation activities,

103 Benton and Short 1999, 68-69.
104 Benton and Short 1999, 72.
105 Benton and Short 1999, 69.
106 Benton and Short 1999, 69.
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including the purchase of land for five new national parks, among them Big Bend
and the Everglades.107
Although the environmental movement in the United States has its roots in
Conservation movements of the nineteenth century, Aidan Davison describes the
history of the modern environmental movement as two distinct “waves” of
environmental concern. According to Davison the first wave lasted from the 1950s
to the late-1970s, and was rooted in countercultural movements, and partnered
with other political reform movements, including peace, civil rights and feminist
groups. This first movement of environmental concern was “deeply skeptical of the
modernist model of progress and called for a far-reaching spiritual, moral, and
economic change in technological societies.”108 The first wave of environmental
concern positioned itself as anti-growth, questioning the neoclassical economic
model in which technological proliferation is assumed to be beneficial to society.
During this period many environmental activist and nonprofit organizations were
founded, including the Environmental Defense Fund (1967), Natural Resources
Defense Council (1970) and Greenpeace (1971), and the first Earth Day was in
1970. In addition, Davison writes, by the mid-1970s, “scholars such as Murray
Bookchin, Arne Naess, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and Richard Sylvan were
establishing the foundations of a new academic subdiscipline, an ‘environmental

107 Benton and Short 1999, 76.
108 Aidan Davison. Technology and the Contested Meanings of Sustainability (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2001), 13.
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philosophy.’”109 Environmental concerns were becoming institutionalized in the
form of organizations and academic training. Benton and Short categorize this first
wave of environmentalism as an “ecological metadiscourse,” in which time in
cyclical, place has significance and meaning, and there is an explicit respect for the
environment and the interdependence of all life, with a concern for natural laws
and limits.110
Davison writes that the second wave of environmental concern dates from
the early 1980s, and has been concerned principally with the “cultural project of
ecomodernism.”111

Unlike the first wave, which was staunchly anti-growth,

Davison writes that the second wave
affirmed not the existence of ecological and social limits, but the
‘need’ to wrest control of our future from arbitrary ecological forces,
placing our destiny squarely in the hands of progressive, efficient
global managers.112
Instead of focusing on the environmental limits to growth, this second wave
(which continues to be the dominant paradigm of environmental concern
embraced by USGBC) focused on how to sustain economic and
technological growth through technological efficiency. As such, Davison
characterizes the second movement as technocratic – a form of

109 Davison 2001, 13.
110 Benton and Short 1999, 3.
111 Davison 2001, 15.
112 Davison 2001, 15-16.
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environmentalism in control of technical and scientific experts.113 Benton
and Short present a nearly identical depiction of the second wave of
environmentalism, calling it a “technological metadiscourse” that is
concerned with scientific reasoning; has an anthropocentric outlook and
technological optimism with progress being seen as dependent on economic
growth and technological advances.114
Davison writes that by 1992 there were over seventy printed definitions of
“sustainable development,” but that the Brundtland Commission’s definition “acts
as a kind of common denominator”115 among all definitions. The United Nations
World Commission on the Environment and Development, established in 1983 and
more commonly known as the Brundtland Commission, defined sustainable
development in their 1987 report, Our Common Future, as: “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their needs.”116
Planner Scott Campbell drew from the Brundtland report definition to
develop his environmental planner’s triangle, which posits conflicts between social
justice, environmental protection and overall economic growth and efficiency that
must be mediated by a planner in order to achieve “green, profitable and fair
113 Davison 2001, 15.
114 Benton and Short 1999, 3.
115 Davison 2001, 39.
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sustainable development.”117 Neither Campbell nor the Brundtland Commission
call for a total transformation of the field of planning and development, but instead
present an optimistic view of sustainable development as a win-win-win solution,
that has the potential to bring together conflicting goals and desires.

Illustration 2: Campbell’s triangle of the conflicting goals of planning. He
writes that the “elusive ideal of sustainable development leads one to the
center.” Illustration from Campbell 1996, 298.

Moore and Engstrom write that Campbell’s model is “an idealized one
because the resolution of conflicting social values… tends to drift to the corner of

116 UN Documents, “Our Common Future: Report of the World Commission on Environment and
Development,” United Nations, http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-02.htm#I (last accessed 20 April
2009).
117 Campbell 1996, 298.
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the triangle inhabited by the most powerful players.”118 In other words, the most
powerful and dominant force acting within the triangle will ultimately pull
planning efforts to their “corner,” and in contemporary practice, that dominant
force is usually invested in economic and technological growth and efficiency. As
a result, the authors argue, any “creative public conflict and alternative
technological choices tend to be suppressed by the process of standardization
promoted by market forces and the state,”119 which favor economic development
over all else.
This new way of conceiving sustainable development is supported by the
field of environmental economics.

Davison writes that in environmental

economics, the primary aim is to “internalize the environment within neoclassical
models of economic growth,” with the result that “market decisions will direct
technological change toward more ecologically efficient paths.”120 Environmental
economics also does not reframe the field of economics in terms of sustainability,
but usurps nature, making it a part of the very neoclassical economic model refuted
by the first wave of environmentalists.

As a result, although environmental

economics is a slightly new model, it still values market decisions, and
technological and economic development.

118 Moore and Engstrom 2005, 59.
119 Moore and Engstrom 2005, 59.
120 Davison 2001, 22-23.
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The USGBC was founded in 1993 on the Brundtland Commission’s
definition of sustainable development. Although the USGBC’s focus was initially
on individual buildings, the organization integrated ideas from Campbell’s triangle
into the way that they promoted the value of sustainable buildings.

When

presenting the benefits of green building on their website, the USGBC breaks the
benefits down into three categories: environmental, economic, and health and
community benefits.121

These categories are almost identical to the nodes on

Campbell’s triangle.
Guy and Farmer would likely characterize both Davison’s “second wave”
environmentalism and the USGBC as operating within an eco-technical logic. An
eco-technical logic perceives space in a global context, is interested in efficient,
high-tech,

and

environmental

intelligent
concerns

technologies,

into

and

conventional

the

“integration

building

design

of

global

strategies.”122

According to Guy and Farmer, the ecotechnic is “based on a technorational,
policy-oriented

discourse

which

represents

a

belief

in

incremental,

technoeconomic change and that science and technology can provide the solutions
to environmental problems.”123 Guy and Farmer write that under the ecotechnic
paradigm “concerns are mainly for the universal, global environmental problems of

121 U.S. Green Building Council, “USGBC: Green Building Research,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1718 (last accessed 2 April 2009).
122 Simon Guy and Graham Farmer, “Reinterpreting Sustainable Architecture: The Place of
Technology,” JAE 54, no. 3 (February 2001): 141.
123 Guy and Farmer 2001, 141-2.
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climate change, global warming, ozone layer depletion, and transnational pollution
issues.”124 The scale is global, and the answers to the problem can be universally
applied and are often “technological fixes,” which posit that all problems can be
solved with technology.
Conservation efforts, the roots of the environmental movement in the United
States, were originally undertaken to push back against a prevailing modern culture
of unchecked and rampant growth, and the first wave of environmental concern
reflected this heritage, voicing a skepticism towards technology and unchecked
economic growth and development. However, Davison writes, the fissure between
first wave environmentalism and the second wave, transformed the environmental
discourse in the United States (including that of the sustainable design movement)
into an ecotechnic and technocratic one, interested not in acting in opposition to
boundless economic development, but in promoting it.

Shared History and Values
Both historic preservation and the environmental conservation movement
were born out of efforts by elite, wealthy private citizens in the nineteenth century
to preserve resource threatened by the increased population growth and
industrialization of the modern era. Both fields initially took an anti-market stance,
arguing that certain resources are so important they should be removed from the

124 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
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economic system. Both fields cite the creation of the National Park system in 1872
as one of the earliest events in the development of their field. There is a shared
history and origin between historic preservation and sustainable design in the
United States, although this shared ground is just beginning to be explored,
primarily by preservationists.
In addition to some shared history, historic preservation and sustainable
design are both concerned with preserving resources for future generations.
Although it may seem counter-intuitive that historic preservation, a building
subculture that works to save old buildings, would be primarily focused on the
future, the field is working to preserving those buildings into the future. Guy and
Farmer assert that ecotechnic sustainability is also focused “on the concept of
futurity, as suggested by the Brundtland definition of sustainability as ‘meeting the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs.’”125 Both preservation and sustainable design identify with an
what Guy and Farmer describe as an “ethical responsibility to distant humanity or
future generations in maintaining both the stability and resource richness of the
globe.”126
Despite a common origin and common interest in preserving resources for
use by future generations, Ketter notes that it is still “rare for a text on one subject
[historic preservation or sustainable design] to refer directly to the other, and social
125 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
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movements tend to adopt the protection of either the natural or the built
environment as their cause while ignoring the issues of the other.”127 Far from
seeming integral to one another, historic preservation and sustainable design have
been positioned as an either/or equation.

Sustainable design and historic

preservation continue to be, as Chusid writes, not “widely understood to be
inextricably linked.”128

While preservation and sustainable design do share a

common background and have common values (including a focus on preserving
resources), there is a distinct difference in what each field considers worth
preserving, and these differences reinforce the individual identities of each field.
Historic preservationists are primarily focused on the preservation of
buildings, neighborhoods and landscapes – cultural artifacts of significance.
Sustainable architecture is concerned primarily with the preservation of natural
resources, along with the preservation of economic development and growth.
Although these differences do not seem insurmountable at first, the way that they
play out in each field results in the creation of very different attitudes and
approaches towards change in the built environment.

Preservation’s goals of

preserving buildings for future generations (what Holleran calls the idea of
“environmental permanence”129) leads to a preservation culture that is, at its core,
in opposition to change. This is in contrast to sustainable design, which has the
126 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
127 Ketter 2001, 1.
128 Chusid, “Natural Allies: Historic Preservation and Sustainable Design,” 7.
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stated goal of preserving both natural resources and economic growth through
technological solutions and technological efficiency, and therefore requires
changes in the built environment, technology and the economy in order to be
considered a success. Although both fields value preserving resources for future
generations, the resource to be conserved, and consequently the method of
conservation, varies dramatically between the two fields.

While the values of

contemporary preservation place it in opposition to change in the built
environment, sustainable design perceives change or transformation of the built
environment the key component to achieving its mission.
CULTURAL IDENTITY
Sustainable design and historic preservation must maintain a unique
subcultural identity and establish boundaries around their field in order to maintain
the viability of the field. Owen and Dovey argue that “sustainability is not a field
with institutional boundaries like architecture; rather it is a field of discourse and
practice that straddles multiple professions and disciplines” and that “the absence
of institutional boundaries intensifies the contests to determine legitimacy and
symbolic capital within the field.”130

Unlike preservation, which is far more

established and has set steps to achieving both legitimacy and accruing symbolic

129 Holleran 1998, 84.
130 Ceridwen Owen and Kim Dovey. “Fields of Sustainable Architecture,” The Journal of
Architecture 13, no. 1 (2008): 12.
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capital, sustainable architecture (as a newer subculture) has less clear boundaries
and more uncertain forms of capital, which makes it less defined as a field.
At the same time that each field must maintain a unique cultural identity,
they must also function both within the larger building culture, and within
contemporary culture as a whole. According to Davis, even though assuming a
cultural identity of its own is crucial in order for the culture to achieve its common
goals, the “the interdependence of the building culture with the larger culture, its
anchoring in common modes of thought and practice” is just as essential.”131
Davis writes, “people in the building culture… have two kinds of knowledge. One
kind of knowledge is exclusive to the building culture itself and to the specialists
who work within it... The second kind of knowledge comes about because the
building culture is located within a larger culture.”132 Each building subculture
must have both unique knowledge and a unique sub-cultural identity to give it
cohesion, while at the same time, sharing values and knowledge with the larger
cultures.
Remaining “anchored” in the larger culture is essential for the health of a
building culture and subcultures.

Davis warns that “a building culture that

attempts to exist only by its own rules, paying no attention to the culture around it,

131 Davis 1999, 106.
132 Davis 1999, 89.
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will become irrelevant.”133 There must be common knowledge and shared values
between the subculture and the larger culture. The most powerful fields have been
successful in what Ventre calls “collectivizing professional values.”134 These fields
are able to take the “latent, unexpressed, perhaps even unconscious tendencies or
longings” of the public and give them “form, reinforcement, and articulation.”135
Ventre writes that it is this process that gives a particular discipline dominance over
a particular domain of ideas, and that “rendering this service to society helps to
reinforce the profession’s status by evoking a social warrant for its existence on
terms highly favorable to the profession.”136

In order to be successful, each

subculture must present an articulation of public desires, and present itself as the
means to achieve collective aspirations. In this way, a field is able to transform
“the entire society… [into] a collective client for the services of the collective
profession”137 and assert their relevance to the culture as a whole.
The building culture (and its subcultures) are like nesting dolls that fit within
a larger culture, as shown in Illustration 3.

133 Davis 1999, 89.
134 Frances T. Ventre. "Regulation, a Realization of Social Ethics," VIA no. 10 (1990), 57.
135 Ventre 1990, 57.
136 Ventre 1990, 57.
137 Ventre 1990, 57.
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Illustration 3: The general relationship between contemporary culture as a
whole, building culture, and the building subcultures (or fields) of
sustainable design (“SD”) and historic preservation (“HP”).

In order to remain healthy, each subculture must maintain semi-permeable
boundaries that balance the need for cultural identity with the need for relevance
to the larger culture it exists within (see Chapter 3: Cultural Identity).
Owen and Dovey write that “the field of sustainability is… characterized by
a highly permeable boundary. As a relatively new field, the symbolic currency is
less stable.”138 In other words, the boundary around the field of sustainability is
less defined than other, older, and better-established subcultures. It is still working
fervently to establish its unique identity and boundaries as a profession and a
subculture.

