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Introduction

In a TED talk given in 2015, Chicago artist and urban planner Theaster 
Gates said, “It’s not really about the material, it’s about our capacity 
to shape things.” 

 As President-elect Trump prepares to enter the White House and 
the world says goodbye to another Chicagoan, Barack Obama, these 
words remind us of our power to determine the next four years. This 
ebook contains articles and essays, including one by Gates, about the 
history of protest in cities, the role of place in social justice movements 
and how the notion of design as protest is changing cities. Read and be 
inspired to shape things.

Ariella Cohen
Editor-in-Chief
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The Ethical Argument for Architects to Stand 
Against Trump
BRYAN LEE | NOVEMBER 17, 2016
Above: A workman holds up the letter “T” as they remove the letters from a building formerly known as Trump Place in New York in 
response to protest from residents who do not want to be associated with the president-elect. (AP Photo/Seth Wenig)

Post election, I’ve found myself referring to a specific quote by novelist and activist James Baldwin far more often 
then I would like to believe necessary in 2016.

“We can disagree and still [work together] as long as your disagreement is not 
rooted in my oppression, the denial of my humanity or my right to exist.”

It is with this quote in mind that I am struggling to reconcile with the AIA CEO Robert Ivy’s ill-advised, unwarranted 
and unnecessary statement of support for the president-elect. The profession of architecture has suffered from a crisis 
of internal and public confidence for a while and is currently going through a bit of a revolt after Ivy’s letter and subse-
quent attempts to clarify his intentions, after a loud backlash including a #NotMyAIA Twitter campaign. Mr. Ivy’s letter 
and follow-up suffer from three fundamentally flawed assumptions.

First, and probably most obvious, is that it was wholly irresponsible to conscribe all 89,000 members of the AIA 
into a commitment to work with this objectively bigoted administration, when in fact, you will likely see a large number 
of architects firmly planted on the side of the resistance for the next four years and beyond.

The second assumption was believing that the AIA membership had any interest in its leadership broadly speak-
ing to our collective politics without the consent of the general body. You better be sure to speak with the people, if you 
intend to speak for the people.

Third, and potentially most critical, there’s an assumption that this conversation is primarily political in nature. It is 
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not. It is a moral and ethical protest to the AIA agreeing to aid and abet an administration that premised itself on the idea 
of creating unsafe spaces for people of color, LGBTQ communities and people of the Muslim faith.

The initial letter was an act of carelessness deserving of contrition. That contrition came in the form of a vague 
memo to the editor of Architecture Newspaper written after the newspaper editorialized against Ivy’s letter and the 
surrounding uproar. Ivy’s memo calls for us to unite in the best interest of our country under the “eloquent” words of 
President Obama, and while I am certain it wasn’t meant to be, it rings of condescension. Never has the best interest 
of a country came in the form of an army of demagogues, nor has it been defined by creating walls that divide us (met-
aphorically or literally).

The de facto professional oath of the American Institute of Architects obliges us to be considerate of all aspects 
of architecture and design directly related to the health, safety and welfare of the constituents we serve. I often refer 
to the third, and possibly most atrophied principle, which calls on us to design spaces that engender a demonstrably 
positive emotional and physical response among and enable [equitable] access to everyone interacting with a space. 
I would argue that there is nothing demonstrably positive about the spatial implications of increased stop and frisk 
policies, continued housing discrimination, building a wall at the Mexican border, religious profiling, eliminating the 
affordable care act and planned parenthood clinics, increased spending for federal and state prisons, and defunding 
sanctuary cities. I would argue that this all has the potential to create negative emotional and physical responses in the 
built environment and further detach the profession of architecture from the public at large.

Nearly sixty years after the AIA was admonished by the National Urban League’s Whitney M. Young for lack-
ing the courage to speak out on issues of injustice, we find ourselves in the same position of indifference to the most 
oppressive struggles of many Americans. He noted:

“You are not a profession that has distinguished itself by your social and civic con-
tributions to the cause of civil rights, and I am sure this has not come to you as any 
shock. You are most distinguished by your thunderous silence and your complete 
irrelevance.”

It is still not a shock, and I would say even more egregious, to side with those opposing the civil rights of others. 
I believe we owe it to ourselves to be a better profession. One that stands on the side of the people. We must seek to 
be thunderously loud and completely relevant towards the cause of civil rights as much and as often as it has implica-
tions in our work.

We have fallen short and Mr. Ivy, in this instance, does nothing to belie the concerns of the membership. It is all 
too easy for us to be cynical and skeptical at times like these, when the more precise tool (and one we are built for) is 
to be critical and creative. The AIA made a mistake and has apologized both publicly and privately, but apologies mean 
nothing without action. Now is the time to press the Institute to act. Act as an apolitical (not bipartisan) force for social 
good in the built environment. I wholeheartedly believe that to protest is to have an unyielding faith in the potential for a 
just society. As a member of the AIA, I am not removing myself from the conversation. Instead I will continue to stand 
and I will continue to protest, when necessary, in hopes of a better profession.

To that end, I encourage those within the profession to acknowledge the cultural implications of our work and 
become forceful advocates for true equity and design justice. I am calling on the AIA to reject its historically passive 
stance on issues of social importance and take an active position on the social issues that have direct implications 
in the built environment. Moving forward, the AIA should elevate investment of resources into the research and initia-
tives focusing on equity and justice. Additionally, the AIA in partnership with The National Organization of Minority 
Architects, Arquitectos, the American Indian Council of Architects and Engineers and other cultural architecture 
organizations should develop a multipoint platform for Design Justice that outlines the ideals of a just city and a just 
profession.

In all of this, we must always remember that architecture has the power to speak the language of the people it 
serves, but we have to be willing to serve the people without power.

