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Preserving Tangible Cultural Assets: A Framework 
for a New Dialog in Preservation

This paper reports on the emergence of a new type of 

historic preservation—the preservation of sites with 

cultural significance. The term cultural significance 

requires some definition. Almost all historic sites 

and buildings can be considered cultural. The Burra 

Charter defines cultural significance as having 

“aesthetic, historic, scientific, and social” aspects 

(Australia ICOMOS, 12). Using a narrower definition, 

this paper is concerned with those buildings or sites 

important for their association with ethnic cultures, 

marginalized peoples, or mainstream culture 

heretofore considered undistinguished, which are 

not generally preservable using current laws and 

methodology. The purpose of this paper is to begin a 

dialog around the questions of if and how these sites 

may be preserved. Some of New York City’s “places 

of significance” highlight the problem and serve as 

a case study.

The concept of wicked problems, which describes 

problems not susceptible to solution by ordinary 

methods, is described. A study of a related wicked 

problem—the development of both a consensus 

and a methodology for preserving intangible cultural 

heritage internationally though UNESCO—suggests 

that the framework may work equally well for preserving 

tangible cultural assets.
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Historic Preservation Ideology: A Critical Mapping 
of Contemporary Heritage Policy Discourse 

Historic preservation practitioners differ about 

definitions of the field. Often, those who have attempted 

to understand historic preservation focused on one 

particular definition and argued that it is more central 

than others. However, based on empirical evidence 

more fully developed elsewhere, there are discernible 

lines of discourse between and among the different 

points of view. 

The resulting patterns of meaning and discursive 

frames are critical to understanding the practice of 

historic preservation. These discursive frames are 

mapped along two dimensions, which are developed 

and juxtaposed to provide a heuristic to help 

critically frame the ongoing professional discourse 

on preservation: first, whether a building, an artifact, 

or site is more important for reasons intrinsic to that 

thing or because of the associational values brought to 

it by those who are doing the valuation; second, how 

“market ideology” has affected a debate that in the 

past frequently ignored both the political and economic 

context of practice. 

This mapping resulted in a Preservation Discourse 

Matrix (PDM), where the two dimensions (or two 

axes) are analyzed as four categories: identity-based, 

curatorial, symbolic, and property-oriented. Moreover, 

this matrix illustrates the relationships among these 

categories. In turn, the mapping is intended to 

contribute to future practice by providing a better 

understanding of interests and meaning in historic 

preservation.
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