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INTRODUCTION
In 2023, the National Historic Landmarks (NHL) Program 
of the National Park Service (NPS) received funding from 
the Mellon Foundation to hire a postdoctoral fellow for 
a two-year position, specifically tasked with developing 
“a strategy, including new interpretation and outreach, 
for enhancing the representation of women’s history 
in the National Historic Landmarks Program using an 
intersectional approach.”1 When I was hired for that role, 
I began sifting through the NHL Program’s over 2,600 
designations, identifying obvious women’s history landmarks 
and highlighting women’s histories that had originally been 
overlooked in the program’s documentation. Thinking 
through how NHL nominations could be updated to more 
fully reflect women’s lives and contributions necessitated 
close engagement with the program’s specialized mechanics. 
NHL intricacies were fascinating and flummoxing by turn, 
as I was sometimes perplexed by the nuance of key terms 
like “national significance” and “historic integrity.” National 
significance—whether a property possesses exceptional 
value in communicating histories of noteworthy importance 
to all Americans—struck me as a difficult measuring stick to 
conceptualize. Integrity—defined by the 2023 NHL Bulletin 
as “a measure of how a property physically conveys its 
national significance”—felt similarly complex. Figuring out 
how to apply these concepts was a necessary challenge.2  
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ABSTRACT
The National Women’s History Landmark Project (NWHLP) was the most influential, concentrated effort to improve 
women’s history representation across the National Historic Landmarks (NHL) Program. Between 1989 and 1993, 
representatives of the NHL Program, Organization of American Historians (OAH), and the National Coordinating 
Committee for the Promotion of History (NCCPH) collaboratively generated 39 landmark nominations. Throughout 
the collaborative process, dissension emerged as project participants disagreed on how to define the two terms most 
integral to the NHL nomination process: “significance” and “integrity.” This article examines the root causes of these 
debates and outlines recommendations for productive academic–federal collaborative partnerships.   

Sarah Pawlicki

My academic training did not always translate smoothly 
to the framework articulated by the NHL Program. 
Inculcated with the bottom-up ethos of social history, 
I occasionally rankled at the phrasing of “proving” a 
person or place’s significance, grappling with how to 
balance democratic ideals of inclusivity with respect for 
broad, recognizable significance to everyone who calls 
the US home. Constructing arguments via comparative 
analysis of associated properties felt like learning a new 
language with a distinctive and unfamiliar grammar. 
Gaining passable fluency in the genre created by NHL 
regulations reframed my conceptualization of what types 
of nomination were possible.  

I am not the first historian to encounter these challenges, 
even in the specialized subfield of women’s history. This 
article examines the National Women’s History Landmark 
Project (NWHLP), a collaborative initiative between the 
Organization of American Historians (OAH), NPS, and 
the National Coordinating Committee for the Promotion 
of History (NCCPH). NWHLP was active between 1989 
and 1993. Page Putnam Miller (the director of NCCPH 
from 1980–2000) led the effort, which ultimately yielded 
39 NHL designations. The path to those successes, how
ever, was fraught with potential obstacles: abandoned 

SARAH PAWLICKI, Mellon Humanities Postdoctoral Fellow; spawlicki@usaconservation.org

mailto:spawlicki@usaconservation.org


Parks Stewardship Forum  42/1  |  2026        40

nominations, professional disagreements, and recurrent 
miscommunications. Definitional disputes regarding sig
nificance and integrity particularly shaped the project’s 
trajectory, as the following case studies suggest. 

Establishing a shared basis for understanding is critical 
across all intellectual projects—hence, I next present a 
brief synopsis of the NHL Program’s history and reg
ulations. I will then analyze key case studies drawn 
from the NWHLP, examining how “significance” and 
“integrity” were interpreted and understood by different 
project partners, arguing that fundamentally misaligned 
definitions of these two key terms were the primary 
source of debate. I conclude with recommendations for 
future collaborative partnerships of the sort attempted 
by both the NWHLP and the Mellon Humanities 
Postdoctoral Program. 

THE NHL PROGRAM’S ORIGINS AND MISSION
The NHL Program was founded in 1960, but its roots lie 
in NPS’s Park History program founded in 1931, when 
Peru State College history professor Verne Chatelain was 
appointed as the agency’s first chief historian by NPS 
Director Horace Albright. During his tenure, Chatelain 
was understandably preoccupied by maintaining and 

interpreting military history sites, then the most common 
historic property type recognized by NPS. However, 
he saw the totality of US history more expansively. He 
advocated for assessing the nation’s historical background 
systematically, strategically, and comprehensively, creating 
a methodological framework to support a gestalt analysis 
of significant landmarks across the nation. Chatelain 
planned NPS’s survey of historic places by isolating broad 
themes and then generating lists of places relevant to the 
identified general subjects. His five-year term in office 
set the precedent for the NHL Program’s theme studies, 
which follow a similar model to this day.3 

The Historic Sites, Buildings and Antiquities Act of 1935 
(commonly referred to as the Historic Sites Act) formed the 
NHL Program’s legislative foundation. The act expanded 
NPS’s role to encompass identifying, documenting, marking, 
and preserving historic and archaeological sites, promising 
NPS would assess “which possess exceptional value as 

commemorating or illustrating the history of the United 
States.” This survey was effectively NPS’s initial attempt 
to identify and categorize the US’s historic places. The act 
also called on NPS to “erect and maintain tablets to mark or 
commemorate historic or prehistoric places and events of 
national historical or archaeological significance.”4 Twenty-
five years later, this language was incorporated into the 
NHL Program’s mission; designation plaques are now a 
cornerstone of the program’s brand. 