BRYAN LEE IS THE PLACE + CIVIC DESIGN DIRECTOR FOR THE ARTS COUNCIL OF NEW ORLEANS. WITH A BACKGROUND IN ARCHITECTURE, 
LEE IS TASKED WITH CREATING, ADVOCATING FOR, AND CONTRIBUTE TO, THE CREATIVE INTERVENTION OF PUBLIC ART AND SOCIAL IMPACT 
DESIGN IN CIVIC SPACES ACROSS NEW ORLEANS.  BEFORE JOINING THE ARTS COUNCIL, MR. LEE SPENT TIME AT 2014 AIA NATIONAL FIRM OF 
THE YEAR, ESKEW+DUMEZ+RIPPLE (ARCHITECTURE) IN NEW ORLEANS.  LEE LEADS TWO AWARD WINNING ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN PRO-
GRAMS FOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS THROUGH THE ARTS COUNCIL AND THE NATIONAL ORGANIZATION OF MINORITY ARCHITECTS LOUISIANA 
CHAPTER, RESPECTIVELY. HE SERVES ON SEVERAL BOARDS INCLUDING THE NATIONAL NOMA BOARD AS THE DESIGN EDUCATION CHAIR AND 
ON THE NATIONAL AIA DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION COMMITTEE. HE WAS SELECTED AS THE 2014 NOMA MEMBER OF THE YEAR, 2015 NEXT CITY 
VANGUARD FELLOW, 2015 INTERNATIONAL BRITISH AMERICAN PROJECT FELLOW. BRYAN HAS GIVEN TED TALK AND A SXSW ECO KEYNOTE ON 
DESIGN JUSTICE.
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A Radical Design Movement Is Growing in New 
Orleans

What happens when activists, architects and artists team up to change their 
city?

STORY BY NINA FELDMAN | OCTOBER 12, 2015

C ity zoning that supports fair housing is boring. Very few people want to jump into a casual conversation about 
the best way to manage blight or reduce verbal street harassment. Unless you’re with friends, it’s next to impos-
sible for a discussion about Confederate monuments or race and policing to become anything but inflamma-

tory. (If you need evidence of that, refer to the comments section below any online article attempting to deal with those 
topics.) Yet these issues of urban justice can’t be left to trolls, or even politicians, to hash out — not if we want to see 
progress in our cities. Change will only come as a result of public awareness, dialogue and, ultimately, political pressure.

So, the question becomes a simple one: How do we get people to pay attention?
Over the past several years, activists in cities from Cairo to Oakland to Rio de Janeiro have increasingly found 

answers in the built environment and the field of design. They have protested inadequate infrastructure by building their 
own, deployed street art as political missive and reappropriated abandoned homes. All of this can be described as 
design as protest.

In a sense, design as protest is a matter of branding. It is a means of broadcasting a message and drawing people 
in. In rare cases, actions like blocking a road or projecting controversial images onto a building, or taking urban 
wayfinding into a community’s own hands are designed to be ends in themselves. More often, they’re attractive, often 
jarring, aesthetic interruptions that force the broader public to stop and consider something new. They’re billboards 
advertising a product you’ve never heard of. They’re movie trailers, inviting you to a feature film that will change the 
world.
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In another sense, when we talk about design as protest, it applies to the unique design of the protest itself. It’s 
about organizers using the urban landscape as a tool in service of their message. This approach requires a fundamental 
understanding of history, urban context, and the way cities work to be intentional and effective.

Over the course of the last year, with the rise of Black Lives Matter, the United States has seen countless exam-
ples of these interventions — both of organizers adding material to the urban landscape and of groups using its inherent 
elements as instruments themselves. And while the cityscape is available to anyone as a canvas for transformation and 
message delivery, those who are intimately familiar with its design, contours and flow are in a unique position to facilitate 
effective interruptions.

This week, the National Organization of Minority Architects is holding its annual conference in New Orleans. 
On Wednesday, Next City will join NOMA in hosting a one-day workshop for community organizers, architects, artists 
and activists dedicated to these ideas. We will be exploring how design and place-based interventions can drive social 
change. What follows are examples of New Orleans designers and artists doing just this. These precedents aim to serve 
as an invitation for urban planners, designers and architects to join the conversation and consider with us the use — 
and misuse — of public space in the service of transformation.

Take Em Down NOLA images projected onto the Robert E. Lee monument in Lee Circle on White Linen Night in New Orleans (Photo 
by Bryan Lee)

TAKE EM DOWN NOLA
The first Saturday in August marks White Linen Night in New Orleans. A chance for people to peruse the downtown 
art galleries and sweat on each other in the blazing summer heat, most people expect no more from their evening than 
free white wine and some decent local art. This past August, however, that rather apolitical tradition was interrupted by 
a group of artists and activists determined to remove a monument honoring Confederate General Robert E. Lee from 
the city’s built environment.

Just around the corner from the galleries, a 12-foot statue of Lee sits atop a Doric column, towering above a busy 
traffic circle.

On White Linen Night, wine-sipping art patrons passing by the circle looked up to find the familiar monument 
transformed. A scrolling roll of images and text had been projected onto the four-story-high column under the Lee 
statue. Beginning with a testimony by a former slave of Lee’s, the passage recounted the whippings and harsh treat-
ment he and others received from the General, paired with images of a slave’s back, scarred with lacerations. An 
excerpt from a letter that the General wrote to his wife, followed. In it, he expresses his belief that blacks are an inferior 
race to whites. It’s a contested passage; many argue it demonstrates Lee’s overall sentiment that slavery is a necessary 
evil. But installation designer Jakob Rosenzweig explains why he and his co-organizers at Take Em Down NOLA chose 
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to include it: “He says slavery is a bad thing, and that it’s even worse for whites than it is for the black race.” In his letter, 
Lee writes that blacks are “immeasurably better here than in Africa, morally, socially and physically” and that his senti-
ments lie with whites for having to endure the moral struggle of owning slaves.

Take Em Down NOLA is a black-led coalition aimed at removing monuments and changing street, school and 
park names that memorialize racist and white supremacist figures in U.S. history.

Since the Charleston shootings this summer, New Orleans Mayor Mitch Landrieu has been vocal about removing 
Confederate and white supremacist monuments around town. But coalition leader Ascribecalledquess? makes certain 
to point out that this effort preceded the shootings.

“We were doing this way before Mitch Landrieu walked to the table,” says Quess?, who participated in a 
Confederate flag burning held at the circle before the shootings in South Carolina.

Quess? mentions local activists Leon Waters and Malcolm Suber, whose efforts to change school names and 
raise the profile of the 1811 slave rebellion in New Orleans extend back for decades.