Although this permeability is indicative of a weakened cultural

identity, it does allow sustainability to make itself relevant to the larger culture
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because its identity is less established and it can respond to current cultural
concerns and needs.

As such, sustainable design has been successful in

accumulating cultural capital very quickly, quickly enough to be perceived as a
threat by historic preservation. Historic preservation, on the other hand, is well
established as a building culture and has a less permeable boundary. It is secure in
its identity as a subculture, but must work to ensure that its importance and
relevance to the general culture stays strong.
Although it is difficult to measure the value of sustainability and historic
preservation to the general public, it is generally accepted there has been a recent
rapid increase in public awareness and interest in global climate change, energy
efficiency and sustainable design. A search of the New York Times archives
conducted by the author found a remarkable increase in the number of articles that
use of the phrases “green building” and “sustainability” in the paper over the past
ten years. The phrase “historic preservation,” while appearing more frequently
between 1981 and 2008 and generally increasing in use, has not had a dramatic
increase the way that green building and sustainability have in the paper (see Table
1 and Illustration 4, below).139

138 Owen and Dovey 2008, 12-13.
139 Search conducted by the author of The New York Times archives, available online at
www.nytimes.com. Searches for “historic preservation,” “sustainability,” and “green building” last
performed on March 4, 2009.
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Table 1: Number of articles using the phrases “green building,”
“historic preservation,” and “sustainability” in the New York Times,
1981-2008
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Illustration 4: Graph: Number of articles using the phrases "green
building," "historic preservation," and “sustainability” in the New
York Times, 1981-2008

Although this is just one example, it demonstrates the success of the sustainable
design movement in communicating its importance and relevance to the public.
Historic preservation sees increasing public support for sustainable design,
and is anxious to capitalize on that support, and to demonstrate that their field, too,
is meeting some of the same needs that sustainable design does. Preservation
journals are publishing special issues about the ways that preservation is a
sustainable activity, and leadership at the National Trust is working to make its
agenda known to leadership in the sustainable design community.
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Preservation leadership is actively working to engage with sustainable
design leadership at the USGBC in order to take advantage of the increasing public
awareness of sustainability to promote and advance the field of historic
preservation by actively.

In 2006 the National Trust for Historic Preservation

created a “Sustainable Preservation Coalition” to partner with APT, the National
Park Service, General Services Administration, the National Conference of State
Historic Preservation Officers and the American Institute of Architects, in order “to
influence further development of the LEED Building Rating Systems to better
recognize historic and existing buildings.”140 After a 2007 meeting with USGBC
leadership, the Sustainable Preservation Coalition developed a white paper that
identified eight metrics that they felt were missing in the LEED system, and have
been working to revise the sustainable design codes to reflect their critique. The
National Trust is also preparing to open a “Historic Preservation Green Lab” in the
Pacific Northwest that will “partner with selected cities and states to create
innovative sustainable development policy and showcase energy-efficient
rehabilitation projects.”141

140 Barbara Campagna, “How Changes to LEED™ Will Benefit Existing and Historic Buildings,”
American Institute of Architects,
http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups/kc/AIAS076321?dvid=4294965183&recspec=AIAS076321,
(last accessed 10 March 2009).
141 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “Coming Soon: the Green Lab,”
http://www.preservationnation.org/issues/sustainability/green-lab.html (last accessed 8 March 2009).
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A search of literature in Historic Preservation publications reveals an interest
in sustainability and green building within the preservation discourse (see Table 2,
below).
Table 2: Number of articles in popular Historic Preservation
publications using the terms “sustainability” and “green building” 142
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In addition to publishing 40 articles between 1986 and 2007 dealing with
sustainability, and 12 addressing green building, the APT Bulletin produced a
special issue devoted entirely to sustainability issues in January 2005. Efforts to
publish a second sustainability-themed issue are currently underway. Preservation
Magazine, the publication of the National Trust, has had two entirely “green”
issues focused on sustainability – one in January/February 2008 and another in
March/April 2009. In addition, the National Trust has devoted a prominent part of

142 Searches conducted by the author of The National Trust for Historic Preservation website,
available at http://www.preservationnation.org. Search for “sustainability” last performed on March
8, 2009.
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their website to sustainable preservation issues, including a new blog on
sustainable preservation.143
Preservationists are also beginning to use green building as a tool to justify
saving modernist buildings that are unpopular with the general public. Boston City
Hall, a 1969 Brutalist building, it is currently at risk for demolition. Like many
unpopular modern buildings of its era, Boston City Hall “has been called one of the
foremost examples of Modernist architecture—and the ugliest building in the
world.”144 Because preservationists have not had luck gathering support to save
the building on aesthetic grounds (it’s “too ugly”) or grounds of architectural
significance (“who cares if it is important to a small group of people?”), they have
begun to use sustainability as a rationale to argue for saving the building.
A similar scenario has played out in Cleveland, Ohio, where the 1971
Cleveland Ameritrust Tower, designed by Marcel Breuer was slated for demolition
and replacement by the County government. In an article in Metropolis magazine,
Kelli Kavanaugh writes that although “Breuer is hailed as a master” within
architectural circles, “the public has not always had such a warm relationship with
his work” and his “28-story Brutalist skyscraper is not universally admired in

143 Searches conducted by the author of The National Trust for Historic Preservation website,
available at http://www.preservationnation.org. Search for “sustainability” last performed on March
8, 2009.
144 Bruce D. Snider, “At the Center of the Storm: Boston preservationists have lined up to protect
City Hall, but plenty of others loathe the landmark. Could green design save the building that
people love to hate?” Preservation Magazine (March/April 2009),
http://www.preservationnation.org/magazine/2009/march-april/boston-city-hall.html (last accessed
10 March 2009).
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Cleveland—and many of its defenders are ambivalent too.”145 In addition to its
unpopularity, the tower did not meet modern standards, with a cramped layout,
low ceiling heights, terrible insulation, low daylight, and oversized and outdate
mechanical systems.146 Yet, despite all of these reasons to demolish and replace
the Tower, preservationists were able to leverage sustainability concerns to
successfully save the building, which was proposed to be replaced with a LEED
certified building. As a member of the APT Technical Committee on Sustainable
Preservation in October 2008 noted, preservationists need to look at sustainability
in two ways: “how does sustainability impact preservation, but also how do
[preservationists] define that preservation is sustainability?”147
Sustainable design, on the other hand, has not identified historic
preservation as a major issue within its field.

Unlike historic preservation

publications, which are publishing a large number of articles on the subject of
sustainable design, sustainable design publications rarely address historic
preservation (see Table 3).

145Kelli B. Kavanaugh, “Farewell, Marcel: A Brutalist Tower in Cleveland by Marcel Breuer Looks
Destined to be Razed” Metropolis Magazine (March 2007),
http://www.metropolismag.com/story/20070314/farewell-marcel (last accessed 10 March 2009).
146 Christopher Maag, “New Focus on a Forlorn Cleveland Tower” New York Times, June 19,
2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/19/us/19tower.html (last accessed 7 March 2009).
147 Technical Committee on Sustainable Preservation Meeting. (at the Association for Preservation
Technology International 2008 Conference, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 14 October 2008).
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Table 3: Number of articles in Sustainable Design publications using
the term “historic preservation”148
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A search for “historic preservation” in Environmental Building News’
complete archive, dating from its first volume in 1992, yielded just 16 results,149
and the same search yielded only one result in the International Journal of
Sustainability in Higher Education,150 and none in the journal Environment,
Development and Sustainability.151

Unlike the National Trust website, which

prominently features sustainability and sustainable preservation, a search of the

148 Searches conducted by the author. Searches for “historic preservation” last performed 10
March 2009.
149 Search conducted by the author of Environmental Building News archives, available to
subscribers at www.buildinggreen.com. Search for “historic preservation” last performed 10 March
2009.
150 Search conducted by the author of International Journal of Sustainability archives, available to
subscribers at http://www.emeraldinsight.com. Search for “historic preservation” last performed on
12 March 2009.
151 Search conducted by the author of Environment, Development and Sustainability archives,
available to subscribers at http://www.springerlink.com. Search for “historic preservation” last
performed on 12 March 2009.
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USGBC site for “historic preservation” yielded only 9 unique results.152 While
historic preservation is working to make the case for preservation as a sustainable
activity, historic preservation is clearly not perceived as a major or significant
component of sustainability within the field of sustainable design.
CULTURAL CODE TYPOLOGIES:
CERTIFYING THE PRODUCT AND THE PROFESSIONAL

Rob Imrie writes that “it is commonly assumed that building regulation and
control is a technical activity and part of a bureaucratic machine external to the
design process,” but that, in fact, building codes and regulations “are entwined
with, and are constitutive of, architects' practices.”153 Rather than being mere
technical documents, building regulations are very influential in the “content and
conduct of the design process.”154

The same applies to preservation and

sustainable design codes, which define to large extent the “content and conduct” of
the work performed by professionals in each field.

As such, Bourdieu would

categorize regulations as part of what defines the “space of possibles” for actors
within a field,155 and are therefore significant in understanding both the field and
the objects produced by the field.

152 Search conducted by the author of the U.S. Green Building Council website, available at
www.usgbc.org. Search for “historic preservation” last performed on 12 March 2009.
153 Imrie 2007, 1.
154 Imrie 2007, 1.
155 Bourideu 1993, 176
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If, as Imrie asserts, “the rules and regulations that condition the building
process are neither ephemeral nor insignificant,”156 then the examination of those
codes should reveal insight into the culture that produced and uses them. The
codes and standards of both historic preservation and sustainable architecture
influence the built environment but also reflect the interests, priorities, and values
of each subculture. Moore and Wilson write that by “looking at concrete examples
of codes, we bring the [interpretive] frames of code-makers into clearer focus.”157
Codes provide a view into the culture of the code-writers – in this case,
preservationists and sustainable design professionals.

Imrie asserts that when

examining codes and regulations, “the specificity of authorship (i.e. who wrote the
rules), context (i.e. their interpretation and where, and under what conditions, they
are applied), and implementation (i.e. how they are applied) are paramount to an
understanding of the interrelationships between… practices, regulation, and
design.”158

In this section, I will analyze preservation and sustainable design

regulations as they relate to both the built environment (the object produced by the
field) and the professional (the actor within the field), considering questions of
authorship, context and implementation.

156 Imrie 2007, 16.
157 Steven A. Moore and Barbara Brown Wilson. “Contested Construction of Green Building
Codes in North America: the case for the Alley-Flat Initiative,” forthcoming in Urban Studies, 22.
Moore and Wilson write that the concept of interpretive frames is based upon Foucault’s “notion
that meaning is always bound by the frame through which phenomena are viewed,” and that
“frames bind observers, even if temporarily, to provisional meanings which are equally true.”
158 Imrie 2007, 5.
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Jerold Kayden, in “Understanding the Code of Codes” asserts that the term
‘design code’ has multiple meanings, but a general definition of design code is a
“system of rules meant to influence the physical appearance of the built
environment.”159 Furthermore, Kayden writes, codes are not synonymous with
laws, unlike laws, a code can be a non-legal system. I use the term “building
code” here to mean codes, or non-legal systems, meant to influence any and all
aspects of the built environment, not just its appearance or aesthetic.

I have

chosen to analyze LEED and the Secretary of the Interior Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties as the primary codes of sustainable architecture
and historic preservation, respectively, because they are the systems meant to
regulate the built environment within the scope of each field.

Certifying the Product
The National Register of Historic Places, authorized by the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966 and administered by the U.S. National Park Service,160 is
“the official federal list of districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects
significant in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and

159 Jerold S. Kayden, “Understanding the Code of Codes,” PERSPECTA: The Yale Architectural
Journal, no. 35, Elijah Huge and Stephanie Tuerk, ed. (2004), insert.
160 National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, “National Register of Historic Places
Program: About Us” National Register of Historic Places Official Website,
http://www.nps.gov/nr/about.htm (last accessed 22 February 2009).
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culture.”161

The National Register recognizes historic properties, and offers

owners benefits, including: some protection from negative impacts as a result of
federally funded projects, protection from surface mining permits, qualification for
federal historic preservation grants and eligibility for federal historic preservation
tax credits. Listing on the National Register does not, however, mandate treatment
or restrict private owner property rights. “Owners of private property listed in the
National Register are free to maintain, manage, or dispose of their property as they
choose provided that no Federal monies are involved.”162 Although listing on the
National Register does not carry property restrictions, in order to qualify for the
20% federal preservation tax credits163 owners or developers must, in addition to
having a certified historic structure,164 follow the Secretary of the Interior Standards

161 National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, “National Register of Historic Places
Program: Frequently Asked Questions,” http://www.nps.gov/nr/faq.htm (last accessed 22 February
2009).
162 National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, “National Register of Historic Places
Program: Frequently Asked Questions,” http://www.nps.gov/nr/faq.htm, Accessed 2/22/09.
163 The Historic Preservation Federal Tax Incentives offer a tax credit of either 10% or 20%,
depending on the property. Generally, each dollar of tax credits lowers income tax owed by one
dollar. The 20% rehabilitation tax credit offers a tax credits equal to the amount of 20% of the cost
of a certified rehabilitation of a certified historic structure. The 10% rehabilitation tax credit offers a
credit equal to 10% of the amount spent to rehabilitate a non-historic building built before 1936.
National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, “Historic Preservation Tax Incentives,”
http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/tax/brochure1.htm#intro (last accessed 20 February 2009).
164 A “certified historic structure, ” defined by the Secretary of the Interior for Historic Tax Credit
Purposes, is “a building that is listed individually in the National Register of Historic Places or a
building that is located in a registered historic district and certified by the National Park Service as
contributing to the historic significance of that district. The "structure" must be a building-not a
bridge, ship, railroad car, or dam.” National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, “Historic
Preservation Tax Incentives,” http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/tax/brochure1.htm#intro (last
accessed 20 February 2009).

