
	

	

Historic preservationists are often accused of being stuck in the past, unwilling to recognize 
the changing needs of the present. Stephanie Meeks and Dr. Kevin C. Murphy tackle this 
charge head on in The Past and Future City: How Historic Preservation is Reviving America’s 
Communities. Through both quantitative data and countless case studies, Meeks and Murphy 
argue that preservation methods are both essential to the success of vibrant cities and 
adaptable to varying needs. Preservation becomes more accessible to practitioners by 
changing the conversation from inherent value of these properties to their ability to contribute 
to growth. The Past and Future City should be required reading among local and state 
government officials, developers, and activists alike. 
 
Stephanie Meeks is the current president and CEO of the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation, a privately funded, congressionally founded nonprofit. Dr. Kevin C. Murphy is a 
historian and speechwriter who also works for the National Trust. In that context, the book is 
written by two individuals who value preservation. However, Stephanie Meeks also earned an 
MBA from George Washington University, and therefore understands the economic decisions 
that businessowners and local lawmakers must make. Dr. Kevin C. Murphy has a doctoral 
degree from Columbia University, which enables him to approach history critically. 
 
The Past and Future City 
The Past and Future City begins with the evolution of the “ideal” American city throughout 
recent history. The authors describe the way architect Le Corbusier has influenced American 
urban planning and land use for decades. He believed that cities should be designed with 
traffic in mind, rather than people. Le Corbusier’s “Radiant City” inspired revitalization projects 
across America, much to the chagrin of Jane Jacobs, a grassroots activist who fought for 
people-centric cities and historic properties.  
 
The Older, Smaller, Better report completed by the National Trust for Historic Preservation is 
based on the findings of several studies done to determine who was right – Le Corbusier or 
Jacobs. Using GIS, spatial regression, and other tools, researchers discovered that older, 
smaller buildings do in fact have surprising benefits. These benefits include: hidden density, or 
greater population and more businesses per square foot; lower overhead for locally owned 
businesses; a lively creative economy; and lower environmental impact, even with the hidden 
density. The authors argue that these benefits are compelling enough to convince cities to 
invest in historic properties, and provide numerous examples of cities that have capitalized on 
historic resources. 
 
An additional facet of the author’s argument is that preservation is versatile. To capitalize on 
the historic resources in a city, local leaders do not have to rope it off or use it in the exact 
same way. In fact, the authors urge lawmakers to allow for “high density housing, mixed-use 
buildings, and the effective reuse of and adaptation of existing historic fabric” (80). They 
provide a view of historic preservation that is more inclusive, understanding, and practical for 
many municipalities. 
 
Analysis 
The Past and Future City clearly communicates its key message, which is a defense of historic 
preservation in the 21st century. The book is structured in a way that is accessible not only to 
preservationists, but those who may not see the value in preservation but are essential to its 
success. Preservation is a dialogue; not just preservations reprimanding public officials and 
developers. The work’s greatest strength is its willingness foster dialogue by addressing the 



	

	

concerns of political leaders, city administrators, and developers as valid. Displacement, 
diversity, environmental impacts, and even how to begin are examined. The authors walk 
through potential solutions for these concerns with awareness of current trends in local 
government, city planning, and data use. The work is a call to arms for the non-professional 
preservationist. 
 
Alternatively, the work could be improved by spending more time explaining the tools that they 
used to collect their data. The authors provide several lists of suggested action items that start 
with some kind of data collection. While academics and large cities may have access to GIS 
and statistical analysis software, the prospect of “[conducting] a citywide survey of historic 
resources and neighborhood character” (74) is daunting to smaller cities and grassroots 
organizations. If an organization has only Excel and Google Forms at their disposal, some of 
the suggestions put forward by the authors are impractical. Many practitioners do not have 
survey research or statistics backgrounds (although there is a shift occurring in education 
programs in favor of data literacy). The authors did not acknowledge this concern at all. In their 
goal of making the work more accessible non-preservationists, addressing this issue would 
have opened up their findings to an even broader audience. 
 
Conclusion 
Even with the above criticism, the work stands on its own. It is engaging and straightforward, 
especially for someone without an extensive preservation background. The blend of 
quantitative and qualitative data demonstrates that the principles found on the page work in 
real life. The authors are able to inform and persuade without preaching. No matter who you 
are, you can learn something of value in The Past and Future City.  
 
 