Rosenzweig says the idea for the White Linen Night installation was inspired by polish artist Krzysztof Wodiczko, 
known for his interrogative designs across the world. Among many others, Wodiczko projected an image of Ronald 
Reagan’s hand against the AT&T Long Lines Building in New York the night before the presidential election in 1984, said 
to highlight the fraught relationship between politics and corporations.

The final of the scrolling images against the Lee column was a quote from Michelle Alexander, author of The New 
Jim Crow, nestled between two photographs. The first was of the sleeping quarters on a slave ship; the second was 
uncannily similar, and pictured the beds in a prison cell.

“We have not ended racial caste in America,” Alexander wrote. “We have merely redesigned it.”AScribecalled-
quess? says it was important to include images in the projection that tied the hatred of Lee and other Confederate 
figures to our society today.“The irony is that despite how obvious, there’s a lot of complacency,” he said.“It’s rooted 
in ‘this is just the way it is, why bother with that?’ From people in our communities, sometimes our own demographic. 
But if you’re going to accept that, it’s no wonder you’re going to accept everything else, unemployment, discrimination, 
incarceration.” 

Freddy “Hollywood” Delahoussaye performs during a Blights Out porch crawl. (Photo by Scott McCrossen)

BLIGHTS OUT
In the decade since Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans neighborhoods have attracted plenty of interest from private devel-
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opers and city officials eager to leave their mark on the changing city with big, bold redevelopment projects. In such a 
climate, says Imani Jacqueline Brown, an artist and organizer of the Blights Out project, blighted homes are perceived 
as a nuisance, an obstacle to find the quickest route around by demolition or renovation. But Brown says that’s a dan-
gerous approach, and that it’s important to treat vacant homes as less of an eyesore and more of a story.

“We’re not looking at blighted houses as voids, but as vessels,” says Brown. “They tell a collective history.”
To highlight the narratives embedded in neighborhoods, last fall, Blights Out organized a porch crawl among 

vacant homes in New Orleans’ Sixth Ward. Residents and newcomers alike paraded to the tune of a second line brass 
band between the stops. At each home, spoken word artists and actors performed interactive pieces inspired by and 
in dialogue with the homes.

“We call this idea performing architecture,” says Brown. “It’s listening to what the house has to say.”
Brown says it’s no accident that Blights Out chose to use the second line as a vehicle to bring people together 

in celebration around critical neighborhood issues. She says it’s always been the unique role of mutual aid societies to 
support working-class neighborhoods of color. There’s no reason they shouldn’t do so now.

“The separation between culture and civics is false,” Brown says. “We’re bringing them together to bring them 
back to where they naturally exist and nest.”

Blights Out is using events like the porch crawl to engage neighbors — newcomers and longtime residents alike 
— and begin a dialogue about blight, but that is only the beginning. Brown says the group plans to buy an abandoned 
property (the ownership of which will rest in a community land trust) and transform it into a neighborhood center that 
will help people understand the city’s land acquisition and blight mitigation processes and make them more transpar-
ent. She says with the help of the Greater New Orleans Fair Housing Action Center, they recognized there was a void 
for homeowners.

“Resources are scattered,” she says. “There’s no central body to consolidate them.”
Brown says she knows that the porch crawls and interventions won’t do the work on their own.
“It would be naive of us to say that by doing some artistic gestures we can change politics,” she says. “But the 

campaigns and direct interventions operate in concentric circles.” And in New Orleans, using music, celebration and 
performance as a vehicle to facilitate community and change is no foreign concept.
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Glen David Andrews, right, performs inside City Council chambers. (Photo by Alex Woodward/Gambit)

MUSIC AND CULTURE COALITION OF NEW ORLEANS
It’s a familiar irony: Newcomers or investors find a city to be culturally unique. They work to develop it and increase its 
value. In turn, they oppose manifestations of the very culture they fell in love with in order to protect that newly estab-
lished value. People refurbish homes in funky neighborhoods with a rich history of live music like Treme, and later 
complain about live music in the very bars where jazz was born and music has been played into the night for decades.

At least, that’s the irony that the Music and Culture Coalition of New Orleans (MaCCNO) sees as a glaring 
problem.

The closest thing to a functioning musicians’ union the city has, MaCCNO was born out of long-term debates 
over the city’s outdated noise ordinance. Coalition organizers say the current ordinance — on the books for more than 
50 years — is unforgiving to venues that want to host live music. The conversation around revision started happening 
four or five years ago, but then just before Christmas 2013, unbeknownst to the greater public, a group of neighbors 
from the French Quarter aimed to sneak what MaCCNO organizers say would have been an unreasonably strict and 
prohibitive ordinance through the City Council. In January, the City Council was set to hold a public hearing about a 
slightly modified version of the same ordinance that was passed the month before. And that’s when MaCCNO put out 
the call.

“We heard about it and so we were able to launch a protest,” says MaCCNO organizer Ethan Ellestad, “which 
ultimately lead to that ordinance being withdrawn because they realized there was such a massive backlash.”

The Council got spooked; they withdrew the ordinance before the hearing ever happened. But musicians from 
MaCCNO knew this wouldn’t be the end of it, so they decided to go ahead with a protest. Organizers told everyone 
with a portable instrument to bring it to Duncan Plaza, directly across from City Hall for a community rally. MaCCNO 
spokesperson Hannah Kreiger-Benson says the idea was to “celebrate by playing the things we’re here to nurture and 
support and protect.”

The rally turned into more than a celebration. Led by trumpet player Glen David Andrews, protesters stormed the 
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foyer of City Hall and made their way through the corridors and into the council chamber, blasting horns and beating 
drums.

“Music and culture get framed in decision-making conversations as a nuisance, as something to be curbed,” 
says Kreiger-Benson. “It was a moment of occupying and creating a space. That’s exactly what New Orleans cultural 
practices do, they create a community space. When you have council members second-lining down the hall, that’s 
kind of the point.”

The New Orleans City Council has yet to adopt a new noise ordinance, but this past spring, they voted on new 
zoning laws that would make it easier on venues hosting live music. Kreiger-Benson says that by taking over City Hall 
with music, MaCCNO made their message loud and clear. “It was certainly a reminder of what we have to protect.”