The Historic Sites Act gave the secretary of the interior, 
acting through NPS, a role in the nascent field of his
toric preservation. It also established what was then 
called the Advisory Board on National Parks, Historic 
Sites, Buildings, and Monuments—a deliberative advi
sory body appointed by the secretary of the interior 
and now known as the National Park System Advisory 
Board (NPSAB).5 The board planned to create an in
ventory of nationally significant places that would be 
eligible for NPS acquisition. However, this objective was 
abandoned during the 1940s, as World War II demanded 
the nation’s attention and resources.6 Postwar, though, 
NPS programming evolved into a wider recognition 
of and involvement with extant historic properties—
regardless of ownership. The trend toward working 
with properties not owned by NPS spotlighted a 
need that the NHL Program filled: it established a 
mechanism for recognizing historic places without 
demanding their acquisition and management by NPS. 
The NHL Program formally became part of NPS in 1960. 
Distinguishing between national historic sites, national 
monuments, national historical parks, and other similar 
designations, which are operated by NPS and are part 
of the National Park System, and NHLs, which are not, 
provided a framework for demarcating differing levels 
of governmental involvement and investment.7 

Carrying forward the systematic approach established by 
Chatelain, the NHL Program used the concepts of national 
significance and integrity as key factors in NHL eligibility. 
The Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) stipulated that 
“The quality of national significance is ascribed to districts, 
sites, buildings, structures and objects that possess ex
ceptional value or quality in illustrating or interpreting 
the heritage of the United States in history, architecture, 
archeology, engineering and culture and that possess 
a high degree of integrity of location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling and association.”8 The 
listed subcategories associated with integrity encompassed 
elements of both tangible and intangible heritage, laying 
the groundwork for future debates about how each 
respective facet of integrity should be weighted. 

Chatelain planned NPS’s survey of  
historic places by isolating broad themes  

and then generating lists of places relevant  
to the identified general subjects. 
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Potential NHLs could fall under one or more of six cri
teria. They might be deemed significant under Criterion 
1, recognizing places that were “associated with events 
that have made a significant contribution to, and are 
identified with, or that outstandingly represent, the 
broad national patterns of United States history and 
from which an understanding and appreciation of those 
patterns may be gained.” They might be recognized un
der Criterion 2, denoting association with individuals 
of exceptional significance to US history. Criterion 3 
could be used to designate properties that provided 
an exemplary representation of American ideals (e.g., 
“attaining democracy, achieving freedom, and securing 
fundamental rights”). Properties recognized using 
Criterion 4 uniquely embodied “the distinguishing 
characteristics of an architectural type specimen 
exceptionally valuable for a study of a period, style, or 
method of construction, or that represent a significant, 
distinctive and exceptional entity whose components 
may lack individual distinction.” Criterion 5 grouped 
associated buildings and landscapes into historic districts 
of exceptional significance. Criterion 6 landmarked 
sites that held “information potential” that might “yield 
information of major scientific importance by revealing 
new cultures, or by shedding light upon periods of 
occupation over large areas of the United States.” These 
criteria could be mixed and matched to best suit a 
particular prospective landmark’s case for significance.9

In the initial flurry of excitement for the new program, 
Secretary of the Interior Fred A. Seaton designated 
landmarks based on place-based research that had 
been in progress since the end of World War II. In 
the program’s first year, it recognized an impressive 
160 historic properties as NHLs—but none of those 
160 designations explicitly featured women’s history. 
Early theme studies identified places qualified for NHL 
status under broad umbrella subjects like Development 
of the English Colonies, 1700–1775 (1960), The War for 
Independence (1960), and The Fur Trade (1960).10 These 
NPS publications captured a conventional story of 
nation-building and westward expansion typical of mid-
20th-century historical scholarship. 

The first women’s history properties were designated 
following the 1962 theme study Literature, Drama, and 
Music: the Emily Dickinson House in Amherst, Mass
achusetts; Orchard House (home to Louisa May Alcott) 
in Concord, Massachusetts; the Wayside (home to writers 
Louisa May Alcott, Harriett M. Lothrop, and Nathaniel 
Hawthorne) in Concord, Massachusetts; and the Harriet 
Beecher Stowe House in Brunswick, Maine. Women’s 

history sites like Hull-House in Chicago, Illinois, and 
Susan B. Anthony’s Home in Rochester, New York, 
were recognized as landmarks as part of the Social & 
Humanitarian Movements theme study (1965). Throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s, women’s histories slowly trickled 
into the NHL Program. Page Putnam Miller later cited the 
Afro-American Bicentennial Corporation’s landmark Black 
history study Beyond the Fireworks of ’76 (1973), along with 
Literature, Drama, and Music and Social and Humanitarian 
Movements, as the trio of theme studies that formed 
the NWHLP’s foundation.11 Those three efforts raised 
the number of women’s history landmarks to represent 
approximately 3% of all NHLs.12 