62

for Rehabilitation – the most commonly used of four standards for the Treatment of
Historic Properties administered by the Secretary of the Interior.
The Secretary of the Interior Standards for the Treatment of Historic
Properties establishes a national professional standard and provides advice “on the
preservation and protection of all cultural resources listed-or eligible for listing-in
the National Register of Historic Places.”165 The Secretary of the Interior Standards
for the Treatment of Historic Properties encompass four individual, but interrelated,
sets of standards: preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction.
Application of the Standards is not specific to the building typology or even limited
to buildings. The four Standards can be applied to any National Register historic
resource, including buildings, but also including landscapes, objects, and historic
districts.166
In addition to the Secretary of the Interior Standards for the Treatment of
Historic Properties are the Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring and
Reconstructing Historic Buildings, first developed in 1977. Unlike the Standards,
which can be applied to any resource type, and are formally codified, the
Guidelines are specific to buildings, and are meant only for guidance.167

165 Kay D. Weeks and H. Ward Jandl, “The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment
of Historic Properties: A Philosophical and Ethical Framework for Making Treatment Decisions” in
Standards for Preservation and Rehabilitation, ed. Stephen J. Kelley (West Conshohocken, PA:
ASTM, 1996), 7.
166 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
167 U.S. Secretary of the Interior, “Introduction: Using the Standards and Guidelines for a
Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration, or Reconstruction Project,”
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However, the Guidelines do categorize both interior and exterior work treatments
as either consistent or inconsistent with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for
the Treatment of Historic Properties, regardless of building size, type, use or
material.168 The Guidelines are meant to “assist in applying the Standards to all
project work… [and] they are not meant to give case-specific advice or address
exceptions or rare instances.”169
Like preservation, sustainable design has a dominant national code that
influences professional practice. Introduced by the U.S. Green Building Council in
2000, the LEED rating system “is a third-party certification program and the
nationally accepted benchmark for the design, construction and operation of high
performance green buildings.”170

Although LEED was introduced as just one

rating system, it has evolved into eight distinct rating systems: LEED for Homes,
Commercial Interiors, Core and Shell, New Construction, Existing Buildings
Operations and Maintenance, Schools, Retail and Healthcare.171 Each building-

http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/standguide/overview/using_standguide.htm (last accessed 23
February 2009).
168 U.S. Secretary of the Interior, “Introduction: Using the Standards and Guidelines for a
Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration, or Reconstruction Project,”
http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/standguide/overview/using_standguide.htm (last accessed 23
February 2009).
169 U.S. Secretary of the Interior, “Introduction: Using the Standards and Guidelines for a
Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration, or Reconstruction Project,”
http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/standguide/overview/using_standguide.htm (last accessed 23
February 2009).
170 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED Rating Systems,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=222 (last accessed 10 March 2009).
171 Despite the fact that LEED has developed into multiple rating systems, preservationists often
critique LEED because it is based on an original system that dealt primarily with new construction.
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based LEED rating system awards points in five categories: sustainable site
development, energy efficiency, water efficiency, materials selection and indoor
environmental quality, with “bonus” points awarded in an innovation category.172
LEED for Homes includes points for “awareness and education” of the homeowner,
tenant and/or building manager.173

The pilot rating system for LEED for

Neighborhood Development awards points in the categories of “smart location and
linkage,” “neighborhood pattern and design,” and “green construction and
technology.”174 LEED has also attained status as a “de facto green building code…
adopted by numerous states and municipalities as a requirement for public
buildings” despite the assertion by USGBC officials that “LEED is a rating system
and was never intended to be used as a building code.”175
The LEED suite of rating systems offers green building rating systems specific
to unique building and use typologies.

Unlike the Secretary of the Interior

Standards, in which each Standard represents a different value system or approach
Powter and Ross write that LEED “measures environmental performance determined by set criteria
and compare them to set standards. The criteria are finite, and the standards are written for new
buildings.” Andrew Powter and Susan Ross, “Integrating Environmental and Cultural Sustainability
for Heritage Properties,” APT Bulletin Vol. 36, No. 4 (January 2005), 7.
172 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED Rating Systems,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=222 (last accessed 21 February 2009).
173 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED for Homes Simplified Project Checklist,”
http://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=3658 (last accessed 21 February 2009).
174 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED for Neighborhood Development Pilot Draft Project
Checklist,” http://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=4109 (last accessed 21 February
2009).
175 Nadav Malin and Tristan Roberts, “Climate Change Dominates Greenbuild Conference
Agenda,” Environmental Building News 15, no. 12 (December 1, 2006)
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to preservation, each LEED rating system has the same core value system and the
same approach to sustainable design and construction. Although they’ve been
adapted to fit a particular type of project, the core values (and even some of the
criteria) still remain the same in the LEED rating systems. Under LEED 2009 (set to
launch in early 2009 as part of LEED version 3), the differences between different
project types will be reduced even further, through what USGBC calls “credit
alignment and harmonization.”176

Credit alignment and harmonization will

“consolidate, align and update all existing LEED Rating Systems to their ‘most
effective common denominator.’” 177
Under the philosophy of the LEED rating systems, LEED itself is the only
approach to create a green building, and no other alternative is given, considered
or accepted. As a result, since the philosophy IS the rating system, there is little
encouragement (with the exception of the innovation and design credits) for project
teams to look beyond the rating system. Although the USGBC does offer LEED
certification at different levels: certified, silver, gold and platinum, I would argue
that although platinum is indeed held as the ideal, achieving platinum simply is a
matter of scoring more points in the same rating system. There are no specific
points that must be achieved in order to get a platinum certification, no points that
http://www.buildinggreen.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/auth/article.cfm/2006/12/5/Climate-ChangeDominates-Greenbuild-Conference-Agenda/ (last accessed 12 March 2009).
176 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED 2009: Frequently Asked Questions,”
https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=5177 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
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uniformly set all platinum buildings apart from other LEED-certified buildings.
Although achieving as many points as possible is held as the ideal, there is no
preference in which of the rating systems the platinum rating should be achieved.
Both the Standards and LEED assume that there are trade-offs or competing
forces at play on a given project, and they try to assist project teams in balancing
those competing forces. The Standards for Rehabilitation see utility and historic
character as the primary conflict facing project teams; LEED sees economics,
environment, and human health as competing forces in any project. The primary
difference between the two codes is in the way that they allocate responsibility for
weighing competing forces – LEED allocates this responsibility to the USGBC
during the creation of the rating system, making it an a priori code, while the
Secretary of the Interior Standards allocate the responsibility to the project team
and state preservation officer, making it an a posteriori code based on situated,
specific design and experience.
Instead of being specific to a building or project type, each Standard
represents a distinct approach to the treatment of historic properties. Preservation
“places a high premium on the retention of all historic fabric through conservation,
maintenance, repair, and limited, in-kind replacement.”178

Rehabilitation

“acknowledges the need to alter or add to a historic property to meet continuing or

177 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED 2009: Frequently Asked Questions,”
https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=5177. (last accessed 12 March 2009).
178 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
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changing uses while retaining the property’s historic character.”179 Restoration
depicts and interprets a “property at a particular period of time in its history… and
Reconstruction recreates vanished or non-surviving portions of a property.”180 The
Standards, and the approaches they represent, form a hierarchy of the amount of
historic fabric preserved, and a corresponding hierarchy of the preference of the
Secretary of the Interior to each approach.

Weeks and Jandl write that “the

Standards are organized in a hierarchical framework according to their relationship
to the retention of historic materials.”181 The more authentic material retained, the
better: preservation is better than rehabilitation, rehabilitation is better than
restoration, and restoration is better than reconstruction.
With the Secretary of the Interior Standards, the user makes the ultimate
decision about tradeoffs between historic character and utility, based on the each
project. Preservation, which retains all of the historic material, is the preferred
approach to historic properties.

The current dominant philosophy of historic

preservation places greatest value on original and historic material, so it makes
sense that Preservation is the ideal approach recommended by the Secretary of the
Interior. However, in many instances, in order to make a building or property
usable (and thus worth the investment to save it), it is necessary to make some
modifications to the building. There is a pull between the ideal of Preservation and
179 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
180 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
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the need for Utility, and as a result, the majority of projects end up using the
Secretary of the Interior Standards for Rehabilitation, which preserve important
historic fabric, but also allow for adaptation in order to make a space usable.
In the LEED rating system, there is a clear reliance on the Brundtland
Commissions’ Our Common Future as a model for defining sustainability as a
balance of the competing forces of health and equity, profitability and
environmental benefits. Eijadi et al. write that the LEED rating system represents
“an abstraction of three performance values; Environmental Benefit; Healthy Places
(Buildings) and Profitability.”182 Although each LEED rating system as a whole
might represent an “attempt to balance environmental responsibility, profitability
and healthy places,”183 most points within the rating system skew towards one of
the three competing forces. It is only when taken as a whole that the rating system
can help a project achieve a certain level of sustainability. Individual points are
likely to contribute to only one particular component of a sustainable building, in
one of the three competing categories.
In LEED, the tradeoffs are all an integrated part of the rating system – the
user does not weigh environmental impact, just the points.

During the

development of LEED, tradeoffs were weighed by the USGBC, and strategies were
181 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
182 David Eijadi, Prausad Vaidya, James Reinertsen and Satish Kumar. “Introducing comparative
analysis to the LEED system: A case for rational and regional application” (paper presented at the
American Council of Energy Efficient Economy (ACEEE) Summer Study on Energy Efficiency in
Buildings, Pacific Grove, CA, August 19 - 23, 2002).
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assigned a point value. This point value is constant, no matter the unique needs,
budget, building type, or climate of a project. In addition, the way that the rating
system is set up discourages project teams to consider the real implications of one
point/strategy versus another. Eijadi et al. write that “the abstraction of a mitigated
environmental impact by a strategy into a point is a loss of information through
rationalization.”184 The authors argue that “in effect, the third party certification
offered by the USGBC absolves the users of any ‘need to know’ regarding
environmental benefits and this certification translates into environmental success
for those who achieve a rating.”185 As a result, a project team trying to design a
green building is likely to consider all points of equal environmental benefit, and
will incorporate the lowest cost strategies first, regardless of their real impact.186
Under LEED, users weigh points, not tradeoffs between environment, profits and
equity. Thus, LEED reflects what Davis characterizes as the preference for modern
building codes “that can be uniformly administered, and that reduce the
responsibility a user… needs to assume.”187
The difference in the placement of responsibility is reflected in the
evaluation and certification process as well. Both systems require a third-party
certification (apart from the owner and design team), and strenuous documentation
183 Eijadi et al. 2002, 3.
184 Eijadi et al. 2002, 7.
185 Eijadi et al. 2002, 2.
186 Eijadi et al. 2002, 7.
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of the process. Preservation requires more documentation of the decision making
process

and

the

rationale

behind

decisions,

while

LEED

certification

documentation focuses on easily quantifiable characteristics of the building itself,
proving that it meets the qualifications required for specific points under the rating
system.
LEED projects are evaluated after work has been done and documentation is
available to verify that credits have been achieved.188 The project team submits
documentation for each credit, which is reviewed by USGBC and each credit is
either earned, denied, or sent back to the project team to clarify. Once the project
team has responded to any “clarify” credits, they resubmit to USGBC, who makes a
determination of all credits. The project team then has 25 days to either accept the
review, or appeal the results. If the team appeals the decision, they resubmit the
credits in question for appeal, which are reviewed and then either approved or
denied.189 The reviewers are anonymous contractors for the USGBC, and there is
no contact between the project team (or person submitting the application) and the
reviewers. Unlike the review of preservation projects, which allows and
encourages ongoing discussion, feedback, and social learning through interactions
with a local preservation officer, LEED, in an effort to remain “unbiased” and
187 Davis 1999, 216.
188 Although there is a “split” design and construction review that allows the design team to submit
their credits before substantial completion (with the remaining construction credits reviewed after
project completion), the certification process is essentially the same, just split into two phases.
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“scientific” does not allow interaction between applicants and reviewers. While
preservation projects are evaluated against a posteriori standards that rely on
contextual judgment, the LEED certification process provides no dialogue about
project specifics, and no opportunity for alternative compliance based on the
particulars of a project.
The USGBC announced in 2008 that it would no longer handle the LEED
certification process itself.

Instead, the Green Building Certification Institute

(GBCI), already in charge of the LEED Professional Accreditation program (see:
“Certifying the Professional”) will begin accrediting certification bodies and
assessors who will in turn certify buildings. USGBC made the decision to separate
the standard-setting organization (itself) from the certification organization in order
to meet requirements by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO)
for certification programs,190 and because of the overwhelming number of
applications, resulting in long delays in project review. LEED applications will be
submitted by applicants through online software for review by certification bodies
and assessors. With the new system, LEED removes the reviewer even further from
the project team in an effort to meet international standards that require “unbiased”

189 U.S. Green Building Council, “USGBC: Certification,”
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1497#process (last accessed 11 March 2009).
190 Nadav Malin, “USGBC to Outsource LEED Certification,” Environmental Building News 17, no.
6 (June 1, 2008)
http://www.buildinggreen.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/auth/article.cfm/2008/5/29/USGBC-toOutsource-LEED-Certification/ (last accessed 10 March 2009).
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and “third-party” review, demonstrating a preference for scientific approaches to
certification.
While LEED projects are evaluated based on documentation that shows the
criteria of certain points were met, the Secretary of the Interior evaluation process is
much more specific to the project. A project team determines a course of action
based on the building and the Standard that they are applying to the property. This
course of action is documented and submitted to a state historic preservation
officer, who offers suggestions and preliminary approval. After work is complete,
the project is evaluated based on how well it achieved its pre-approved initial goals
and plans. Although the Secretary of the Interior Standards provide a guide for
decision-making, the project team makes the choices, and the evaluation process
relies largely on the interpretation and judgment of a local preservation officer at
the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO),191 unlike LEED, which requires
review by an unbiased third party and leaves no room for interpretation of whether
a project has achieved credits. In the absence of a checklist, there can be a deeper
and richer discussion of the project as it relates to the intent of the Secretary of the
Interior standards, and in fact there must be, in order to determine whether a
project meets them.
Although the Standards for Rehabilitation provide guidelines for projects,
Weeks and Jandl write,
191 Pronounced “shippo” by preservationists.
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the treatment Standards are neither technical nor prescriptive. For
example, they cannot be used, in and of themselves, to make
essential decisions about which aspects of the past should be saved
and which can be changed.192
The Standards don’t specify a course of action in and of themselves. The burden is
on the project team, and the state preservation office to interpret the Standards, and
to plot a course of action based on their specific property. However, despite not
providing specific requirements, Weeks and Jandl note that “once a treatment is
selected, the Standards can provide philosophical consistency to the work.”193 In
essence, the Standards act as more of a code intent rather than a specific, formulaic
code. “The broad guidelines of the Interior’s Standards can be subject to differing
interpretations, often resulting in extensive discussion between the design team and
review agencies.”194 Although many practitioners find this discourse cumbersome,
it also allows for more flexibility in projects, and far more flexibility than is offered
under the LEED rating system. In contrast to LEED, which impedes social learning,
the Standards enforce a discursive process which leads to social learning between
both the project team and the preservation officer.