Ecohybridity performs along a Lower Ninth Ward floodwall. (Credit: Ecohybridity)

ECOHYBRIDITY
The 10th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina was a confusing milestone for a lot of Gulf Coast residents. Faced with 
reductive, redundant and exploitative newspaper articles and their own questions about what to memorialize and what 
to move past, many residents expressed that they just wished it would be over so they could go on with their normal 
lives.

But Kai Barrow saw the anniversary as an opportunity. For over a decade she had been working on and concep-
tualizing a project called Gallery of the Streets. It had all been framed within the idea of thinking about increasing visual 
aptitude around visual art in black communities.

“We are incredibly visual people,” says Barrow. “Everything about how people live in our communities. Black 
women especially, how we move, adorn ourselves, everything we’re engaging in virtually is an artistic expression.” She 
was particularly interested in how these ideas related to geography. Both physical geography and questions of place 
and displacement, but also what she calls interior geography or “where our imaginations are located.”

Barrow saw the Katrina anniversary as a way to explore those concepts in the face of deep tragedy and commu-
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nity transformation.
“What does disaster capitalism look like on black women’s bodies?” she wanted to know.
To find out, she gathered a group of roughly 15 black feminists who realized a five movement black opera called 

Ecohybridity throughout the weekend of August 29, 2015. Some movements were in traditional performance spaces, 
while others commented on particular events or dynamics in the urban landscape by being performed in site-specific 
locations.

On the morning of August 29th, Ecohybridity performed a dance piece at the site where the levees broke 10 years 
prior in the Lower Ninth Ward. From there, they marched over the Industrial Canal as a part of an enormous second 
line along St. Claude Avenue in the Upper Ninth Ward. Dancing in front of and behind a homemade house on wheels, 
labeled with the phrase “housing is a human right,” Ecohybridity made a stop when the parade passed the St. Roch 
Market. A historic public market recently redeveloped into a high-end food hall, St. Roch Market has come under 
criticism for being an emblem of the gentrification taking place in the neighborhoods along St. Claude Avenue.

That day, the group entered the market and performed a vignette, in which they lamented the loss of community 
in the neighborhood. They ended their performance with a line that remembered back “when this used to be a fish 
market.” As they turned to leave, one of the members pulled out a raw fish, slammed it on the blinding white tile of the 
market floor, and left it behind.

Barrow says the intended impact of actions like these is to communicate to other people the possibility of action.
“These are everyday people who are responding. It communicates that there’s possibility. Anyone can do this. 

You don’t have to be a professional activist. This is about people saying I’ve had enough.” Barrow gives Rosa Parks 
as an example.

“That appeared to be a random action. It wasn’t,” she says. “But the story that was told, made it seem like anyone 
could just do that.”

A dance piece about a violent marriage is performed on a Central City street. (Credit: Bound Entertainment)

DANCE FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
Central City is a neighborhood that has endured high rates of violent crime in recent decades. Laura Stein and other 
organizers from Dancing Grounds, a dance studio in New Orleans’ Ninth Ward, were working on site-specific dance 
pieces that focused on themes of overcoming violence. So, they organized a dance festival that brought site-specific 
dance pieces together with social justice organizations and nonprofits on O.C. Haley Boulevard, a re-emerging com-
mercial corridor in Central City.

“In general, site-specific performances make you think about spaces differently,” she says. “Normally you just 



T H E  U R B A N I S T  P R O T E S T E R  13

think, ‘oh, there’s that empty lot.’ But the next time you walk by, you think of the dance performance.”
The challenge, though, says Stein is that the pieces came first.
“Dancing Grounds and all of our choreographers are not centrally involved in these issues, so the question is, 

how do we engage with people who are already doing this work? How do we present it in a way that’s useful to them?”
It seemed difficult for the festival in its current form to answer these questions. So Stein and her group have 

decided to shift their focus for next year to youth at a charter school in their neighborhood. Middle- and high-schoolers 
across the city will be trained in basic tools of community organizing and dance and create site-specific performances 
that occupy the school building.

Stein says she’s excited that this will be a process generated entirely by the people who the issues are affecting.
“We hope that it brings, first of all, just an element of joy into a school building — that it also creates a situation 

where students associate the buildings as a space where they have agency and the ability to organize.”
Stein says that she and her collaborators can think of a lot of issues affecting youth in charter schools.
“But we wanted to ask, ‘what are your biggest concerns right now, and how can we organize what that is and 

convey it through performance and think about a collective action?’”
The student performances will be free and open to the public, and take place inside the school building in 

February 2016. Stein says she’s excited to see the way the students will express their concerns through dance.
“Maybe they’re concerned about a way they’re entering a building, or a vending machine with certain types of 

chocolate bars. Who are we to say?” 

Hollaback! New Orleans wheatpasted these striking posters on walls and buildings in neighorhoods where residents complained of 
street harassment. (Photo by Vanessa Smith Torres/Hollaback! New Orleans)

HOLLABACK AND STOP TELLING WOMEN TO SMILE
“My Outfit Is Not An Invitation.”

“Women Are Not Outside for Your Entertainment.”
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“Men Do Not Own the Street.”
These are the phrases that come along with the poster-sized, hand-drawn portraits of women that Tatyana 

Fazlalizadeh makes as a part of Stop Telling Women to Smile, a global initiative to end street harassment.
Vanessa Smith-Torres chairs the New Orleans chapter of Hollaback, another anti-harassment effort. She got her 

hands on five of Fazlalizadeh’s posters, and brought together a group of women to wheatpaste the images in public on 
already graffitied places around New Orleans.

Smith-Torres remembers the comments her group received as they were applying the posters throughout the city: 
“A couple people said, ‘Oh that’s not really a problem here.’ Of course, those people were men.”

Hollaback is a global initiative that gives women and LGBTQ people the chance to tell and map their stories of 
street harassment in an online forum, creating a virtual space that can empower women as they move through a real 
city.

Debjani Roy is the deputy director at Hollaback headquarters in New York. She says that while it’s incredibly 
important to create space to share stories among victims of harassment online, it’s important to expose a larger public 
to the issues of street harassment that victims experience every day.

Smith-Torres agrees. She says she doesn’t want to just create an echo chamber of people who are familiar with 
the problem.

“You need people who are outside of that in order to really make change,” she says. “If it’s in public space, you 
can’t miss it. Someone who isn’t already part of the experience tangentially will be forced to confront it.”