ORIGINS OF THE NATIONAL WOMEN’S HISTORY LANDMARK PROJECT
Twenty-five years after the NHL Program was founded, 
representatives from OAH, NCCPH, and NPS agreed 
that increasing the number of women’s history NHLs 
was a shared priority. In 1986, OAH and NCCPH signed 
a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that defined 
the imagined scope of their collaboration with NPS on a 
women’s history initiative. Joan Hoff-Wilson, then OAH’s 
executive secretary, signed on as the organization’s rep
resentative; Page Putnam Miller represented NCCPH. 
The proposed project’s summary declared: “[T]he 
project will involve public and academic historians in 
the updating of information on current sites so that 
where pertinent, the role of women is included, and will 
coordinate the compilation of appropriate nominations 
for additional National Historic Landmarks to assure 
that all nationally significant aspects of women’s history 
are commemorated.”13 The MOU created a “committee” 
relationship between the directors of NPS, NCCPH, and 
OAH, who would be “empowered to initiate historical 
studies, prepare Landmarks nominations, and also to 
provide NPS with formal opinions on such studies and 
potential nominations prepared or suggested by other 
individuals or groups.” While the three-way partnership 
negotiated the funding needed to get the project under
way, pressure to comprehensively survey women’s his
tory sites continued to build.14 Historiographic advance
ments in women’s history ensured that the relationship 
between NPS, NCCPH, and OAH stressed the need 
for alliances between academic historians, NPS staff, 
public historians, and historic preservationists.15 Forging 
partnerships would ensure that advances in one sphere 
would translate into progress elsewhere, avoiding each 
sector of the historical profession becoming siloed. 

Formal preparations for the women’s history landmark 
study were slow, despite growing buy-in from feminist 
historians, Congress, and the Department of the Interior. 
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On April 8, 1988, Miller wrote to NHL program manager 
Benjamin Levy, “I was delighted to hear of the language 
in [the] House budget report on involving professional 
and scholarly societies in the National Historic Landmark 
theme studies. Of course, this is at a very tentative stage 
in terms of actual funding.” In fact, there were no explicit 
guarantees for funding, and NPS seemed reluctant to 
commit any percentage of its operating budget to the 
initiative. Miller estimated that a $60,000 investment 
would facilitate the project’s first order of business: 
organizing a small coalition of women’s history scholars 
to review NCCPH’s database of approximately 400 sites 
in search of potential NHLs. She suggested the review 
would take two days of “intensive” work before the team 
would begin to produce thematic essays summarizing 
their findings.16

On February 9, 1989, NPS staff, affiliates from OAH, 
and members of NCCPH signed a formal cooperative 
agreement to produce a women’s history landmark 
study, intended “to broaden public support for his
toric preservation by involving historians and their 
professional organizations in the study, identification, 
nomination of, and the dissemination of information 
about, potential National Historic Landmarks on the 
role of women in United States history.”17 Miller signed 
on to be the project’s director and wrote an article for 
the March 1989 edition of NCC News to describe the 
initiative’s ”three-fold” goals: “to increase the number 
of National Historic Landmarks that commemorate the 
experiences of women; to develop theme essays that 
integrate the tangible resources of women’s past with 
recent scholarship on women’s history; and to involve 
the wider scholarly and preservation communities in 
preparation of this theme study.”18 From the project’s 
inception, forging partnerships between academic, 
government, and preservation-focused historians was 
considered crucial to its future success. 
 
When outlining the envisioned NWHLP, Miller observed 
that the initiative’s aims were well-aligned with emergent 
women’s history scholarship and research methods: “The 
use of tangible resources is particularly appropriate for 
the study of women’s history because fewer documents 
on women are available and because women’s experiences 
were often closely associated with sites such as homes, 
schools, and settlement houses.” The place-based history 
practiced by the NHL Program would thus, she imagined, 
fit the priorities outlined by cutting-edge women’s history 
research. However, the roots of future disputes are also 
evident within Miller’s project overview, as she noted the 
NWHLP intended to highlight not only famous women 

but women who were “more representative of their time 
and place.”19 Such an assertion could run counter to the 
NHL Program’s stated mission—designating places of 
exceptional significance. Miller’s statement foreshadows a 
tension that recurred across NWHLP’s lifespan.

