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Historic Preservation and Central City Revitalization: A Case Study of the
Philadelphia Society Hill Project (1957-1964)

Yao Jia Xing!
! School of History and Culture, Shandong Normal University, Shandong, Jinan 250358, China

Abstract: Post-World War II, as U.S. central cities declined, urban renewal shifted from a federal “large-scale clearance”
model to market-oriented strategies. The Philadelphia Society Hill Project exemplifies this transition. Spearheaded by
planner Edmund Bacon, it pioneered a multi-sector collaborative framework for historic district renewal. The project
integrated restored 18th-century architecture with modern infill, successfully blending historic and con-temporary design.
This approach spurred middle-class reinvestment, enhanced the local economy and tax base, and was heralded as a
revitalization model. However, its market-reliant, elite-led process displaced low-income residents, igniting debates on
social equity and preservation ethics. Ultimately, Society Hill moved beyond the “preservation versus demolition”
dichotomy, providing a significant reference for rejuvenating historic districts in global post-industrial cities.
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