It is admittedly hard to measure the impact of these initiatives, but both Smith-Torres and Roy say that they can 
tell they’re having an effect from public reaction as they’re creating the interruptions.

“People ask a lot of questions,” says Roy, who has created chalk-walks that express similar phrases as STWTS 
posters. “We often get, ‘You really experience this?’”

Chalk-walks and posters have inspired Hollaback to think big about how public design can work to prevent to 
end harassment. They’re looking to design research based in Stockholm that found certain curvatures in spaces like 
tunnels and corridors make people less likely to lurk there. They’re working with Hunter College to start thinking about 
ways that public spaces can be designed to reduce the risk of harassment.

“We gathered a bunch of community members to see if a location with a high level of harassment might improve 
if we increase the lighting, reduce the shrubs, put more security guards, etc.,” she says. In its early stages, Roy says 
she’s excited about the potential for the partnership.
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From Ferguson to History: What Happens to 
Spaces of Protest

To keep its cities from drowning, the government is owning up to years of 
failed policy and designing a more resilient future.

BY SANDY SMITH | SEPTEMBER 29, 2014

Above: AP Photo/Stephan Savoia

The charred remains of the QuikTrip convenience store and gas station at West Florissant Avenue and 
Northwind Estates Drive in Ferguson, Mo., will likely become just another vacant lot in a few months’ time. 
After serving as the focal point for nightly demonstrations in the wake of the fatal shooting of Michael Brown by 

Ferguson police, the QuikTrip was closed off to public access by its owner on Aug. 19th. Its gas tanks were drained and 
removed, and a chain-link fence now keeps would-be memorialists and demonstrators out.

Whether this site becomes just another memory, like so many instant memorials to those gunned down on the 
streets of America’s cities eventually do, or turns into a historic landmark is a question the historians will likely answer. 
But they won’t necessarily have the final word, as the fate of a number of other sites with significance in our recent his-
tory of protest and political turmoil demonstrates.
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(Photo by Carol M. Highsmith)

Site: Edmund Pettus Bridge, Selma, Ala.
Significance: Scene of “Bloody Sunday,” the attack by Alabama state police on civil rights marchers headed from 
Selma to Montgomery in a peaceful protest against segregation.
Currently: Still in place, serving its original function.
The Edmund Pettus Bridge was built in 1939-40 to carry U.S. 80 across the Alabama River at Selma, but it is forever 
associated with the Civil Rights Movement thanks to the “Bloody Sunday” incident. In 1996, the bridge became part 
of the Selma-to-Montgomery National Historic Trail, a Congressionally designated All-American Road; in 2013, the 
bridge was designated a National Historic Landmark.
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(AP Photo/Richard Drew)

Site: Stonewall Inn, New York City
Significance: Site of the Stonewall riots, considered the birth of the modern gay-rights movement.
Currently: A bar once again, under its historic name.
Though there had been previous gay-rights demonstrations, including pickets at the White House and annual July 4th 
marches in front of Philadelphia’s Independence Hall, none had the impact of the riots that took place over five nights 
in June 1969 after patrons of the Stonewall Inn, fed up with police harassment, fought back when police raided the 
bar on June 28th to enforce liquor laws and arrest transvestites. The raid quickly spun out of control as patrons first 
refused to cooperate with police, then trapped the hapless cops inside the bar while throwing anything they could get 
their hands on through its windows. Newly formed activist groups called for a boycott of the Stonewall, and by October 
1969, it had closed for good.

Over the next two decades, a succession of businesses occupied the buildings at 51 and 53 Christopher Street 
that had housed the bar; new owners renovated the building and reopened the bar in 2007, rechristening it with its 
original name, the Stonewall Inn. The bar, Christopher Park across Christopher Street, and the streets adjacent to 
them were designated a National Historic Landmark in 2000. Earlier this year, Interior Secretary Sally Jewell chose the 
Stonewall Inn as the spot to announce the National Park Service’s plan to “ensure that we understand, commemorate 
and share [LGBT history] in our nation’s complex and diverse history.”
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(Photo by Mws77)

Site: Kent State University Commons, Kent, Ohio
Significance: Scene of the Kent State massacre, in which National Guardsmen fired on students protesting the 
Vietnam War on May 4, 1970, killing four.
Currently: Preserved intact, with a new interpretive visitor center in a campus building overlooking the site.
Lit metal bollards and paving stones frame a rectangle in a driveway leading to a parking lot near the center of the Kent 
State campus. These mark the place where a Kent State student grieved over the lifeless body of Jeffrey Miller, one of 
four students shot dead by Ohio National Guard troops trying to disperse a Vietnam War protest, in one of the most 
searing images from the anti-Vietnam protest era. Now, visitors to the campus can tour interpretive exhibits recalling the 
events of May 4th at Kent State’s May 4 Visitors Center, opened in 2013 in Taylor Hall, one of two campus buildings 
overlooking the Commons protest site. The site was added to the National Register of Historic Places in 2010.
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(AP Photo/Stephan Savoia)

Site: Washington Convention Center, Seattle, Wash.
Significance: The convention center and the streets leading to it were the scene of confrontations between Seattle 
police and demonstrators protesting against the World Trade Organization; the confrontation became known as the 
“Battle in Seattle.”
Currently: The streets where the demonstrations took place remain open for public travel, and no commemorative 
markers have yet been erected.
The more than 40,000 demonstrators who filled the streets of downtown Seattle on Nov. 30, 1999, did something rare 
in the history of protests: They successfully prevented a meeting from taking place. By blocking off the streets leading 
to the Washington Convention Center, they prevented delegates from reaching the opening session of the World Trade 
Organization’s 1999 Ministerial Conference, which was to have been the start of a new round of talks on liberalizing 
global trade. The Seattle Police Department got a black eye for its handling of the protests, a task for which police 
chief Norman Stamper admitted it was unprepared. (When Ferguson, Mo., police made headlines last month, Stamper 
talked to the media about the militarization of the police.) The Seattle protests put “globalization” on the national media 
agenda and launched a wave of scholarly analysis. The city has documents and photos related to the WTO protests 
on its municipal archives website, but visitors to the Emerald City will find no physical reminders of the pitched street 
fights that took place in 1999.
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(Photo by Debra M. Gaines)