To begin building momentum for preservation, the NWHLP 
generated a study list detailing potential properties to inves
tigate for NHL eligibility. Edwin C. Bearss, then NPS chief 

historian, deemed the list “imaginative and stimulating” 
before providing Miller with suggestions about how to direct 
the project’s course. Bearss proposed narrowing down to 
focus on a more selective range of themes to ensure that 
the NWHLP’s aspirations remained achievable. Bearss’ 
recommendation recognized the time-consuming nature 
of comparative analysis of associated properties, itself a 
crucial element of the NHL Program’s modus operandi. 
Comparative analysis seeks to identify potentially eligible 
landmarks not by asking whether a site represents a par
ticular theme, legacy, or building type, but instead by asking 
if said site best represents the theme, legacy, or building 
type. That question can’t possibly be answered without 
the context offered by direct comparison to equivalent or 
associated places. NHLs are meant to be exemplary, not 
merely representative. Bearss additionally reminded Miller of 
the non-negotiable centrality of tangible integrity, asserting: 
“The integrity of the associated properties, i.e., the degree 
to which the property reflects its period of significance, is 
of equal importance to the significance of the associated 
person, event, or organization.”20

Bearss made his recommendations with an eye toward 
bureaucratic efficiency, presenting comprehensive 
record-keeping as the key preventative mechanism 
for warding off future redundancy. He suggested the 
project avoid examining women’s past roles in historic 
preservation movements since the “potential controversy 
poses an excessive administrative burden.” His point was 
arguably pragmatic, as it neatly sidestepped provoking 
resentment or critique by assessing and comparing 
preservationists’ legacies, some of whom were still part 
of national dialogues about cultural heritage.21 Regardless, 

“The integrity of the associated properties,  
i.e., the degree to which the property  
reflects its period of significance, is of  

equal importance to the significance of the 
associated person, event, or organization.”



Parks Stewardship Forum  42/1  |  2026        43

the omission of historic preservation as a relevant 
sub-theme within the NWHLP created a lacuna that 
is clear to women’s historians today. Perhaps avoiding 
a discussion of women’s longstanding role in historic 
preservation while embarking on a women’s history 
preservation project was somewhat ironic, but still 
necessary to maintain a time-efficient initiative. Bearss 
ultimately concluded that the study “appears likely to 
generate a body of work we can all be proud of and a 
signal achievement in cooperation with our partners in 
the scholarly community.”22 His optimism was grounded 
in the rich potential associated with collaboration across 
conventional federal, academic, and specialist lines. 

NHL Program Manager Benjamin Levy quickly recognized 
that its specific regulations and place-based orientation 
might flummox external scholars. In a letter written on 
December 12, 1989, Levy raised a series of quandaries 
posed by the NWHLP’s proposed landmarks, all of which 
connected to the NHL Program’s unique criteria. He 
flagged the difficulty of nominating an entire building to 
commemorate a nationally significant person who once 
occupied a single apartment within it (as in the case of 
Emma Goldman, Mary Dewson, and Carrie Chapman 
Catt’s homes). He warned Miller that “Historically, our 
review boards have been hesitant to recommend buildings 
which have housed numerous occupants and activities 
in order to recognize just one event or one occupant. I 
believe there is merit in their caution, because the ability 
of such a building to memorialize, commemorate, and 
interpret the life’s work of the individual in question is 
minimal at best.”23 This point has nothing to do with 
the significance of the person for whom the landmark is 
proposed; rather, it centers integrity, a concept far less 
familiar to most academic historians. Integrity demands 
that a site’s physical condition is able to meaningfully 
evoke a sense of what the place was like at the time of the 
event that made it noteworthy. It asks if it is possible to 
glean insight into the person, event, or time period the 
landmark commemorates by being physically present in 
the place in question. What can we learn about a person 
from their presence in a particular apartment building? 

Through their correspondence, Levy, Bearss, and Miller 
sought to establish a shared scope of work and delineate pro
ject standards. Their common investment in the NWHLP’s 
success is evident in their detailed planning; however, 
they couldn’t foresee all of the tensions that emerged as 
the project got underway. The following brief case studies 
examine how misunderstandings and disagreements regard
ing two fundamental NHL terms—“significance” and “integ
rity”—dogged the initiative’s activities as it developed 39 
successful landmark nominations. 

DEFINING SIGNIFICANCE 
Assessing significance in the NHL context requires asking 
the question: Does this property possess exceptional 
value to illustrating, interpreting, and commemorating 
major themes in US history?24 Answering this question 
is not necessarily straightforward. During the NWHLP, 
for example, NCCPH historian Jill Topolski prepared a 
nomination for Paulsdale, Alice Paul’s long-time residence 
in Mount Laurel Township, New Jersey. However, the 
Sewall-Belmont House (now Belmont-Paul Women’s 
Equality National Monument) had been designated an 
NHL in 1974, recognizing Alice Paul’s eligibility under 
Criterion 2 (acknowledging an individual’s national sig
nificance). Whether it was appropriate or necessary to 
designate another NHL for Paul became the subject of 
disagreement. When staff historian Barry Mackintosh 
characterized Paul as lacking the “transcendent signifi
cance” that would justify a second NHL in her honor, 
Miller objected. In a letter to Levy, Miller argued that 
Mackintosh’s comments were “clearly out of step with 
most recent social and political history as well as recent 
women’s history scholarship.” She cited two “major texts 
on my shelf” that spotlighted Paul, concluding, “This 
statement about Paul as a ‘figure of less-than-transcendent 
significance’ reflects a basic problem that results from 
having people who are not well versed in women’s history 
scholarship making judgments.”25 

