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Preamble

Over half of the units within the National Park Service (NPS) are
cultural sites commemorating America’s multi-faceted history. The
NPS preserves these cultural resources—which include historic
buildings, structures, landscapes and archaeological sites, as
tangible evidence of the past—and strives to ensure that associ-
ated educational programming conveys an accurate and compre-
hensive view of history. The service also administers the National
Historic Landmarks Program to recognize nationally significant
cultural resources outside the park service. A conceptual tool for
evaluating the significance of cultural resources within or outside
the NPS is the service's “thematic framework” for history and
prehistory. The framework is an outline of major themes and
concepts that help us to conceptualize American history. It is used
to help identify cultural resources that embody America’s past and
to describe and analyze the multiple layers of history encapsulated
within each resource.

The first NPS thematic framework, adopted in 1936, consisted of
several broad themes in American history. It was conceived in terms
of the “stages of American progress” and focused mainly on the
achievements of military and political figures. Revisions in 1970 and
1987 applied more detail in chronological and topical approaches and
greatly expanded the number of themes and subthemes. However, the
basic conceptualization of the past remained the same.

Thus, the 1987 framework did not adequately reflect how new
scholarship has dramatically changed the way we look at the past.
In the introduction to The New American History (1991), historian
Eric Foner described this transformation:

In the course of the past twenty years, American history
has been remade. Inspired initially by the social move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s—which shattered the
“consensus” vision that had dominated historical
writing—and influenced by new methods borrowed from
other disciplines, American historians redefined the very
nature of historical study.




That remaking of American’s past has expanded the boundaries of
historical inquiry to encompass not only great men and events but
also ordinary people and everyday life.

Public Law 101-628, Section 1209 (1991) directed the NPS to revise
the 1987 thematic framework to incorporate these new approaches
to examining and understanding America’s past. This resulted in a
gathering of academic scholars and NPS professionals in Wash-
ington, DC, June 18-20, 1993, to discuss the strengths and
weaknesses of the old framework and to develop a rough draft of a
revised framework. The meeting, cosponsored by the Organization
of American Historians and the National Coordinating Committee
for the Promotion of History, and supported by the American
Historical Association, resulted in a completely rethought, revised
thematic framework. Through eight concepts that encompass the
multi-faceted and interrelated nature of human experience, the
revised thematic framework reflects a more interdisciplinary, less
compartmentalized approach to American history.

The revised thematic framework is a significant departure from the
thematic outlines previously used by the National Park Service. It,
however, better serves the National Park Service and other
interested parties in evaluating historic properties, in assessing
how well American history is represented in existing park system
units and other protected areas, and in enhancing park interpretive
programs to provide a fuller understanding of the Nation’s past.




Overview of the Revised Thematic Framework

The revised framework will guide the NPS, working independently
and with its partners in the private and public sectors, in:

* evaluating the significance of resources for listing in the
National Register of Historic Places, for designation as
National Historic Landmarks, or for potential addition to the
National Park System;

* assessing how well the themes are currently represented in
existing units of the National Park System and in other
recognized areas; and,

* expanding and enhancing the interpretive programs at
existing units of the National Park System to provide a fuller
understanding of our nation's past.

The use of the framework need not be limited to the federal level,
however, for the conceptualization it provides can equally inform
preservation and interpretation at local, state, and regional levels.

The framework's themes are represented in the following diagram.
They embrace prehistory to the modern period and a multiplicity of
human experiences. The diagram reflects how scholarship is
dramatically changing the way we look at the past, reconstructing
it as integrated, diverse, complex, human experience. Each segment
in the diagram represents a significant aspect of the human
experience. The reality of the interrelationships is reflected in the
overlapping circles.

The framework draws upon the work of scholars across disciplines
to provide a structure for capturing the complexity and meaning of
human experience and for understanding that past in coherent,
integrated ways. For purposes of organization, the following
outline, like the diagram, provides eight seemingly discrete
categories, but they are not meant to be mutually exclusive.
Cutting across and connecting the eight categories are three
historical building blocks: people, time, and place.