Site: Zuccotti Park, New York City
Significance: The site of the 2011 “Occupy Wall Street” encampment.
Currently: Now, as then, the site remains a privately managed park open to the public, with some use restrictions 
implemented after the Occupiers were removed.
You could call the Occupiers the spiritual children of the WTO protesters, as they too were angry over policies and prac-
tices that had the effect of concentrating wealth and power in the hands of a few. The stubbornness of the recession 
that began with the bursting of the housing market bubble in 2008 added fuel to their fire, which was lit on Sept. 17, 
2011, when protesters set up camp in Zuccotti Park to air their grievances. (The park was the third of three sites the 
protesters had chosen as a gathering place; police had blocked off access to the other two, Chase Manhattan Plaza 
and Bowling Green Park.)The Occupiers set up a self-governing community to guide decisions, and their protest was 
peaceful throughout, but documents that surfaced after New York City police cleared Zuccotti Park of demonstrators 
on Nov. 15, 2011, revealed that officials had been keeping tabs on them as part of a terrorist watch. Zuccotti Park’s 
owner, Brookfield Office Properties, has enforced a rule against overnight camping on the site ever since, with police 
successfully preventing several attempted re-occupations of the site, but occasional protests and commemorations of 
the original Occupy encampment still take place periodically at the park.

NEXT CITY CONTRIBUTOR SANDY SMITH IS AN ASSOCIATE EDITOR AT PHILADELPHIA MAGAZINE. OVER THE YEARS, HIS WORK HAS APPEARED 
IN HIDDEN CITY PHILADELPHIA, THE PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER AND OTHER LOCAL AND REGIONAL PUBLICATIONS. HIS INTEREST IN CITIES 
STRETCHES BACK TO HIS YOUTH IN KANSAS CITY, AND HIS CAREER IN JOURNALISM AND MEDIA RELATIONS EXTENDS BACK THAT FAR AS WELL.
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UP FROM THE BASEMENT: THE ARTIST AND THE 
MAKING OF THE JUST CITY
BY THEASTER GATES | OCTOBER 19, 2015

Governance, despite its own hopes for a universality of exclusion, is for the 
inducted, for those who know how to articulate interests disinterestedly, those 
who vote and know why they vote (not because someone is black or female but 
because he or she is smart), who have opinions and want to be taken seriously 
by serious people. In the mean time, policy must still pursue the quotidian sphere 
of open secret plans. Policy posits curriculum against study, child development 
against play, human capital against work. It posits having a voice against hearing 
voices, networked friending against contractual friendship. Policy posits the public 
sphere, or the counter public sphere, or the black public sphere, against the illegal 
occupation of the illegitimately privatized. – Stephano Harney and Fred Moten, the 
Undercommons, Fugitive Planning and Black Study

0. I understand fully the role of planner and their potential to offer more to the city than ever before. The situation at 
the level of the city and state is such that insider information, a history of connections within the system and traditional 
“good old boy” engagements work somewhat effectively at shaping the city and are perceived as a status quo that 
can’t be changed. In many of our cities, the opportunity for certain kinds of ascension into leadership works to create 
a caste system of entitlement and apathy. Art adds the potential for a critique from within, a critique that exists as a 
para-institutional engagement harnessing similar power structures and potentially even mimicking structures in order to 
advance the possibilities that exist for our city’s futures.

1. A just city requires counter-balance. It requires clear knowing of how governance works with an understanding that 
power corrupts and power constantly needs to be checked by other powers (people power, political power, ethical 
persuasion, public outcry). A just city requires that those who do not understand their power and feel cheated out of the 
right to publicly demonstrate their power are given channels and platforms by which to engage. The constant non-en-
gagement between classes, races, political camps and social structures and the intentional separations that happen 
in micro-units of cities—and, in some cases, whole cities—will not only work against the possibility of a just city, it will 
signify the concretization unjust, uneven, unethical city.

2. The possibility that artists would contribute in the substantial transformation of major cities throughout the world is 
not radical news. What feels radical is the level at which artists rarely benefit from their side.
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3. The possibility of the city as form becomes more feasible when the artist has a sense of the possibility of direct 
engagement with the real — a sense of the value of other forms of production, in addition the forms that exist in muse-
ums, art forums, galleries and homes. The artists would have a chance to deeply embed him or herself in the complex 
politics of a place, the near impossible capacity to reconcile social expectancy from social engagements. The city waits 
with neutral need for its ramparts to be tended, nurtured and altogether revisited.

4. Never plan alone. Plans require idea engagement, public and inner-circle critique, and a way of ensuring that great 
ideas are great for as many as possible and tailored for communities that want and need planning. Plans grow out of a 
need to get things done. Getting things done requires lots of permission. Plans are ways of sharing ideas so that there’s 
consensus and sometimes rebuttal, but at least there’s awareness and hopefully, permission. Even though there are 
lots of ideas that seem perfect to me for projects that I want to do, I’ve found that the most successful ones are those 
that are inclusive of other values, opinions and leadership.

5. There was an abandoned building in the city about to be demolished. I, along with 17 developers, looked at the 
building over 20 years, none of us willing to invest in black space. None of us were willing to imagine new futures for 
the South Side, or able to imagine making an investment that might not yield a return. We weren’t willing to believe in a 
place that seemed not to believe in itself, or risk other people’s cash on a dream. We could not consider the possibility 
that this abandoned building might be the crucial link to the growth and redevelopment of a seemingly infertile land. In 
a way, the challenge was not the challenge of the building, it was a challenge of seeing—of imagination—on the ocular 
prescription one has. These days, I don’t see as well as I used to. I’ve learned that the blur sometimes makes things 
more beautiful; it may possibly even bring other things into greater focus. The impossibility of seeing is one of the major 
challenges of the built world.