Miller perceived Mackintosh’s comments to be dismissive 
and ill-informed. However, Mackintosh clarified in a letter 
to Levy that he and Miller simply defined “transcendent 
significance” differently: “Page’s reaction to my comment 
on Paulsdale reveals a disagreement over what is meant by 
transcendent significance. I tend to limit the term to figures 
and events of truly epochal import—the very few greatest 
in their respective fields, universally recognized as such 
without argument. Others may allow a lower threshold—but 
then, it seems to me, the term loses its usefulness.” Stating 
that a person exists for whom the term “transcendent 
significance” could be applied without any argument may 
itself be a controversial claim; the dispute between Miller 
and Mackintosh itself reveals that “transcendent” is not an 
objective analytical category. However, Mackintosh rooted 
his definition of “transcendent significance” in the NHL 
Program’s regulations, whereas Miller’s definition drew on 
academic and public reference points.26 Mackintosh noted 
this distinction: “The real reason for Page’s annoyance, I 
suspect, is that she did not appreciate the regulatory basis 
of my reference and took it as a putdown of Paul. This was 
surely not my intent—there’s no shame in possessing less 
than transcendent significance!”27 The question of whether 
Paul possessed such significance was resolved in her favor; 
Paulsdale was designated an NHL on December 4, 1991. 
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The nomination of Angelus Temple, the headquarters for 
evangelist and media sensation Aimee Semple McPherson’s 
Foursquare Church, similarly prompted heated debate.28 
NHL staff historian James Charleton deemed the site’s 
significance “borderline,” observing, “We have not land
marked Billy Sunday! There is a real question of how sig
nificant this early day Tammy Faye is.” Miller responded 
sharply when Levy passed Charleton’s comments on to her: 
“I think it is most important in this project to move beyond 
personal opinions and to rely on scholarly sources. I find 
the reference in your letter to Aimee Semple McPherson 
being like Tammy Faye Bakker to be a case in point. Such a 
statement reveals more about your staff’s lack of knowledge 
of current research in American religious history than it 
does about Aimee Semple McPherson. I would appreciate 
in the future that your staff’s comments be based on cited 
scholarly resources.” Her comments suggest a kind of 
academic primacy or elitism, making research emerging 
from the academy the arbiter of whether a landmark is 
deemed significant by the NHL Program.29 

Levy responded diplomatically, apologizing for mention
ing Charleton’s “lighthearted” joke likening McPherson 
to Bakker. He pointed out that Miller hadn’t included 
the sources she cited in her letter in Angelus Temple’s 
nomination, making it difficult to weigh whether they 
reinforced her argument for national significance. 
What’s more, once he referred to the texts in question, 
he noted that one of the authors called McPherson’s 
career “atypical” and “in a class by itself.” These claims 
of non-representativeness could diminish McPherson’s 
generalizable national significance as conceptualized by 
the NHL Program. Levy clarified staff concerns about 

the nomination by observing, “I think it also needs to 
be understood that simply because a person is cited in a 
scholarly work does not mean the individual is nationally 
significant.” Levy distinguished between scholarly 
arguments and NHL criteria, subtly contradicting 
the presumption that a historical figure’s appearance 
in academic research automatically trumped staff 
determinations regarding the person’s significance. 
According to Levy, “Logic itself dictates whether an 
argument for national significance has indeed been 

demonstrated.”30 However, it is clear that, just as differ
ent project contributors had different perspectives on 
what constituted significance, they also took different 
logical routes to defining significance. “Logic” was 
seemingly as self-evident a category as “significance” 
was—which is to say, not necessarily self-evident at all.

In the cases of Paulsdale and Angelus Temple, conflict 
stemmed from the assumptions both partners in the 
initiative made about how to define and prove significance. 
Project partners approached the task at hand from differ
ent angles, debating what the best possible evidence for 
national significance entailed. Both partners appear to 
have been reluctant to acknowledge the subjectivity of 
national significance, as they asserted their respective 
reliance on federal regulations or academic research as 
indicators of their impersonal, objective decision-making. 
In the absence of substantial dialogue regarding their 
respective vantage points on the question of national 
significance, communications operated at cross-purposes. 

DEFINING INTEGRITY
The NHL Program has always striven to balance signifi
cance and integrity when designating new landmarks. 
Levy’s note to staff historians Carolyn Pitts and Patty 
Henry about a NWHLP draft nomination for the New 
York Studio School of Drawing, Painting, and Sculpture 
(the former site of Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney’s 
modern art museum) outlines the struggle to thoroughly 
assess both qualities: “Alas, how can our staff be so 
overcome by the evident layer on layer of significance 
that they did not leave a jot about the apparent loss of 
integrity of this fine institution.”31 The school building 
had undergone substantial alterations, including out
right removal of interior walls and doors. Despite the 
building’s readily apparent significance, its impaired 
integrity left its qualifications as a prospective NHL open 
to question.