192 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
193 Weeks and Jandl 1996, 8.
194 Stephen Farneth, “Guidelines For Historic Preservation Shouldn’t Have To Clash With LEED
Requirements, Since Preservation And Sustainability Share Many Similar Goals” GreenSource
(October 2007) http://greensource.construction.com/features/0710mag_current.asp (last accessed
14 April 2009).
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There is also a difference in temporality between LEED and the Secretary of
the Interior Standards. As it currently operates, the LEED rating system, with the
exception LEED for Existing Buildings (perhaps more accurately described by its
subtitle, “Operations and Maintenance”), provides a snapshot of a building at one
point in time – the present.

Table 4: Code typology: Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design (LEED) Green Building Rating System vs. the Secretary of the
Interior Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties
Sustainable Design:
Leadership in Energy and
Design (LEED) Rating System

Environmental

Historic Preservation:
Secretary of the Interior Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties

Specific to use type and building typology

Can be applied to any historic resource

All rating systems have the same core value
system and same approach to sustainable
design and construction

Each standard represents a different approach:
preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and
reconstruction

Responsibility for weighing competing forces
placed on USGBC during rating system
development; universal

Responsibility for weighing competing forces
with project team; specific to project

Evaluation is third-party and “unbiased” –
project team and reviewers do not interact.
Either a project meets set criteria or it does not.

Evaluation is more project-specific, relies on
ongoing interpretation, dialogue between
project team and State Preservation Office

Scientific, “unbiased,” a priori model

Situated a posteriori model

Towards a Code of Sustainable Preservation. Steven A. Moore writes that
codes are socially constructed – that the development of codes is “never simply a
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matter of economics, science, or ethics. Rather their formulation is a highly social
and contentious process through which some interests are suppressed and others
reinforced.”195 Moore writes that “In general one can say that building codes both
reflect and enforce social values. They are, then, an… index of how social values
regarding the safety, health, and welfare of individuals are materialized as the built
world.”196 So it follows that to change a building subculture’s code would require
a change or transformation in the culture and social values of that social group.
LEED anticipates an ongoing re-writing of the code, which allows for the
integration of new technologies but also new social values into new versions of the
rating system.

A set schedule for ongoing development and refinement of the

rating system will be a part of LEED v3.

According to the USGBC, the more

“predictable” development cycle mandated under LEED v.3 will “help drive
continuous improvements in LEED and allow the market to participate more fully in
LEED’s growth and development.”197
Although USGBC may be interested in the ongoing revision of LEED for
entirely different reasons, it does give the rating system the capability to respond
fairly quickly to the concerns and values of the larger culture and of other building
subcultures, including historic preservation. The process of socially constructing

195 Steven A. Moore, “Building Codes” in the Encyclopedia of Science, Technology and Ethics, ed.
Carl Mitcham (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005), 265.
196 Moore 2005, 263.
197 U.S. Green Building Council, “LEED 2009: Frequently Asked Questions,”
https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=5177 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
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LEED includes public comment periods that allow for the input of other fields
interested in the future of the built environment, including preservationists.
Barbara Campagna, Graham Gund Architect of the National Trust, writes that as a
result of the comment process provided by the USGBC for its LEED for
Neighborhood Development rating system, “some of the biggest changes to the
pilot version of LEED ND involve historic preservation and existing buildings.
USGBC speakers acknowledged this fact during their Specialty Update on
Wednesday, November 19, 2008 at Greenbuild, and thanked the National Trust for
its assistance.”198
In addition, the National Trust’s Sustainable Preservation Coalition is
working to get more social and cultural metrics added to LEED – “the
unquantifiable aspects of buildings. They include social sustainability (recognizing
sites of architectural, cultural, and/or social significance); health and comfort
(which includes rewarding buildings that enable occupants to, for example, open
windows or otherwise manage and control aspects of their comfort and wellbeing); social capital (recognizing when older buildings contribute to a sense of

198 Barbara Campagna. “How Changes to LEED™ Will Benefit Existing and Historic Buildings,”
American Institute of Architects,
http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups/kc/AIAS076321?dvid=4294965183&recspec=AIAS076321
(last accessed 10 March 2009).
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place within their neighborhoods); and density (optimizing the location of a
building to utilize existing infrastructure)”199
Some preservationists argue that significant historic buildings should
continue to be exempt from sustainable design criteria, including energy codes and
requirements. Mike Jackson, Chief Architect of the Preservation Services Division
of the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency, writes that “another area of needed
discussion between preservationists and green designers is that of energyconservation codes” and warns that because ”historic buildings are currently
exempt from [energy] codes, [it] can give the erroneous appearance that historic
property owners are unconcerned about energy conservation.”200

Although it

seems clear that preservationists must address the energy consumption in historic
buildings, it is unclear to what extent historic properties may be expected to uphold
sustainability codes and regulations.

It seems very unlikely that all historic

buildings will continue to be exempt from energy code requirements, but will some
particularly special or important buildings be exempt?201 Powter and Ross write
that “some jurisdictions have approached the environmental performance of
199Barbara Campagna, “How Changes to LEED™ Will Benefit Existing and Historic Buildings,”
American Institute of Architects,
http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups/kc/AIAS076321?dvid=4294965183&recspec=AIAS076321
(last accessed 10 March 2009).
200 Jackson 2005, 3.
201 Since no tiered certification or categorization system currently exists for historic buildings in the
United States, creating a system where some buildings would be required to meet sustainability
requirements, while others were exempt, might necessitate creating such a hierarchy. If such a
hierarchy were to be created, some questions raised would include: who gets to decide which
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heritage buildings by seeking exemptions, while others have relied on planningapproval processes or the less rigorous application of standards to deal with
intrusive retrofit proposals. Allowing some heritage buildings to fall short of some
standards of performance is perhaps acceptable, but this approach could be risky if
broadly applied.”202 Carl Elefante, Principal at Quinn Evans Architects, agrees,
writing that: “preservationists must accept the need to improve the energy
performance of the building stock” and that “seeking exemption from [energy]
requirements does nothing more than marginalize preservation.”203 Since existing
and historic buildings have significant environmental impact, if the larger building
culture and larger society are placing an increasing emphasis on building
performance, seeking exemptions from those values will only make preservation
seem less relevant to society, and unwilling to tackle current issues.
The Standards, while flexible, are not explicitly designed to adapt
themselves to changing technology and values (like energy efficiency).

While

LEED is meant to evolve over time, the Standards and Guidelines have changed
only twice (in 1983 and 1995) in the thirty years since they were first codified in
1978. (In contrast, LEED-NC, launched in 1998, will be revised for the 4th time in
11 years in 2009.) Therefore, current debate in the field of historic preservation

buildings are more important? What qualifications would be used to evaluate the degree of
significance?
202 Powter and Ross 2005, 8.
203 Carl Elefante, “The Greenest Building Is… One That is Already Built,” Forum Journal vol. 21,
no. 4 (Summer 2007), 35.
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over whether the Secretary of the Interior Guidelines should be altered to allow for
a more explicit inclusion of sustainability204 concerns is indicative of a
transformation of values happening both within the larger culture, and also within
the subculture itself. If building codes “reflect and enforce” social values, then
altering the historic preservation code would require that sustainability has become
a social value adopted by the preservation community, as well as the larger culture.
Adopting sustainability as a subcultural value that informs preservation code
would mean transforming sustainability into what Moore and Wilson would call a
“civil code” within the preservation subculture. Moore and Wilson characterize a
civil code as a code that, because it originated in public talk and resulted in
“civilizational change” and “the adoption of new paradigmatic social values” is
able to transform building habits.205 In other words, a civil code emerges from
public talk and discussion, transforms collective social values, and creates a new
status quo.

Often in this process, something that was evaluated purely on

economic terms previously (Feenberg, 2002, uses the example of child labor) gets
re-framed, and removed from the economic framework, becoming something that a
society decides that they, as civilized people, must do, regardless of the cost (in
Feenberg’s example, child labor, despite being inexpensive, is no longer an
204 For more information on this debate, see “Green Building Practices and the Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for Historic Preservation: A White Paper prepared in advance of the 2008
Pocantico Symposium,” available online at
www.preservationnation.org/issues/sustainability/additional-resources/pocanticowhitepaper.pdf.
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“acceptable” option in United States society). Moore and Wilson categorize the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) as a civil building code in the United States
– a useful comparison, as I believe that the application of accessibility guidelines as
a result of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to historic properties provides
a possible model of how to integrate sustainability concerns into existing
preservation codes.
The National Park Service Preservation Brief 32, Making Historic Properties
Accessible, offers guidance to preservationists on “the complex issue of providing
accessibility at historic properties, and underscores the need to balance
accessibility and historic preservation.”206 In the Preservation Brief, there is a clear
sense of the balance that preservationists must achieve between meeting
accessibility goals and preserving historic character, and just as both goals are
achieved through “careful planning, consultation, and sensitive design”207 – so too
could sustainability goals be achieved through smart and integrated design
strategies.
Congress has established an “alternative compliance path” of special
accessibility provisions for historic buildings that “cannot be made accessible

205 Moore and Wilson, “Contested Construction of Green Building Codes,” 22.
206 Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA, “Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties
Accessible,” Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, US Department of the Interior,
http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief32.htm (last accessed 11 March 2009).
207 Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA, “Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties
Accessible,” Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, US Department of the Interior,
http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief32.htm (last accessed 11 March 2009).

81

without ‘threatening or destroying’ their significance.”208 The provision allows for
alternative compliance methods that can be implemented at a historic site. And, in
the rare case that it is determined by the SHPO that meeting the minimum ADA
requirements (or alternative equivalents) would 'threaten or destroy" the
significance of the property, then “alternative methods of access, such as home
delivery and audio-visual programs, may be used.”209

Alternative compliance

methods give designers flexibility to meet both preservation and accessibility
requirements, but in the case that both cannot be met, even through alternative
compliance, precedence is given to preservation concerns.
Although the application of ADA guidelines to historic properties serves as a
possible model for the successful integration of sustainability regulations into
preservation practice, it is worth noting that ADA requirements sometimes have the
unintended effect of causing deferred maintenance on historic properties. Moore
and Wilson argue that ADA, as a civil code, has redefined the building as a
technical artifact and altered “the calculation of economic value” so that
accessibility measures are “an extra-economic choice that is no longer understood

208 Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA, “Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties
Accessible,” Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, US Department of the Interior,
http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief32.htm (last accessed 11 March 2009).
209 Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA, “Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties
Accessible,” Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, US Department of the Interior,
http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief32.htm (last accessed March 11, 2009).
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as [an economic] ‘trade-off’ by society.”210 However, just because something is an
extra-economic choice does not mean that there are no economic costs associated
with it.

In the case of ADA, when alterations are made to a property (including

restoration and rehabilitation work), the accessibility requirements are triggered.211
If a property owner is unable to pay for ADA required changes in addition to
needed renovation work, they might end up delaying or forgoing needed
rehabilitation work. This is not to say that the ADA requirements are not important
– as a civil right, they are of the utmost importance – but the neglect of certain
buildings because of the ADA requirements is an unfortunate side effect. There is a
danger that mandating sustainability standards for historic buildings may result in a
similar financial burden on owners, and could lead to deferred maintenance. In
order to ensure that this does not happen, it would be beneficial to focus
sustainability requirements on low- or no-cost strategies, alternative compliance
paths, and perhaps consider additional funding opportunities to help owners pay
for the cost of designing and building to meet both sustainability and preservation
guidelines.
Like accessibility standards, sustainability is increasingly seen as a new
paradigmatic social value that must be addressed in preservation codes, either
explicitly or by keeping the code flexible enough to allow designers to integrate
210 Moore and Wilson, “Contested Construction of Green Building Codes,” 22.
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sustainability concerns into a project while still meeting preservation criteria.
However, according to several authors, including Valhouli, professionals working
on sustainable preservation projects
are finding that complying with both LEED and the historic tax credit
requirements can mean navigating two different – and sometimes
contradictory – systems that have not yet been fully integrated.212
Additionally, there is a common perception in preservation circles that although
LEED is useful for looking at new construction, it is “more dangerous” when
applied to historic preservation, and often results in the loss of historic fabric.213 A
panelist at the 2008 APT International Conference seemed to articulate a concern
of many in the crowd when he said: “If you’re trying to make a decision whether to
tear down and build new or preserve, and you use LEED to make that choice, it is
dangerous.”214 Preservationists feel that the LEED rating system in its current form
does not “adequately recognize the inherently green nature of restoration and
preservation.”215

211 Thomas C. Jester and Sharon C. Park, AIA, “Preservation Brief 32: Making Historic Properties
Accessible,” Technical Preservation Services, National Park Service, US Department of the Interior,
http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief32.htm (last accessed March 11, 2009).
212 Constantine A. Valhouli, “Natural Allies: Preservation and Sustainable Development?” Urban
Land (June 2008), 144.
213 “LEED and Historic Preservation: a Match Made in H…?” (panel discussion at the Association
for Preservation Technology International 2008 Conference, Montreal, Quebec Canada, 15 October
2008).
214 “LEED and Historic Preservation: a Match Made in H…?” (panel discussion at the Association
for Preservation Technology International 2008 Conference, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, 15
October 2008).
215 Jennifer Farwell, “The Latest on LEED” Preservation Magazine (March/April 2009)
http://www.preservationnation.org/magazine/2009/march-april/latest-on-leed.html (last accessed 7
March 2009).
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Despite the progress that organizations like the National Trust have had in
working to get preservation metrics integrated into the LEED rating system, I believe
that the Secretary of the Interior Standards for Rehabilitation allow a project team
much more flexibility in accommodating sustainability as a core principle of a
project.