6. This moment is ripe for new ways of imagining the form, the materials through which we address the form and the 
situations through which the form is conceived, exhibited, made visible and legible. The moment is ripe to new ways 
of imagining who participates in the inception of the form. The city is form and raw material and the location of possi-
bility and the consciousness of our age. The city needs sculpture and praxis; it needs wedging and heat. The city is in 
the difficult position of no longer knowing itself or its virtues. It has suitors who are not fashioning futures, but instead 
fashioning wealth generation. If the sculptor is absent from this work, what we will have instead of the beautiful is the 
most efficient, the cheapest and most extravagant, ideas generated by those who pay not those who feel. The sculptor 
and the policy expert and the planner together make great cities. They share agency and resource, and stand strong 
together with ideology and a willingness to have sympathy for the vocations. When our administrations realize the 
potency of artistic and policy based collaborations, truly transformative works will happen: works that go far beyond 
mural making and public art programs; the type of work that might allow for innovations in professional bureaucracy.

7. At my undergraduate university, the School of Architecture was on the 5th floor, the Planning Program on the 3rd 
floor, and the Arts Programming in the basement. We all used to joke that our placement was an announcement of 
caste, of where we stood in the world; a hierarchy had been made clear. As a result of the professionalization of our 
creative selves, we were never able to really see how we were all cut from similar cloth, and that if we were to share 
the same libraries, skill sets, rigor, and lunch rooms, that we could in fact explode any one of the vocations we had set 
ourselves to do.

8. There should be more female and queer leadership in the just city. We need leadership that has the potential to ask 
new questions of the status quo and demand a more complicated set of determinations and willingness to invest in 
non-hierarchal structures. Leadership that also expects more from the men we work for. By challenging their assump-
tions and biases, we make room for an open critique of systems of power and pathways for understanding sharing, 
empathy, public participation and inclusion alongside land use futures, zoning policy and fiscal allocations.

9. There will be no great future city without hacking the systems of power. Policy is simply a way of ensuring legal pro-
cess around things that matter. Sometimes our ideas need to push the policy envelope a little. I always imagine that 
this is part of what policy should do: it should capture the needs of communities that change. Policy, like communities, 
has to be dynamic if it is to capture that possibility of a just city. It has to keep looking for the nuance with the systems 
of governance to make our cities work better.
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The Pop-Up Approach to Fighting Mass 
Incarceration
BY DANYA SHERMAN | OCTOBER 27, 2016 
Above: A rendering of the School on Wheels bus (Credit: Designing Justice + Designing Spaces)

In her training as an architect at some of the country’s most respected academic institutions, Deanna Van Buren 
learned many valuable skills, including how to create beautiful renderings, how to design to code, and how to sell 
clients on an architectural vision. But one skill, which she has come to learn is the lynchpin to the success of her 

projects, she had to develop on her own: how to listen.
Honing this skill has been crucial in the development of what colleagues call her “activist architecture” practice, 

Designing Justice + Designing Spaces (DJDS). The Oakland-based practice, which Van Buren co-founded with fellow 
Echoing Green Fellowship winner and real estate development specialist Kyle Rawlins, seeks to collaboratively create 
catalytic spaces that will lead to the end mass incarceration in the United States, particularly for the individuals and 
communities of color that it disparately impacts.

Picture this: An executive from Twitter, a former gang member, a probation officer and a community activist sit 
together at a table and share what kinds of spaces make them feel inspired, and what makes them feel dehumanized. 
They discuss their personal experiences and memories. Slowly, empathy builds and a shared understanding of needs 
emerges.

This approach was vital in the development of a new initiative that DJDS is working on, called the School on 
Wheels. The School on Wheels is a new mobile learning center for the Bay Area, custom built inside a decommissioned 
municipal bus. It will offer educational programming and other services for formerly incarcerated individuals, in partner-
ship with the Five Keys Schools and Programs.

Five Keys runs educational and workforce development programs for over 8,000 participants at schools, prisons 
and community centers across California, and has been successful at significantly reducing the recidivism rate of its 
participants, among other successes. Five Keys was recently awarded an “Innovation in American Government” 
award by Harvard. But staff still find that many who need their services for cannot afford the transportation or childcare 
necessary to access their brick and mortar centers — some are former gang members who cannot enter certain terri-
tory, for example — so the School on Wheels will help Five Keys come to them.

DJDS’ approach to community engagement — what Sunny Schwartz, Director of Community Restoration and 
Government Affairs for Five Keys, calls “all hands on deck” — mirrors the Five Keys’ vision of a restorative justice 
approach. Schwartz describes this approach as one in which everyone impacted by a crime or the justice system 
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comes to the table to determine its consequences.

Deanna Van Buren helps an incarcerated student with his design.(Photo by Lee Romney) 

“To restore, we have to recognize time for everyone — the victim, the offender, and the community — and create an 
obligation to make that right,” says Schwartz, the author of Dreams from the Monster Factory and a respected leader 
and early advocate for restorative justice. “The right design, combined with effective leadership, can create enormous 
pro-social change.”

The School on Wheels is under construction and will roll out later this fall in the Bay Area. It is featured in Cooper 
Hewitt National Design Museum’s recently opened exhibition, “By the People: Designing a Better America”.

Just one in a series of projects Van Buren calls the “Pop Up Resource Village,” the School on Wheels will soon 
have a mobile counterpart — the Women’s Resource Bus. Still under development, the retrofitted bus is a response to 
needs identified by incarcerated women during a week-long workshop with the architect and volunteers from DJDS. 
Prisons and jails release people at all hours of the day and night without any support and often into dangerous situations 
so the resource bus is designed to park near prison exits and provide safe, comfortable and clean shelter to women 
as they are being released. The bus will be outfitted with WiFi, phone chargers, showers and coffee, and will be staffed 
with counselors to help reconnect the women with whatever they may need.

Before workshopping their idea with incarcerated women, Van Buren’s team had begun designing with the 
assumption that women would simply want a safe place to sleep. Quickly, through their interactive workshops, they 
learned they had thought wrong. After their time apart from loved ones, the re-entering women wanted a clean, 
healthy-feeling space to relax, clean up and reconnect with people using phones or the internet. They wanted to learn 
about what they had missed while they were incarcerated, and receive basic items like personal hygiene products and 
comfortable clothing. Van Buren emphasizes that that the Women’s Resource Bus was ultimately co-created with its 
end users and that through that collaborative design process, DJDS hopes to provide a space that will ultimately reduce 
recidivism and help women re-enter their lives on the outside in more productive way.