The standards for NHL designation specifically call 
for a “high degree” of integrity, requiring a prospective 
landmark to retain integral aspects of its historical char
acter that date to the property’s period of significance (“a 
length of time during which a property was associated 
with nationally significant events, activities, and persons, 
or attained the qualities that make it a candidate for 
NHL designation”).32 This issue is even more specific to 
the NHL program than national significance. Whether a 
place associated with a historic figure, event, or trend still 
exists in a relatively unaltered form does not necessarily 
concern most academic historians. For example, when 
writing a biography, it isn’t considered necessary to 

“I think it also needs to be understood  
that simply because a person is cited  

in a scholarly work does not mean the 
individual is nationally significant.”
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visit the research subject’s substantially intact home or 
workplace to glean a sense of what made that person 
compelling. In a place-based historic preservation 
program, however, integrity is of paramount concern.

 This aspect of place-based history is therefore likeliest 
to throw academics for a loop. A place-based historian’s 
preoccupation with, for instance, the presence or absence 
of original wood paneling and ornamental cornices might 
seem abstruse and pedantic. Levy was well aware of this 
misconception about the NHL Program’s work: “Folks, we 
are not potted plants! Nor are we ciphers employed to nit-
pick technicalities of a nomination form. Our grades testify 
to a responsibility to examine nominations in relationship 
to criteria. And one of the greatest of these is ‘integrity.’”33 
Levy succinctly outlines the critique most often leveled at 
historic preservation: the misperception that it inherently 
flattens historical significance to something as fussy as 
whether or not a door fixture is substantially intact. To 
echo Levy, historic preservation is not a “potted plant”—a 
decorative but fundamentally useless endeavor—or a 
bureaucratic nonentity. Such a misunderstanding over
looks the substantial critiques preservationists themselves 
have made regarding integrity. For example, a substantial 
sector of preservationists have rightly observed that the 
historic places likeliest to remain substantially intact 
across time are those that were occupied by wealthy 
White people.34 As such, uncritical valorizing of “integrity” 
can be exclusionary, posing barriers to meaningful rep
resentation. Qualitative comparative analysis can sub
stantiate arguments for a property’s relative integrity 
and significance, mitigating over-rigid interpretations of 
integrity. That multidimensional comparative process 
cannot be boiled down to strict technical hairsplitting. 

In the same letter, Levy explicitly distinguished between 
weighing significance and integrity: “It is not enough 
to assert that the ‘atmosphere of creativity and artistic 
energy’ survives. Our program criteria demand the 
survival of historical fabric and appearance.”35 The 
school’s atmosphere of creative energy might reflect 
integrity of feeling—but what of the other six elements 
of integrity? Exactly what “survival of historical fabric 
and appearance” meant became fodder for debate as the 
NWHLP prepared a nomination for the Allerton Building 
in Chicago. Noted as the site where Hannah Greenbaum 
Solomon founded the National Council of Jewish Women 
(NCJW) during the 1893 Columbian Exposition, staff 
historian Charleton considered the building’s national 
significance “plausible, but not overwhelming.”36 His 
review of the building’s significance was somewhat 
tepid, but he was ultimately more doubtful of the prop

erty’s integrity. He was unsure whether the NCJW was 
associated closely enough with the site to make the 
designation meaningful, since they were never head
quartered there. He was also uncertain whether the 
site was intact enough to communicate a historical 
connection to the NCJW—assuming one even existed. 

Miller, on the other hand, argued that structures made 
specifically for the fair were intended to be ephemeral, 
making it “unrealistic to require interior integrity for a 
world fair building.”37 She raised a compelling point in 
terms of building type: not all buildings of historic sig

nificance were intended to be permanent. Communities 
marginalized on the basis of their identities (as the 
NCJW’s founding members were on the basis of both 
their sex and their religion) were less likely to successfully 
secure permanent headquarters, particularly so soon after 
organizing. Grassroots organizations, solidifying in more 
spontaneous and organic ways, tended toward transience. 
Upon hearing both Charleton’s and Miller’s viewpoints, 
Levy declared in a letter to Miller, “Alas! The Allerton 
Building. I believe Historian Charleton’s critique proves 
fatal to this nomination. The space in which the founding 
of the NCJW took place was entirely reconfigured and 
today bears no resemblance to the original.”38 He observed 
that the changes were so substantial that, had the Allerton 
Building been declared an NHL while it was intact years 
earlier, its designation would be withdrawn in the face 
of its major alterations. The building no longer evoked 
a sense of the relevant historic event; there was, quite 
simply, no “there there.”

Integrity is an easily misunderstood concept. It can some
times be misconstrued as a mere “potted plant,” reflective 
of preservation’s preoccupation with architectural minutiae 
rather than as a framework for understanding whether 
a place’s story is clearly communicated in tangible and 
intangible ways when individuals interact with the place’s 
substance. From a perspective primarily shaped by academia, 
the story of a place exists somewhat independently from the 
place; in the context of the NHL Program, however, the story 
is the place, and vice versa. Determinations regarding the 
national significance of the Allerton Building or the New York 
Studio School of Drawing, Painting, and Sculpture existed 
independently of—and sometimes in direct contradiction 

The building no longer evoked a sense  
of the relevant historic event; there was,  

quite simply, no “there there.”
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to—programmatic assessments of integrity. This distinction 
ratcheted up tensions across the NWHLP as potential nomi
nations were debated. 