A project team could articulate sustainability as part of their “use”

argument, and weigh sustainability as another component of utility.

Although

“achieving increased energy and efficiency and other green practices often comes
only after a great deal of negotiating that can result in lengthy delays in the
development process,”216 the fact that a negotiation process is even part of the
Standards gives it an advantage. The strict point system of LEED will make it more
onerous to use on a sustainable preservation project.
In addition, the lack of alternative compliance paths within LEED can
sometimes present a challenge to project teams working to apply LEED to a
preservation project. Although many of the LEED credits are performance-based,
those that are not performance-based, and do not allow for alternative compliance,
are often difficult for preservation projects to achieve. In order to make LEED
friendlier to preservation projects, I believe it would be necessary to convert most,
if not all, credits to performance-based criteria. Davis suggests that the “healthiest”

216 National Trust for Historic Preservation and the Friends of the National Center for Preservation
Training and Technology, “Green Building Practices and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for
Historic Preservation: A White Paper prepared in advance of the 2008 Pocantico Symposium,”
www.preservationnation.org/issues/sustainability/additional-resources/pocanticowhitepaper.pdf (last
accessed 8 March 2009).
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building regulatory systems are performance-based, “in which the intention is
clearly stated and is guided by common sense rather than fear of litigation.”217
Ben-Joseph agrees indirectly, writing that “performance-based rules… allow for
freedom with respect to actions and solutions within a framework of established
norms. Prescriptive rules were often designed by a central entity in a top-down
fashion in a manner that often had little grounding in the essence of place.”218
Although it makes sense that LEED relies on prescriptive and easy-to-verify
credits because of the structure of the organization that created it, and the
certification process, in order to allow for creative sustainable preservation
solutions, it would be necessary to convert credits to performance metrics that are
based on a clear statement of intent. Changing to a more performance-based code
system would not just benefit preservationists – recent efforts to make LEED more
sensitive to regional issues would also very likely benefit from the move. BenJoseph writes that “due to their flexible nature, performance-based codes tended to
evolve over long periods of time and were often associated with customary law and
the ethical systems and values of a community.”219 By allowing for alternative
compliance

paths

through

performance

requirements,

LEED

would

give

professionals the opportunity to create innovative solutions specific to a particular
structure and region.
217 Davis 1999, 217.
218 Eran Ben-Joseph, The Code of the City: Standards and the Hidden Language of Place Making
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 15.
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Although it offers a much clearer “how-to,” the current form of the LEED rating
system takes many choices regarding tradeoffs away from the project team. It
would be difficult for a project team to give preservation the same emphasis as
social, economic or environmental benefits working within the LEED rating system,
because the tradeoffs have already been pre-determined by the rating system. In
the end, I believe that in order to incorporate preservation into LEED, it will be
necessary to re-invent LEED so that project teams are given more responsibility in
weighing competing factors and are free to pursue alternative compliance paths, or
to create, as many preservationists have suggested, a LEED system specifically for
historic preservation projects that allows for a more project-specific approach.

Certifying the Professional
Ben-Joseph argues that “for an occupation providing services rather than the
producing or selling of goods, asserting professionalism [is] of vital importance.”220
The “product” of historic preservation and sustainable design (like many building
subcultures) are the services provided by practitioners positioned within the field,
and consequently each subculture works to ensure the professionalism and quality
of work of its practitioners. The process of educating and certifying professionals
inculcates potential members with the knowledge and values of the subculture or
field. Professional certification allows for control over “the condition of access to
219 Ben-Joseph 2005, 16.
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the right to declare oneself a member of the group.”221 Sismondo writes that “for a
group of people to have its own tradition of knowledge suggests that that
knowledge

will

be

tied

to

the

group’s

social

networks

and

material

circumstances… in addition, some knowledge within a tradition is tacit, not fully
formalizable, and requires socialization for it to be passed from person to
person”222
What defines a participant in a field? According to Bourdieu, participants in
a field are “all interrelated as a function of the same system of intellectual
coordinates and points of reference.”223 Sociologist Sarah Thornton agrees, writing
that: “the distinction between subcultural insider and non-subcultural outsider is
often a matter of collective perception rather than any legal, physical or
geographical divide.”224

If there is not always a clear distinction between

subcultural insiders and outsiders, how do professionals in a field know which is
which? How do participants gain these “intellectual coordinates and points of
reference”? And how do participants communicate that they have received and
accepted the ideology and values of the field to other actors in the field?
According to Bourdieu, the answers can be found in the concept of
embodied and objectified cultural capital. Although new professionals in either the
220 Ben-Joseph 2005, 28.
221 Bourdieu, 1986, 53.
222 Sismondo 2004, 76-77.
223 Bourdieu 1993, 176-7.
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field of historic preservation or sustainable design must acquire technical skills,
they must also acquire both embodied capital and the ideology of the field they are
entering. Bourdieu writes that cultural capital “in its fundamental state… is linked
to the body and presupposes embodiment,” and that “the accumulation of cultural
capital in the embodied state… presupposes a process of embodiment,
incorporation, which, insofar as it implies … inculcation and assimilation, costs
time.”225 Embodied capital is literally capital that is transferred to, and embodied
in, an individual who absorbed it over time. Because of this, embodied cultural
capital cannot be transferred – it is in this way, Bourdieu writes, “like the
acquisition of a muscular physique or a suntan.”226 For example, one form of
embodied capital in the field of sustainable design is knowing how to operate
energy modeling software like eQuest, while one form of embodied capital in
historic preservation is knowing the correct way to measure, draw, and document a
building for HABS. In order to accrue embodied cultural capital in a specific field,
an individual must commit time and energy to building capital within the field,
according to the rules of the field.
Once embodied capital has been transferred to an individual it is usually
transformed into institutionalized cultural capital which, whether in the form of
academic qualifications or some other qualifications particular to the field, acts as
224 Thortnon 1997, “General Introduction,” 3.
225 Bourdieu 1986, 48.
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“a certificate of cultural competence which confers on its holder a conventional,
constant, legally guaranteed value with respect to culture.”227
How is embodied capital transferred? Bourdieu calls the process of training
a new member of a field a type of “social alchemy” that “institutes cultural capital
by collective magic.”228 He writes that the process of indoctrination is “done
through the alchemy of consecration, the symbolic constitution produced by social
institution… and endlessly reproduced in and through the exchange… which it
encourages and which presupposes and produces mutual knowledge and
recognition.”229

As part of the process of becoming a member of the field,

professionals take on responsibility to work to re-create the existing system. In
order to be accepted by the group, you must buy into, and agree to perpetuate, the
group itself. According to Bourdieu, “each member of the group is thus instituted
as a custodian of the limits of the group.” 230 For instance, once an individual has
earned a masters degree in historic preservation, they have an investment in the
field of historic preservation, and motivation to work to maintain the field, so that
their degree retains worth. A LEED accredited professional is motivated to promote
the LEED rating system, because if the rating system loses popularity, their
accreditation is no longer valuable.
226 Bourdieu 1986, 48.
227 Bourdieu 1986, 50.
228 Bourdieu 1986, 51.
229 Bourdieu 1986, 52.
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The certification of new members is important to the field not just in
ensuring the quality of the product (in this case, professionalism) but also in reaffirming and reproducing the field itself. Since the subculture does not have an
inherent structure, it is dependent on its members to recreate the subculture. As
previously mentioned, Bourdieu writes that the “existence of a network of
connections is not a natural given, or even a social given, constituted once and for
all by an initial act of institution… It is the product of an endless effort at
institution.”231 Therefore, “through the mutual recognition and the recognition of
group membership which it implies, [it] reproduces the group… [and] reaffirms the
limits of the group, i.e., the limits beyond which the constitutive exchange trade…
cannot take place.”232 So the process of certifying new professionals in the field is
a way to pass down the values and ideology of the field, and to ensure that the field
is itself perpetuated. Design competitions, and competitions in which students vie
for scholarships to attend and present at conferences in their field work in this way.
In addition, certifying new professionals produces and reproduces useful
social relationships that are valuable in securing capital for the field and members
of the field (both cultural and economic).233 According to Bourdieu,
by conferring institutional recognition on the cultural capital
possessed by any given agent, the academic qualification also makes
230 Bourdieu 1986, 52.
231 Bourdieu 1986, 52
232 Bourdieu 1986, 52.
233 Bourdieu 1986, 52.
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it possible to compare qualification holders and even to exchange
them (by substituting one for another in succession). Furthermore, it
makes it possible to establish conversion rates between cultural
capital and economic capital by guaranteeing the monetary value of
a given academic capital234
In both sustainable design and historic preservation, like most other fields,
academic degrees and qualifications are not created equal. A degree from a “top”
school imbues the holder with a larger amount of institutionalized capital – a
degree from Harvard carries more cultural capital than one from a local community
college. Thus, each field (or subculture) is in fact, in the words of Bourdieu, the
“aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition--or in other words, to membership in a group –
which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectivity-owned
capital, a 'credential' which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the
word.” 235
Once a professional inside a field, individuals do have some limited
opportunity to change the definition and boundaries of the group. Since it is up to
individuals to constantly reproduce the social form of the field, it is also possible to
modify the re-making and alter or transform the field itself. Bourdieu writes that
each professional “can modify the group by modifying the limits of legitimate

234 Bourdieu 1986, 51.
235 Bourdieu 1986, 51.

92

exchange”236 but at the same time, that individual is also bound up in the culture.
For instance, younger professors may work to alter the curriculum in an existing
sustainable design or historic preservation program, but it is unlikely they would
advocate eliminating the program altogether. As professionals, they may seek to
change the field, but, due to their training, will still be bound to the field itself.
Davis writes that the “actions of members of a building culture are guided
by a relatively small number of rule systems and habits of belief and behavior” and
that the actions of members ”define the culture itself.”237

These rule systems

(including ideology, language, and “intellectual coordinates and points of
reference”) are transferred to new members of the subculture as embodied cultural
capital, and are formalized into institutionalized cultural capital when a member
certified by the field.

Although there are benefits to the individual, certifying

professionals in the fields of sustainable design and historic preservation is largely
to the benefit of the subculture itself, as it ensures the reproduction of the field, and
its ability to shape the built environment.
Murtagh writes that “opportunities for academic training in preservation
are… relatively recent,” starting with the Seminar for Historical Administrators, a
summer training program sponsored by the National Trust and Colonial
Williamsburg first offered in 1959.238 Murtagh writes that even into the 1960s
236 Bourdieu 1986, 52.
237 Davis 1999, 5.
238 Murtagh 2006, xix.
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volunteers outnumbered paid professionals in preservation work.239

Columbia

University (New York) launched its preservation program in 1973, the first in the
country.

Today, over 55 academic institutions offer programs in historic

preservation with the National Council for Preservation Education (NCPE),
established in 1980, setting the curriculum and degree standards for preservation
programs.240
Looking back over the evolution of historic preservation as a field, Ned
Kaufman writes, “it is good that preservation is buttressed by laws and procedures
and implemented by well-trained professionals.”241 However, Kaufman argues
that although professional programs in historic preservation “train students to deal
effectively with questions of mortar analysis, architectural design, historic
interpretation,”242 they do not teach students to push the boundary of the field, or
to redefine and remake the subculture. Kaufman writes that “schools are training
professionals to act competently within the confines of a game whose rules others
have already established.

They are not training leaders to grasp the full

complexities of the game, much less to rewrite its rules.”243 Consequently, most

239 Murtagh 2006, xix.
240 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “How Do I Find Colleges and Universities that Offer
Degrees in Historic Preservation?” http://www.preservationnation.org/resources/faq/careers-and/can-i-get-a-degree-in.html (last accessed 17 April 2009).
241 Ned Kaufman, “Moving Forward: Futures for a Preservation Movement” in Giving Preservation
a History: histories of historic preservation in the United States, ed. Max Page and Randall Mason
(New York : Routledge, 2004), 313.
242 Kaufman 2004, 321.
243 Kaufman 2004, 321.
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preservation students are prepared to perform technical work, but not to challenge
“assumption or underlying policy.”244
Although the field of historic preservation may initially benefit from
certifying individuals who are adept in technical skills and will replicate the culture
of the field without question, in the long run this strategy may prove to be
detrimental to the field as a whole. Initially the approach will guarantee highquality professionals, and maintain the professionalism of historic preservation.
However, over time, if professionals within the field are only taught a narrow,
technical skill set and are not taught to push the boundaries and change the
discourse of the field to meet changing social needs and values, preservation runs
the risk of becoming a field that is seen by the larger public as having highly
competent professionals, but highly irrelevant goals.
Unlike historic preservation, there is currently no nationally established and
accredited professional degree program for sustainable design professionals.
Instead, the field of sustainable design currently uses the LEED Accreditation (LEED
AP) designation to indoctrinate and certify professionals in the field. LEED does not
require a professional degree, merely a certification by USGBC.
The LEED Accreditation exam was first offered in January 2001, and at the
time of publication, over 77,000 individuals have earned the LEED AP

244 Kaufman 2004, 321.
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designation.245 Beginning in May 2009, the Green Building Certification Institute
(GBCI) plans to begin administering a new LEED professional accreditation system.
According to the GBCI, the new accreditation system is meant to “reflect the rapid
advances in green building technology and practice in the marketplace.”246 There
are several significant changes to the new LEED Accreditation system, including the
introduction of tiered accreditation, ongoing continuing education credits, a
disciplinary policy, and requirements that professionals verify that they have
worked on a LEED project.
The

new

three-tier

accreditation

system

offers

a

stratification

of

qualifications based on knowledge of LEED, and experience working on LEED
projects. Tier I (LEED Associate) is for professionals with general knowledge of
“good environmental practice and skill” and “reflects understanding and support of
green design, construction and operations.”247

Tier II (LEED AP+) is meant to

indicate an “advanced depth of knowledge” on green building practices, and offers
professionals the opportunity to specialize in the type of project (and thus, LEED
rating system) that they work with. According to GBCI, Tier III (LEED AP Fellow)
will “distinguish an elite class of leading professionals… [who] contribute to the
standards of practice and body of knowledge for achieving continuous
245 Green Building Certification Institute, “GBCI: Frequently Asked Questions,”
http://www.gbci.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=5 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
246 Green Building Certification Institute, “GBCI: Frequently Asked Questions,”
http://www.gbci.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=5 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
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improvement in the green building field.”248 The new accreditation process will
also comply with ISO 17024, an international standard for personnel
certification.249
The transformation of the LEED AP system indicates an increasing
complexity in the way that embodied capital is accrued by professionals in the field
of sustainable design. It reflects that under the current LEED AP system, many
“non-professionals” who were not fully a part of the culture were able to use the
same designation as professionals who had been fully indoctrinated, which
weakened both the credibility of the professional certification, but also allowed
individuals who were not “properly invested” in the field to carry the professional
designation. (For example, it is a common complaint that professionals who have
worked on the successful completion and submission of several LEED projects have
the same accreditation as a sales representative for a product manufacturer who
has no real interest in perpetuating the field of sustainable design, but sees it only
as a tool to increase sales.) The new LEED AP system will require individuals to
acquire more embodied capital through an increase of time and money spent being
indoctrinated into the subculture if they wish to achieve the highest accreditation

247 Green Building Certification Institute, “GBCI: Frequently Asked Questions,”
http://www.gbci.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=5 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
248 Green Building Certification Institute, “GBCI: Frequently Asked Questions,”
http://www.gbci.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=5 (last accessed 12 March 2009).
249 Tristan Roberts. “LEED AP Credential Program Overhauled,” Environmental Building News 18,
vol. 1 (January 1, 2009) http://www.buildinggreen.com/auth/article.cfm/ID/4101/ (last accessed 14
April 2009).
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status. This will serve to protect the interests of the field – both ensuring the value
of the profession, and ensuring that the profession is invested in perpetuating the
existing system.
The new LEED AP system, like the upcoming changes to the LEED rating system,
are also another formal acknowledgement of the emphasis that the sustainable
design field places on ‘unbiased’ and ‘scientific’ certification, both of its buildings
and its professionals.
Table 5: Professional Certification: LEED Professional Accreditation
vs. Graduate Training in Historic Preservation
Sustainable Design:
Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design (LEED) Professional Accreditation

Historic Preservation:
Graduate Training

Provided by Green
Institute (GBCI)

Provided by Graduate Schools

Building

Certification

Knowledge of rating system

Knowledge of technical skills

LEED-AP Designation

Academic Degree

Professional Certification in Sustainable Preservation.

Since there is

currently no field of sustainable preservation whose self-interest it would serve to
certify the quality of professionals, there is no professional accreditation in
sustainable preservation. At the present, professionals must seek certification in
each field independently. As more individuals become certified by both
subcultures, they will be able to push the boundaries of one or both fields, and
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begin to transform the discourse. I assert that it is the professionals who operate
and are certified by both fields who will be best able to work towards a hybrid of
the two.
LANGUAGE
“Historic buildings were designed to be durable, and therefore
sustainable.”250
“Green buildings in and of themselves are not sustainable development.”251
“Development without historic preservation is not sustainable.”252
Specialized language can bring cohesion to a building subculture and can
help maintain its cultural boundaries. Davis writes that professionals in each
building culture have knowledge that is “exclusive to the building culture itself and
to the specialists who work within it... this knowledge includes language that
allows the members of the building culture to communicate with each other.”253
Specialized language, like specialized knowledge, can be extremely useful to a
building subculture, but becomes a problem when it makes communication with
other subcultures impossible.254 Although specialized language can provide a
“protective opacity”255 to the field and allow members of the field to communicate

250 Valhouli 2008, 146.
251 Valhouli 2008, 146.
252 Valhouli 2008, 146.
253 Davis 1999, 89.
254 Davis, 106.
255 Antoine Picon, “The Ghost of Architecture: The Project and its Codification” in Perspecta, no.
35 (2004),18.
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with one another, if taken too far specialized language can transform into part of
what Martin Filler characterizes as the “professional hocus-pocus”256 that
surrounds a field, becoming unintelligible to members of other subcultures and to
members of the public (members of the culture at-large). The common language
and understanding that is shared by members of a building subculture may be
understood only partially by the culture around them, if at all.257

When this

happens, it makes communication and collaboration between members of different
fields very difficult.
In his book Keeping Time: The History and Theory of Preservation in
America, William Murtagh writes that “today, the typical interdisciplinary team…
working on preservation projects and programs is comprised of people united by
common goals, but not necessarily by a common language.”258 Murtagh identifies
a “lack of uniformity of definition, understanding, and expression of basic
terms”259 as a major difficulty in communication between professionals working
on preservation projects.

Furthermore, Murtagh writes that preservation

professionals “need to pursue precision of expression not only for accurate
communication but to foster high professional standards.”260

256 Martin Filler, quoted in Ventre 1990, 59.
257 Davis 1999, 5.
258 William J. Murtagh. Keeping Time: the history and theory of preservation in America (Hoboken,
N.J.: John Wiley, 2006), 2.
259 Murtagh 2006, 2.
260 Murtagh 2006, 4.
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The lack of common terms and definitions are a barrier to success for
sustainable design projects as well. Without a common lexicon, it is difficult for
team members from a variety of different disciplinary backgrounds to come to an
understanding about the goals – let alone the solutions – to a design problem. The
Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, often cited in linguistics, is an assertion that “our language
is not just a medium for describing the world. Rather, language itself shapes what
we are able to observe and thus to think.”261

According to the Sapir-Whorf

Hypothesis, a lack of common language literally prevents project team members
from being able to “see” the same conditions, let alone envision shared solutions.
Typically when two fields with different lexicons interact, the difference is
quickly apparent.

One professional might use words or acronyms that

professionals from another field are not at all familiar with, and can therefore easily
identify as a linguistic difference. Sustainability and preservation present unique
linguistic difficulties. Because sustainability and preservation are both part of a
larger building culture, they often use the same words – but those words have
different definitions to each field. So, unlike other disciplinary interactions where
the need for translation is very clear, there isn’t an immediate understanding of the
linguistic differences between preservation and sustainability. They use the same
words, so it isn’t obvious that the words mean different things in each field.

261 ”Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis,” SAGE Dictionary of Sociology, Steve Bruce and Steve Yearly, ed.
(London: Sage Publications, Ltd., 2006), 267.
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If the only linguistic difference between preservation and sustainability was
a difference of definition and specialized language, then better communication
would be a matter of working towards a more precise language with clearly
defined and mutually understood terms. However, differences of language are
often representative of larger underlying differences between fields.

Scott

Campbell writes that:
linguistic differences, which reflect separate value hierarchies, are a
major obstacle to common solutions. All too often, the economists
speak of incentives and marginal rates, the ecologists speak of
carrying capacity and biodiversity, the advocate planners speak of
housing rights, empowerment, and discrimination, and each side
accuses the others of being ‘out of touch.’262
In Campbell’s example, professionals from different disciplines (the economist, the
ecologist, etc) are not just using different words. They are actually concerned with
quite different things. Therefore, when they discuss “sustainability” or “sustainable
design” as a team, the terms mean dramatically different things in the context of
each of their disciplinary fields.

According to Campbell “linguistic differences

often represent real, intractable differences in values” and as a result “an
environmental dispute may arise not from a misunderstanding alone; both sides
may clearly understand that their vested interests fundamentally clash, no matter

262 Scott Campbell. “Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities? Urban Planning and the
Contradictions of Sustainable Development,” Journal of the American Planning Association vol. 62,
no. 3 (Summer 1996): 305.
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how expressed.”263 In other words: sometimes language differences are only a
matter of different definitions, but often they reflect much deeper fundamental
differences.
Sustainable design and historic preservation use the same words, but they
mean different things. The difference in meaning reflects the underlying beliefs and
ideology of each field. Sarah Thornton writes that differences in language and
terms can “highlight the ways [that] two disciplines… look at the same object from
different perspectives and describe what they see with distinct discourses.”264 This
is often the case with sustainable design and historic preservation. For example – to
preservationists, the definition of “sustainability” is literally to sustain something, to
keep it in existence through maintenance and support.265

Consequently, as

Jackson points out, “many preservationists feel that preserving buildings is
inherently an act of sustainable design.”266 And rehabilitating a durable building
that has already endured for many years for future use is an “inherently
sustainable” activity if you’re a preservationist, and you’re applying the historic
preservation definition of “sustainability.”
However, if a sustainable design professional was to look at the same
preservation project, they might commend it for “recycling” an entire building, but
263 Campbell 1996, 306.
264 Sarah Thornton. “An Academic Alice in Adland: Ethnography and the Commercial World”
Critical Quarterly vol. 41, no. 1 (April 1999): 60.
265 “Sustain” in the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, fourth edition (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 2000).
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ultimately conclude that the project was, in fact, not sustainable, because toxic
materials or coatings were used in the rehabilitation process, or the building does
not allow for things like daylighting and views to the outside or consider social
equity issues. Another example would be the definition of the word “preservation.”
To a sustainable design professional, “preservation” usually refers to the protection
of a natural landscape and resources, not the rehabilitation of historic buildings.
Because the words themselves are the same, it is usually not immediately apparent
that there is a definitional difference, until a difference between definitions plays
out in the context of a building project.
Sustainable design and historic preservation also use and value different
types of language, reflecting their different language ideologies.

Sustainability

relies on eco-technic quantitative language, while preservation is much more
comfortable with qualitative language.
Using technical language and appealing to “rationality” has proven to be an
effective strategy for sustainable design advocates. Moore writes that rationality
and
technological rationality [are] the abstract or symbolic logic
associated with the Enlightenment and scientific method. It is this
style of thinking that we tend to privilege because we have
historically accepted it as more objective and free from those social,
political, or economic interests that may say or distort ‘the Truth.’267

266 Jackson 2005, 2.
267 Steven A. Moore. Alternative Routes to the Sustainable City: Austin, Curitiba, and Frankfurt
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007), 197.
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By appealing to the value that the larger culture places on rationality and scientific
thought, sustainable design has been able to elevate its status and authority.
As a result, sustainable design speaks the language of ecomodernism which,
according to Davison, “offers narrow technical ‘solutions’ to the ‘problems’ of
unsustainability.”268 Instead taking a holistic approach to creating a sustainable
building, sustainable design strives for technical, not cultural or social, solutions.
The reliance of sustainable design on empirical models also influences the way that
buildings are evaluated for their relative sustainability. Guy and Farmer write that
because “the rhetoric of the ecotechnic approach tends to be overwhelmingly
quantitative, success is expressed in the numerical reduction of building energy
consumption, material-embodied energy, waste and resource-use reduction, and in
concepts such as life-cycle flexibility and cost-benefit analysis.”269 As a result, a
rehabilitation project that does not take a strictly quantitative approach to the
project may not measure up as well as a project that is fully invested in the
ecomodern paradigm.
Owen and Dovey write that “science remains the most powerful discourse
in the quest for sustainability” and “where conflicts emerge, scientific authority is
invoked to protect the field.”270 Although sustainable design has been successful
in invoking scientific authority to support its claims and values, the field’s reliance
268 Davison 2001, 56.
269 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
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on quantitative data makes it difficult to integrate preservation concerns into the
field, since they are often expressed qualitatively and are subjective. Powter and
Ross write that sustainable design’s “emphasis on quantifiable values provides a
difficult field for the integration of the more qualitative issues associated with
community and cultural sustainability.”271
While sustainable design uses claims to neutral and universal scientific
authority in order to define and protect the boundaries of the field and gain
authority, historic preservation is much more comfortable with local, qualitative
forms of knowledge. Chusid notes, “where building scientists are comfortable with
making decisions on the basis of “context-independent knowledge” (tons of carbon
sequestered or btu’s burned), building preservationists require that which is
“context-dependent” (patterns of brick coursing or forestry practices).”272 The
“context-dependent” knowledge and language of preservation allows solutions
tailored to the needs of particular project, but is a less powerful discourse to evoke
when trying to prove the authority of the field.
How do we go about the task of reconciling the differences between the
language of preservation and the language of sustainable design? The first step is
recognizing and acknowledging language barriers between the two fields, and

270 Owen and Dovey 2008, 12-13.
271 Powter and Ross 2005, 7.
272 Jeffrey M. Chusid. “Natural Allies: Historic Preservation and Sustainable Design,” in Pragmatic
Sustainability: Theoretical and Practical Tools. Steven A. Moore, ed. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, in
press.
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working to develop and maintain an understanding not only of terms exclusive to
historic preservation or sustainability, but also of the different definitions of the
same word, depending on which field you are operating in. We are in need of
more “code-switchers,” or bilingual or multilingual speakers who are able to switch
between languages, or language varieties273 – interdisciplinary professionals who
can switch between frames and languages.
How might historic preservation assert itself as an “authority” over the built
environment through their use of language?