NWHLP’S OUTCOMES
The NWHLP’s initial round of submitted nominations 
met with a mixed response from reviewers, leading to 
nine deferrals.39 Managing the nominations that were held 
back while continuing forward momentum on new draft 
nominations posed difficulties, prompting Levy to take 
a more assertive approach to project management. In a 
letter written May 30, 1991, he told Miller, “[W]e will be 
more ready than in the past to remove an evidently weak 
candidate from the agenda. We simply cannot afford the 
administrative burden on future agendas by the backlog 
occurring from significant numbers of deferrals.”40 Later 
that summer, Miller wrote, “The Women’s Landmark 
Project has thus far produced about forty nominations, yet 
only half have been presented to the advisory board, and 
only twelve of those have been acted upon.” Reviewing 
nominations was a slow and labor-intensive process, 
particularly because readers didn’t always agree on what 
arguments proposed designations should make, creating 
frustrating contradictions for revising authors.41 

Upon receiving another round of synopses describing 
potentially eligible landmarks, Levy notified Miller: 
“We cannot be definitive in our responses, as I am sure 
you understand, at so early a stage in review. We will 
need to see complete draft nomination forms before we 
can be confident in our responses.”42 Levy’s reticence 
is understandable, likely stemming from the hassle of 
managing an extensive slate of deferred nominations 
and a reluctance to implicitly commit program staff to 
outcomes they couldn’t explicitly guarantee. However, as 
Miller would note in retrospective analysis of the project, 
writing a full nomination to justify landmark designation 
and then having the nomination fail at the review level 
was not just dispiriting—it was time-consuming.  

The NWHLP ultimately informed Miller’s groundbreaking 
edited volume Reclaiming the Past: Landmarks of Women’s 
History (1992).43 At the point of publication, she estimated 
that 50 places significant to women’s history had been 
designated as NHLs. Thirty-nine of those designations 
stemmed from the NWHLP.44 The initiative was a success, 
yet women’s history sites remained under 2% of total NHL 
designations. Miller juxtaposed this statistic with the then-
current tally of properties designated for architectural 
significance (over 25%) and properties designated for 
their connection to military history (approximately 14%).45 
Although progress had been made, there were many miles 

to go. Approximately 50% of the properties identified, 
researched, and documented by the NWHLP made it to 
the desired finish line of NHL designation.46

In 1993, Miller published a retrospective analysis of the 
NWHLP in The Public Historian, in which she bluntly 
described her view of the obstacles standing in the way 
of expanding women’s history representation across the 
NHL Program. She cited difficulties in gaining owner 
consent, the review process’s lengthiness, and the high 
likelihood that women hadn’t owned or permanently 
occupied the buildings in which an event significant 
to women’s history occurred. Her sharpest critiques 
centered significance and integrity. She wrote, “It fre
quently appears . . .  that the concept of national historical 
significance is not immediately apparent or relevant to 
anyone not employed by the NPS’s history division.” She 
lamented the absence of a women’s history specialist on 
the NPS side of the project, implicitly suggesting that 
staff historians’ preoccupations were behind the scholarly 
curve. In her words, “the emphasis of the NHL program 
and the concentration of research in women’s history are 
moving in two very different directions.”47 Prior to the 
NWHLP, Miller noted clear synergies between academic 
women’s histories and the NHL Program’s place-based 
work; following the initiative, she felt differently. 

However, as Levy had noted in their correspondence re
garding Angelus Temple, the NHL Program’s priorities and 
academia’s priorities are not—and cannot be—identical. 
The NHL Program’s regulatory framework outlines a 
specific, well-defined mission: to recognize places that are 
of unique importance to all Americans’ stories and that are 
still sufficiently intact to convey a sense of the place as it 
was. As a program established by mid-20th-century federal 
legislation, it is not particularly flexible or adaptable, and 
it was not intended to be so. Its operations are governed 
by precise mechanics that require study to understand 
and perseverance to appreciate. Miller’s perspective on 
definitions of integrity was similarly critical. She cited the 
National Register’s guidance in Bulletin 15, stating that 
historic properties must retain their “essential physical 
characteristics” in order to possess integrity. She juxtaposed 
this statement with the functioning definition for properties 
designated on the basis of architectural significance, which 
were required to possess “most of the physical features” 
that rendered them unique, suggesting that the NWHLP’s 
nominations were held to the more exacting standards 
associated with architecture. That being said, NHL Program 
staff had concurrently raised concerns about whether 
external contractors writing nominations properly adhered 
to NHL regulations and expectations. NHLs are explicitly 
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held to a higher standard of integrity than are properties 
listed on the National Register, and inadvertent conflation 
of NHL and National Register specifications regularly 
created confusion.48 NHL staff historians often carefully 
corrected instances where nomination authors mistakenly 
used National Register criteria to describe prospective 
NHLs. They also reconnected draft nominations to concrete 
descriptions of tangible heritage by regularly asking for 
more specific measurements, more site photographs, and 
more detailed maps.

One can specialize in the logistics of the NHL documen
tation process much as one can, within the academy, 
specialize in women’s history. The NWHLP’s beauty was 
that these sets of expertise were given an opportunity—
however fraught—to build on each other to spotlight 

under-recognized and under-valued histories. The frus
trations that emerged throughout the process stemmed 
from conflicting reference points for key concepts, not 
from differing ambitions or divergent perspectives on 
the importance of revealing women’s histories. All of 
the NWHLP’s collaborators shared a commitment to 
acknowledging and honoring women’s histories, and 
this shared vision ultimately ensured that, despite dis
agreements and debates, participants persisted in doing 
the work. 

CONCLUDING RECOMMENDATIONS
The need for the sort of collaborative project under
taken by the NWHLP was underscored by OAH’s more 
recent report entitled Imperiled Promise: The State of 
History in the National Park Service. Completed in 2011 
at NPS’s invitation, the authors observe academic and 
federal historians tend to operate in silos: “For far 
too long, academe’s own culture and structure have 
prevented many talented scholars from engaging with 
history in the national parks—in effect reinforcing 
the insularity that NPS practices build from within, 
and preventing us from recognizing and nurturing our 
common purpose.”49 The Mellon Humanities Post
doctoral Program was originally designed to partner 
scholars with NPS parks and programs, addressing this 
inclination toward disciplinary insularity. 

The NWHLP’s trajectory offers lessons for contemporary 
federal/non-federal partnerships, speaking to the hurdles 
that may be faced even within the context of an ultimately 
successful and groundbreaking project. Correspondence 
generated by the NWHLP suggests the pressing need to 
establish shared understandings of key terms like “na
tional significance” and “integrity.” The problem with 
these terms is truly not that they are arcane or overly 
complex, but rather, that they appear deceptively simple. 
Both concepts suffer from the “I know it when I see 
it” framing by which US Supreme Court Justice Potter 
Stewart famously described “obscenity” in 1964: it is easy 
to feel confident that one can define “significance” and 
“integrity” while not having a clear understanding of how 
these terms operate in the specialized landscape of federal 
historic preservation writ broadly. Explicitly ensuring a 
common foundation across all project partners goes a long 
way toward smoothing the collaborative process. 

At the beginning of my postdoctoral fellowship, NHL 
staff immediately shared an up-to-date copy of the NHL 
Bulletin with me. I already had a passable understanding 
of NHL documentation and designation, but a crash 
course in the NHL Program’s specificities was sorely 
needed, particularly because of how easy it is to take 
terms like “national significance” at face value. As I 
was delving into NHL technicalities, it was profoundly 
helpful for me to occasionally step back and take a broad 
view of the program’s entire history. For a newcomer to 
the NHL Program, it is easy to feel overwhelmed by the 
sheer number and specificity of undergirding policies and 
procedures. As a person acclimated to the independence 
of dissertation writing and a PhD program’s focus on 
scholarly originality, the sharp turn toward writing in a 
highly structured and regulated format was sometimes 
jarring. It can be difficult to perceive how a program that 
feels quite rigid has changed over time, but zooming 
out to take a bird’s-eye view of the program’s history 
reminded me of the many ways in which it expanded its 
scope by creating room for more complex arguments 
for integrity and significance. As I paid closer attention 
to change over time and became more familiar with 
the program’s idiosyncrasies, it became clearer that its 
structure was not as restrictive as it initially appeared.  

When establishing a common basis for understanding, it 
is often vital to check prior disciplinary assumptions at 
the door. After years of training through graduate school 
or on-the-job experience, we have a tendency to assume 
that the way we were trained to approach a problem 
is the way most people would naturally approach the 

The NWHLP’s beauty was that these sets of 
expertise were given an opportunity—however 

fraught—to build on each other to spotlight 
under-recognized and under-valued histories.
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problem. This is often not the case. For example, my 
instincts forged through a history PhD program would 
suggest that clarifying a scholarly argument entails pro
viding more explicit research support and more clearly 
defining what aspects of the argument are especially 
novel. However, when clarifying an argument for national 
significance in an NHL letter of inquiry, what’s usually 
needed is more explicit reference to the criteria for 
assessment laid out by the NHL Program. In one venue, 
originality is required; the other demands adherence to 
a predetermined format. Additionally, the NHL Program 
has a less granular scope than that of an academic spe
cialist in a specific region, time period, or thematic focus. 
When writing as a PhD candidate, I delved into arcane 
details like the kinds of sleepwear American colonists 
wore in the 17th century; in the context of the NHL 
Program, that type of atmosphere-conjuring specificity is 
largely irrelevant. 

Finally, the NWHLP reminds us how important it is to 
stay focused on a shared goal. Friction between col
laborators is, if not inevitable, likely in the course of 
any long-term project. However, regardless of internal 
tensions, the NWHLP was a productive initiative that 
dramatically broadened women’s representation across 
the NHL Program. It is a misconception across public 
history that collaboration must be utopian in order 
to be a “success.” Federal and academic partnerships 
are illuminating precisely because they encourage 
collaborators to hone ways of communicating disci
plinary ideas that may be taken for granted within our 
respective realms of expertise. Clarity comes from the 
struggle to connect across disciplinary boundaries. 
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