First, by the integration of more

scientific and rational metrics that can demonstrate the value of preservation in the
“scientific” language that sustainable design has adopted. Second, Davison notes
that while current environmental concern is caught up in technical and quantitative
terms, the first wave of environmental concern was framed in more cultural
terms.274

Although it does not currently focus very closely on cultural and

qualitative methods, sustainable design does have these motivations in its history.
It will be important for preservation professionals to remind sustainable design
professionals of the need (and the relevance to the mission of the sustainable
design movement) to include more challenging and messy metrics along with neat
and rational ones.

273 “Code-Switching,” in Routledge Dictionary of Language and Linguistics, Hadum Bussmann, ed.
(Hoboken: Taylor & Francis Ltd 1998), 194.
274 Davison 2001, 40.
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Access to the “frame” and language of another building subculture helps
professionals to recognize the tacit values that frame their own training and
discourse, as well as that of the other subculture.
CULTURAL ATTITUDES TOWARDS TECHNOLOGY
Although technology is commonly seen as applied science,275 it, like
science, is in fact a social activity created by interested and situated actors. This
view of science and technology is characteristic of the field of science and
technology studies (STS).

STS asserts that both science and technology (and

scientific knowledge and technological artifacts) are socially constructed, and
could have been constructed otherwise.276 In addition to being constructed, STS
questions the neutrality of technologies, since they are developed by situated,
active, and interested actors. Langdon Winner cautions that “to recognize the
political dimensions in the shapes of technology does not require that we look for
conscious conspiracies or malicious intentions,”277 but that we actively question
our technological choices. Technology and cultural attitudes towards technology
are significant precisely because they are not necessarily neutral, transparent, or
rational, although they often purport to be so. I agree with Davison’s assessment
275 The idea that technology is the result of the straightforward application of science often leads to
a technological determinism, or the belief that technology is the primary driver of social order,
events, and change. (Sismondo 2004, 9)
276 Sergio Sismondo. An Introduction to Science and Technology Studies (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing, 2004), 10.
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that technology is “neither neutral nor an unstoppable force – good, bad, or
indifferent” but is instead “as ambivalent, as unpredictable, as honorable, and as
depraved as are human agents themselves.”278
Howard Davis writes that “a building culture is itself, in one sense, a
technological system,”279 and that “in its broadest sense, technology refers to the
entire means of production and is not limited to tools and machines.”280 Just as the
building culture is itself a technological system, so too are sustainable design and
historic preservation.

In addition to being technological systems in and of

themselves, each field, like the building culture as a whole, also has unique
attitudes towards technology and its application in the built environment.
Sustainable design wholeheartedly embraces new technologies and systems while
preservation is far more skeptical and reluctant to implement untested technology
and systems.
Today, the general building culture as a whole is “concerned mostly with
the products and processes made possible by technology – bigger, better, faster,
cheaper, newer, more unique, more durable, more ingenious, more efficient,
etc.”281 There is an assumption that new and more efficient technology is always
beneficial to the field. In his article “Is Preservation Technology Neutral?” Robert
277 Winner 1999, 5.
278 Davison 2001, 101.
279 Davis, 13.
280 Davis, 13.
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Silman writes that “we can do practically anything nowadays in constructing and
preserving the built environment… the proper question to ask now was, ‘ought we
do such-and-such a thing?’”282
Guy and Farmer write that the dominant ecotechnic discourse of sustainable
design believes that “the source of environmental problems stems from past
practices not taking sufficient account of environmental concerns, and what is
required is the ‘development, inauguration and diffusion of new technologies that
are more intelligent than the older ones.’”283 It’s an odd contradiction – although
the field of sustainable design perceives industrialization to be the root of our
current environmental crisis, it also operates, according to Guy and Farmer, “under
the assumption that ‘the only possible way out of the ecological crisis is by going
further into industrialization.”284 Davison writes that the ecomodern attitude that
has been adopted by sustainable design reflects “in equal measure fear that
technology has created ecological crises and hope that it may provide ecological
salvation.”285
Sustainable design “places its optimism and faith in the potential and
possibilities of technological development as a panacea for our environmental

281 Robert Silman. “Is Preservation Technology Neutral?” APT Bulletin Vol. 38, No. 4 (2007), 3.
282 Silman 2007, 3.
283 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
284 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
285 Davison 2001, 101.
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ills.”286

Consequently, Davison writes that “the contest over the ideal of

sustainability is at once a contest over the future of technology.”287 If the current
sustainable design framework continues to be applied, the future of technology
holds in store an increasing array of increasingly complex and efficient building
technologies, all aimed at creating a sustainable building through the use of
technological solutions. Like Guy and Farmer, Davison asserts that the culture of
contemporary sustainable design is one of “unfettered technological optimism.”288
He writes that:
business leaders and environmentalists are apparently united in their
pursuit of ecoefficiency. The former because they seek increased
profitability, the latter because they hope that this technical agenda
carries within it a radical agenda of social equity and environmental
ethics. Yet the adoption of sustainable development by powerful
economic interests does not indicate that ecological awareness has
been smuggled into the core deliberations of the technological
society. It indicates the exact opposite – namely, that the interests of
the technological society have been smuggled into ecological
awareness289
Thus, Davison argues, the integration of technological concerns into the field of
sustainability has the effect of reinventing the “ecological crisis as a frontier of vast
techno-economic opportunity, which we are urged to enter with profound techno-

286 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
287 Davison 2001, 93.
288 Davison 2001, 22.
289 Davison 2001, 37-38.

111

ethical optimism.”290 Sustainable design has essentially become a technocratic
field, to the exclusion of cultural and social factors.
Davison argues that “the combination of the imperative of technological
development and the ideal of sustainability, with its consequent linking of
efficiency with ecology, has led to the emptying of environmental discourses of
their cultural content.”291

As a result, as Guy and Farmer write, the current

dominant discourse of sustainable design uses a “design strategy [that] is adaptive
but based on recognizably modern, usually high-technology buildings that attempt
to maximize the efficiency of building.”292 Sustainable design’s embrace of
technology reflects the reframing of the field of sustainability as a whole during the
second wave of environmentalism, in which efficiency and new technology were
embraced as universal solutions to the ecological crisis. Within the context of
contemporary building culture, the interest of sustainable design in efficient ecotechnologies has encouraged the development of technologies aimed at increasing
energy efficiency and sustainability of buildings. Guy and Farmer note that the
“emphasis on the environmental efficiency of development has stimulated a whole
range of technological innovations in building fabric and servicing systems.”293 As
a result, technical and technological solutions are being embraced by the building

290 Davison 2001, 38.
291 Davison 2001, 38.
292 Davison 2001, 38.
293 Davison 2001, 38.
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industry as the path to sustainability in the built environment. Davison writes that
just as the current paradigm of “sustainable development is promoted as being
contingent on sustained economic growth, it is also promoted as requiring
sustained technological proliferation.”294
While sustainable design has embraced and encouraged the development of
new and ever more efficient technologies, historic preservation is generally much
more cautious in their approach to new technologies. David Lowenthal writes that
“heritage is… nurtured by technophobic gloom.”295

There are three primary

reasons for this “technophobic gloom”: first, preservation identifies increased
industrialization and technological optimism as a threat to the historic fabric of the
built environment; second, preservationists often see the best-intentioned and most
technologically advanced work of previous generations of preservationists
deteriorate, and sometimes even cause damage to the building the intervention was
meant to save; and third, preservationists are concerned with the performance and
durability of interventions over time as part of the building system, and feel that
new technologies are often inadequately vetted. As a result, preservationists are
wary of untested “slick new technologies.” Williamson writes about this skepticism,
noting that although contemporary technology
can improve the quality and quantity of data gathered… [and] make
possible additional lines of inquiry that were previously too difficult
294 Davison 2001, 22.
295 Lowenthal 2004, 25.
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or too expensive… the application of new technologies may distort
the research process or fail to preserve the very cultural resources
they are meant to protect.296
Williamson writes that there is “woefully little” information available on the longterm impact of many conservation techniques for buildings, a sentiment echoed at
the APT International Conference in October 2008. A panelist at the conference
said that the first tenet of preservation is to “do no harm” to the building,297 which
includes not using technologies that have not been tested on buildings in real
conditions over long periods of time. Since preservationists are often called upon
when previous conservation efforts using yesterday’s brand new technology have
failed or have caused additional damage to the building they were meant to
protect, it is understandable that they would be skeptical of today’s newest
technology for treatment purposes.298
Although it remains reluctant to test new technology in the form of treatment
to historic structures, historic preservation is enthusiastic about the use of new
technologies for non-destructive testing of historic structures, and the potential of
advances in science and technology to increase the effectiveness of treatments.
This is in contrast to sustainable design, which is interested in increasing efficiency
through new science and technology.

The difference is subtle, but important.

296 Williamson 2000, 4.
297 “LEED and Historic Preservation: a Match Made in H…?” (panel discussion at the Association
for Preservation Technology International 2008 Conference, Montreal, Quebec Canada, 15 October
2008).
298 Williamson 2000, 11-12.
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Efficiency, simply defined, is the ratio of output to input, so increased efficiency
means creating the same (or larger) output for a smaller input. Effectiveness, on the
other hand, is the ability to accomplish a stated goal or purpose. So preservation is
concerned with improving technologies that perform better, while sustainable
design is concerned with technologies that can do more of the same thing with
fewer inputs.
Technology is often tied up with the ideas of modernism and progress, and
in those terms it makes sense that preservation would be more cautious to
implement new technologies while the dominant form of sustainability would
embrace them as the path to salvation.

Sustainable design’s embrace of new

technologies is more aligned with the view of the dominant building culture, and
with contemporary culture in general, while preservation’s view puts it at odds with
the rest of the culture. In part because of its technological skepticism, Chusid
writes that “historic preservation is [often] seen as archaic both in focus and
technique, fixated on the past.”299 However, my own view is that sustainable
design could benefit from considering and adopting some of preservation’s
skepticism towards technology – namely the concern of preservationists over how
new technologies will perform over time in the specific context of a particular
building and building system. In order to achieve long-term sustainability of the
buildings we are constructing today, it will be vital for sustainable design to
299 Chusid, “Natural Allies: Historic Preservation and Sustainable Design,” 9.
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consider and evaluate the performance of the new technologies being integrated
into those buildings over time. While some technologies and strategies used
frequently by sustainable design professionals have a long history, many of the new
technologies are largely untested, or have been tested only briefly in a lab setting.
Will the use of geothermal heating and cooling, meant to reduce energy
consumption, be so difficult and cost prohibitive to repair that the entire system
must be replaced? Will new window film technologies deteriorate so quickly in
real conditions that projected energy savings are never achieved? Will the latest
eco-friendly coatings prove to be durable, or wear poorly?
Sismondo writes that “when people… face a choice between technologies,
there is no context-independent answer as to which is better.”300

The choice

between two technologies is in fact a “choice between two constellations of
interests, goals, claims, images.”301 The different perceptions and approaches to
technology in sustainable design and historic preservation are reflections of their
different interests and goals.

Although preservation is often considered to be

archaic because of its skeptical view of new technologies, sustainable design
would benefit both from the knowledge that preservationists have about how

300 Sismondo 2004, 103.
301 Sismondo 2004, 103.
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materials perform over time, as well as from adopting a more critical evaluation of
technologies.

117

Chapter 4: What is it about Windows?
My interest in sustainable preservation started in 2003, as an intern for the
Cleveland Green Building Coalition. Our offices were housed in the Cleveland
Environmental Center, which was located in a 1918 bank building recently
renovated using both the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)
Green Building Rating System and historic tax credits. The building was located in
a National Register Historic District as well as a locally designated historic district.
As an intern, I acted as docent, giving tours of the Environmental Center to
students, community members, architects and policy makers. Most were interested
primarily in the cutting-edge technologies employed at the building – the solar
panels, the geothermal heat pumps – but I was most intrigued by the ways that
such an old building met the green building guidelines.

The building had

originally been designed to take advantage of natural daylight and ventilation, used
durable and local materials, and was located in a fairly dense urban area along
mass transit routes. There were things inherently present in the building design that
helped the rehabilitation project team achieve LEED points.
The more I learned about the project, the more I started to see a natural
connection between historic preservation and sustainable architecture. After all,
what could be more sustainable than recycling an entire building? I was also
interested in the few areas where there had been major conflicts between
preservation and green building standards – namely, a conflict over the windows.
118

Prior to its rehabilitation, the building had stood vacant for a number of years (with
the exception of quite a few pigeons), and many of the original windows on the
upper floors were broken or missing. From a green building standpoint, it made
sense to replace these windows with the most energy-efficient window system
available, but the windows needed to conform to preservation criteria and be
approved by the State Historic Preservation Office.
While the first floor windows were restored and refitted with double-paned
glass, finding replacement windows for the upper floors that met both preservation
and green building criteria was a challenge. Energy models showed that adding a
Low-E302 coating to the glass would reducing heating and cooling loads by 6%, a
significant savings. However, most Low-E coatings were not clear enough to meet
the preservation standards.

Ultimately the project team had to install “test

windows” with a very low-tint Low-E coating in order to demonstrate that the
efficiency measure would not detract from the historic character of the building’s
façade.
This thesis was originally conceived as a collection of in-depth sustainable
preservation case studies, but as I began to read through the existing literature, I
was struck by the conflict over windows present in nearly every sustainable
preservation case study I came across. I wondered, “what is it about windows?” –
why were windows always such a source of conflict, and what might that conflict
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have to say about some of the larger issues at play in sustainable preservation
projects.
The conflict over windows can be analyzed in several different ways,
including: the window as a physical object that contributes to a building’s overall
energy performance and might be categorized as a character-defining feature; and
the window as a metaphorical “window” to look at the ideology of sustainable
design and historic preservation.
In their book, Environmental Discourse and Practice, Benton and Short write
that conflict over environmental issues become most apparent when discourse
moves from the abstract to the concrete. The authors note that it is “when we
move from grand statement about environmental quality to detailed discussions of
specific areas, policy and regulation [that] conflicts are more apparent.”303 Guy
and Farmer also assert that it is “through the design process of any particular
development, [that] logics may collide, emerge, or coinhabit debate about form,
design and specification.”304 Holleran’s history of the preservation movement in
Boston also talks about the challenges of moving from the theoretical to the
specifics of praxis. Holleran writes that in contemporary culture although ”our
urban areas may change rapidly, neighborhood stability and historic preservation

302 Low-Emissivity Window Coating (Low-E Coating) helps to control heat transfer through
windows with insulated glazing.
303 Benton and Short 1999, 117.
304 Guy and Farmer 2001, 141.
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are universally approved as principles. We agree that they are good, and argue
only about what price we are willing to pay for them in practice.”305
In this context, it makes sense that conflicts between preservation and
sustainable design would be highlighted on projects where the two fields work
together.

Both disciplines may agree that it is important to protect the

environment, it is Benton and Short write that the question is no longer whether to
act to protect the environment, but instead the form that action should take.306
Mike Jackson writes that “the accepted definition of sustainability… ‘meeting the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs’ – is theoretically sound, but translating this theory into everyday
decisions about the built environment leaves plenty of room for interpretation.”307
When the two fields must make decisions on the treatment of an actual physical
object, discussion moves from an abstract level to a debate over the ideological
beliefs and inherent values of each discipline.
Windows are a specific and concrete example, a reification, of this clash
between the two fields. The debate over windows provides a view into the value
system of each field, and also results in a concrete physical object that is a record
of the outcome. Windows are a very common source of conflict on sustainable

305 Michael Holleran. Boston’s Changeful Times: Origins of Preservation and Planning in America
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 3.
306 Benton and Short 1999, 117.
307 Jackson 2005, 2.
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preservation projects, and indeed on many weatherization and reuse projects.
Articles about sustainable preservation projects often include passages like these:
“Historic preservation and environmental concerns occasionally
clash, usually over issues involving windows, solar panels or, less
often, exterior insulation. The most common conflict occurs when
homeowners decide to replace single-pane windows with thermal- or
double-pane ones that insulate better. Modern windows can be
adapted to look like historic ones in new buildings. But when
remodeling older structures, city historic-preservation rules call for
preserving original materials.”308
“’We have an old house,’ said Kevin Clark… a professor of
instructional technology at George Mason University. ‘We got
double-paned glass. We could feel the air coming in through those
nice wood frames.’”309
“The recent recognition of the importance of green building
strategies, however, has sometimes brought the goals of sustainability
and historic preservation into conflict… replacing original singlepane windows with today’s double-paned versions can achieve
energy efficiency at the cost of the building’s appearance.”310
Mike Jackson writes that “almost every model of sustainable design has at its core
strong principles of energy conservation and efficiency” and that
among the most important of these discussions is the topic of
windows, a flash point for preservation concerns for years. This topic
is often one that appears to put preservationists at odd with green

308 Tom Sharpe. “Green Preservation: Historic district codes, environmental upgrades sometimes at
odds” The New Mexican April 21, 2008,
http://www.santafenewmexican.com/Local%20News/Green-preservation--Homeowners-getcreative-when-it-comes-to-up (last accessed 12 March 2009).
309 Felicity Barringer. “In Many Communities, It’s Not Easy Going Green” The New York Times
February 7, 2008.
310 Farneth 2007.
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designers and is a critical area for detailed technical and life-cycle
analysis.311
The debate over historic windows is seen as so important to the work of
preservationists that The National Trust recently announced plans for a new, fully
funded, historic window technical research initiative to gather quantitative
evidence with which to advocate the rehabilitation rather than replacement of
windows.312
But what is it about windows?

Why, of all the building systems, do

windows set the stage for conflict between preservationist and sustainable design
professionals? I believe that in most other parts of the building, areas of interest to
sustainable design as a field and historic preservation as a field do not overlap.
Preservation is generally less concerned with interior conditions, and if equipment
can be hidden away so as not to interfere with the historic appearance of a building
(and meets design requirements for temperature and humidity) the preservationist is
likely not very interested in the efficiency of the unit.

The sustainable design

professional is concerned about reuse of materials and using materials that do not
emit toxins, but it doesn’t particularly matter whether they’re applied in a very
modern way, or to maintain a historic building.

Windows, however, are

311 Jackson 2005, 2.
312 National Trust for Historic Preservation, “Coming Soon: the Green Lab,”
http://www.preservationnation.org/issues/sustainability/green-lab.html (last accessed 8 March 2009).
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independently important to both subcultures, and so it is over windows that this
tension, and struggle for dominance over the built environment, plays out.
First, it is critical to understand that the object of a window means different
things to professionals in the sustainable design and historic preservation fields. It
is an artifact imbued with entirely different meaning and different cultural capital,
depending on the field that one operates in.
In sustainable design, “the emblematic issue is efficiency and, in line with
global concerns, energy efficiency is prioritized.

The negative environmental

impacts of buildings are assumed to be the result of a variety of inefficient practices
implicit within the process of building production.”313 In other words, sustainable
design perceives the negative impacts of buildings to be a result of the old way of
building. Since sustainable design has positioned itself in response and opposition
to “the old way of doing things” it is not surprising that it places little value on the
“oldness” of a window.

Although sustainability may be concerned with the

window as potential material to be discarded, recycled or reused, it does not
recognize “character-defining feature” as a value.
In addition to being an artifact, windows are also a building technology, and
so the conflicting approaches of sustainable design and historic preservation play
out in the decision-making process of whether to replace or repair historic
windows. Guy and Farmer write that “implicit within alternative technological
313 Guy and Farmer 2001, 142.
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strategies are distinct philosophies of environmental place making.”314 Sustainable
design is working to transform the built environment from its current
“unsustainable” state, and is technologically optimistic. As a result, the field is
strongly biased towards wanting to integrate new, more “efficient” window
systems, and discard the existing window infrastructure. Preservation, on the other
hand, is skeptical about the performance of durability of new window systems over
time and their ability to be repaired, the impact of installing a new window on the
wall system as a whole, and prefers to refurbish a window that has already proven
its performance over the life of the building.
Tension between preservation and sustainable design professionals over
windows are significant because they help to make explicit the cultural differences
between the two fields, but also because the technological choices that we make
have important consequences and the ability to shape our future. Langdon Winner
writes that “many technical devices and systems important in everyday life contain
possibilities for many different ways of ordering human activity.”315 Choosing to
repair a historic window results in a social and cultural outcome that is very
different from choosing to replace a historic window. Repairing a historic window
selects an ordering of human activity focused on repair, reuse and craft. Replacing
a historic window selects an ordering of activity that does not allow for repair, and
314 Guy and Farmer 2001, 146.
315 Langdon Winner. “Do Artifacts Have Politics?” in The Social Shaping of Technology, ed.
Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman (Philadelphia: Open University Press: 1999), 5
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instead continues to necessitate replacement. It also selects a technological and
industrial solution over the use of skilled craft. According to Winner,
consciously or not, deliberately or inadvertently, societies choose
structures for technologies that influence how people are going to
work, communicate, travel consume, and so forth over a very long
time. In the processes by which structuring decisions are made,
different people are differently situated and possess unequal degrees
of power as well as unequal levels of awareness.316
The conflict over windows is not just a technical dispute, but a conflict between
two very differently situated building subcultures struggling for control to shape the
built environment according to the cultural values and interests of the field. The
outcome of the struggle over windows is not limited to just the artifact of the
window, or even the building, but will shape future actions and limit future
choices.

316 Langdon Winner. “Do Artifacts Have Politics?” in The Social Shaping of Technology, ed.
Donald MacKenzie and Judy Wajcman (Philadelphia: Open University Press: 1999), 5
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Chapter 5: Conclusions
Bourdieu writes that
fields of cultural production propose to those who are involved in
them a space of possibles that tends to orient their research, even
without their knowing it, by defining the universe of problems,
references, intellectual benchmarks… concepts in –ism, in short, all
that one must have in the back of one’s mind in order to be in the
game. This is what differentiates, for example, the professionals from
the amateurs.317
Although creating a “limited space of possibles” may be of benefit to the field itself,
it is not particularly helpful when seeking answers to complex and nuanced
problems.

In order to get answers that defy one particular field’s space of

possibles, it is necessary to look to inter-field and trans-field (or inter-disciplinary
and trans-disciplinary) solutions.
Ultimately, I am not suggesting that we select one voice, but that we engage
the nuances of the debate to continue to work towards trans-disciplinary solutions.
I do not argue for common definitions, either – I think that the debate over
definitions brings out a rich discussion – what does sustainability mean to different
people, to different societies, to different building subcultures? As Campbell writes
about the competing interests of sustainable planning: “Conflict resolution is no
panacea.

Sometimes conflicting demands express fundamental conflicts of

interest.”318
317 Bourideu 1993, 176.
318 Campbell 1996, 305.
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However, I also recognize that conflict over windows is real, and is
representative of real barriers to sustainable preservation. I believe that the key lies
in creating broader definitions of both sustainability and preservation, and shifting
the focus of both fields to social and cultural values, including social equity,
instead of fixating on the artifact of the building.
Ultimately, both preservation and sustainable design must focus on social
issues for basic long-term success – for preservation, sustaining buildings for future
generations, and for sustainability to reduce the impact of buildings on the
environment. Mike Jackson writes that new buildings, including sustainable ones,
“no matter how well built, will be sustained only if they are seen as having a
positive cultural… value.”319 Historic buildings, too, no matter how beautiful or
significant, cannot be preserved unless there is a society, a people there, to act as
caretakers and to maintain and sustain buildings over time. While preservation
professionals might be able to keep a few “special” buildings alive, without a
society willing to sustain their building stock, preservation will have a very limited
impact. Lowenthal writes that “heritage is viable only in a living community is a
tenet widely accepted but seldom acted on. To sustain a legacy of stones, those
who dwell among them also need stewardship.”320
Sustainable design faces a similar problem – the field will not be able to “to
use resources wisely and to create places of enduring value to society – places that
319 Jackson 2005, 2.
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can be utilized by many generations”321 unless it designs buildings that will
provide for and nourish a culture that will continue to sustain the building in the
future. A common critique of the larger environmental movement of the twentieth
century is that it has been eco-centric, valuing resources and “nature” over human
society.

A similar critique could be leveled against the dominant sustainable

design movement today – that it has become fixated on improving both economic
and building performance at the expense of social sustainability.
Yet, despite the fact that cultural and social values are critical to the project
of preservation and sustainability, both sustainable design and historic preservation
have, for the most part, neglected the importance of nurturing societies through
their shaping of the built environment.
Kaufman is critical in particular of the neglect of larger social and cultural
issues by the fields of both historic preservation and sustainable design.

He

believes that preservationists and sustainable design professionals need to
recognize their “social reform roots” and recognize their ultimate purpose to be
“shaping healthier urban and rural environments.”322

However, incorporating

social concerns into both fields would require expanding the current definition and
dramatically re-orienting the focus of both fields.

320 Lowenthal 2004, 39.
321 Jackson 2005, 2.
322 Max Page and Randall Mason. “Rethinking the Roots of the Historic Preservation Movement,”
in Giving Preservation a History: histories of historic preservation in the United States, ed.
Max Page and Randall Mason (New York: Routledge, 2004), 15.
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Historic preservation would need to reconsider the limits it has placed on
which parts of the built environment are “worth” preserving as well as the strong
boundary it has drawn around its field. Currently, historic preservation is focused
on saving artifacts – particular, “special” buildings. This focus excludes much of
the built existing environment, which is the environment that most people interact
with on a daily basis. Creating a broader definition of historic preservation that
included more of the existing building stock, or perhaps even all existing buildings,
would make the work of preservationists relevant to more buildings and to more
people. In addition to expanding its scope, Kaufman also proposes that
preservationists begin to use a more “humane language of place.” Kaufman writes
that although this language may lack “the precision of preservationists’ professional
discourse, [it would express]… how human communities experience places, and
how they feel about them.”323

Opening up both the scope and discourse of

historic preservation to actively include a much larger community would allow
preservation to better address the cultural and social dimensions of historic places.
Some preservationists protest against opening up the field in this way,
arguing that it will erode the cultural boundaries and ideological purity of the field
of preservation and ultimately weaken the field. However, a similar debate within
the field of preservation before cultural landscapes were added to the scope of the
field suggests that far from weakening the field, expanding the definitions and
323 Kaufman 2004, 315.
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boundary of the field to more explicitly address the preservation of culture would
ultimately make historic preservation more relevant to other building subcultures as
well as culture at-large.
Although it would independently benefit each field to integrate the goal of
sustaining social and cultural values into their mission, it would also provide a
unique opportunity for re-framing the interaction between sustainable design and
historic preservation, creating a culture of sustainable preservation. Considering
preservation and sustainability in terms of cultural values reframes the conflict
between the two fields, and would provide a common goal to work towards, if
both fields are first concerned with sustaining a healthy society. David Lowenthal
suggests that “the future may be better served by inheriting from us not specific
material relics but knowledge of traditional creative skills, institutions in good
working order, and habits of resilience.”324 More important than “material relics”
(like architecturally significant buildings or solar panels) is the continuity of human
culture.
It would be a significant shift for sustainable design and preservation to
more explicitly address social and cultural issues.

The relative success of

interventions to the built environment would be harder to measure, and it would
require tackling what Powter and Ross call the messy project of creating
“assessment systems that encompass social and cultural factors (the so-called ‘soft’
324 Lowenthal 2004, 40.
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areas of sustainability),” translating “qualitative factors into a form of performance
measurement that allows for comparison to standards or other external
yardsticks.”325 But I propose that the ultimate result would be well worth the effort
for both fields, and allow for the creation of a true hybrid field of sustainable
preservation.

This hybrid field, neither purely sustainable design or historic

preservation, would utilize both sustainable design and historic preservation
principles to the end of enhancing and sustaining society, so that society could, in
turn, sustain itself, its buildings and its natural environment.

325 Powter and Ross 2005, 10.
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