Van Buren’s development of the idea for the Pop-Up Resource Village was supported by the Robert Rauschenberg 
Foundation’s Artist as Activist fellowship; the project also received a Google Impact Challenge Grant and is a finalist 
for the prestigious ArtPlace America National Creative Placemaking Fund. But the team needs more partners to make 
sure the entire vision can become a reality. A “constellation of resources” are required, Van Buren says, to “address the 
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social challenges that both lead to and have been created by mass incarceration.”
Beyond the Pop Up Resource Village, DJDS working on a suite of other projects that utilize design and develop-

ment towards restorative justice. They have released a toolkit specifically for justice-involved people and other stake-
holders to explore and evaluate how design and restorative justice intersect. They are also working with the Ella Baker 
Center for Human Rights and Restaurant Opportunities Centers United (ROC) to create Restore Oakland, a restorative 
justice business and nonprofit hub in Oakland, and developing a project called “Creating Home” for youth transitioning 
out of foster care and at high risk for homelessness and incarceration.

A rendering of the Women’s Resource Bus (Credit: Designing Justice + Designing Spaces)

For Van Buren, developing a mission-driven practice focused on building a society that restores rather than incarcer-
ates, required redesigning the design process itself. The process, she says, has been formative.

“I find this kind of engaged design much more effective and practical, not to mention inspiring. It doesn’t make 
sense to me to do things in the way I was taught to in corporate architecture, without the benefit of that information, 
especially when I am designing with and for people who have experienced things that I have not.”

The process of listening, and of working collaboratively is so vital for Van Buren that she wants to reframe com-
munity engagement as part of research and design (R&D) work.

And it doesn’t end with research — because the project is done in partnership with its end users, everyone will 
be part of evaluating and measuring its success.

“This is doing your due diligence — just like you would consider the building code before designing,” Van Buren 
says. “If you are designing for people other than yourself, you need their voices in the room to hold you accountable 
and make your project more successful.”
This article is part of a Next City series focused on community-engaged design made possible with the support of the Surdna 
Foundation.
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BACHELOR OF ARTS FROM WESLEYAN UNIVERSITY.
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How a 29-Year-Old Designer Is Reinventing the 
Urban Monument

Sara Zewde has the Mayor of Rio de Janeiro paying attention — and for 
good reason.

BY GREGORY SCRUGGS | NOVEMBER 16, 2015

In March 2011, Sara Zewde received a curious email from a friend working on her doctorate in African-American his-
tory. It pointed her to an article in a Brazilian newspaper about the discovery of an old slave port called the Valongo 
Wharf in Rio de Janeiro. A U.S.-born urban planner then working in the Rio office of the Institute for Transportation 

and Development Policy, Zewde had just heard about the wharf from a colleague because of its location in the city’s 
port area, where she was studying transportation plans.

“The historical significance of it was undoubtable,” Zewde says of the buried wharf, where approximately one 
million enslaved Africans had entered the Americas. An African-American whose parents emigrated from Ethiopia, 
Zewde’s interest was personal and professional.

Estimates vary, but at least four million enslaved Africans — 40 percent of the total transatlantic slave trade — 
were brought to Brazil before the country abolished the practice in 1888, becoming the last nation in the Americas to 
do so. Valongo Wharf was the largest entry point for enslaved Africans in Brazil, making it the most trafficked point of 
entry in the Americas and an “entirely unique historical marker,” says Elisa Larkin Nascimento, director of the Institute 
of Afro-Brazilian Studies and Research.

Despite the wharf’s inarguable historic value, city officials had not been looking for it. Workers prepping the area 
for an ambitious public-private makeover of Rio’s port area uncovered it. The accident would quickly reshape the future 
of the port — and Zewde’s career.

Black activists had long sought to uncover the missing piece of history, but the reveal was thanks to workers 
digging to lay new sewer lines for the public-private partnership Porto Maravilha, or Marvelous Port, a play on Rio’s 
nickname as the “Marvelous City.” As the largest such partnership in Brazilian history, Porto Maravilha is poised to trans-
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form a working-class, former industrial area with a historic Afro-Brazilian population into a stylish district of luxury condo 
and office towers, boutique hotels, and starchitect-designed cultural destinations. Quickly, the activists pulled together 
to demand that Mayor Eduardo Paes memorialize the site as part of the redevelopment.

Zewde’s urban planning master’s thesis at MIT explored the idea of “black urbanism” in the context of New 
Orleans. She had grown up in the South and had long been fascinated by how cultural dynamics came to be reflected 
in urban landscapes.

“When the Mayor said in response to the outcry of activists that he wanted the design for the wharf to represent 
the black experience, I jumped out of my seat,” she says.

Today, Valongo Wharf is open to visitors. (Credit: Wikimedia Commons)

In Fall 2011, Zewde left Rio to begin a landscape architecture program at Harvard’s Graduate School of Design 
(GSD), but she couldn’t forget the wharf. Once in Cambridge, she realized that school could wait — while the opportu-
nity to work on the Valongo Wharf would not. She knocked out one semester of studies at the GSD before returning to 
Rio with a research grant to investigate further.

As Zewde got deeper into the city’s plans to memorialize the Valongo Wharf, she found herself in an unexpected 
role: architect. In short order, she had to turn theory into practice as she went from inquisitive student to lead designer 
for a memorial with huge implications for Rio, Brazil and the broader global design community.

“WE DON’T KNOW. DO YOU?”
Today, the remnants of the Valongo Wharf are modestly preserved in a placeholder arrangement. Large flat stones 
are stacked, sometimes neatly, sometimes precariously, as tufts of grass grow in between. Steps lead down to where 
water once was. Many of the surrounding 19th-century streets and buildings follow the contours of the old water line. 
Meanwhile, a more modern set of warehouses, some already converted into chic event spaces, now front Guanabara 
Bay.

A street bounds the exposed wharf on one side and a simple concrete paving job rings the other three, creating 
a hardscape plaza. The perfectly symmetrical cement squares contrast with the jagged edges of the Valongo’s ruins. A 
few plaques offer a basic historical interpretation of the site as a major slave receiving port. The plaques, Zewde says, 
are the only public acknowledgment of slavery in Rio outside museum exhibits. At one corner, an obelisk commem-
orates the arrival of a bride for Emperor Dom Pedro II, the last monarch to rule Brazil under whose rule slavery was 
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abolished.
The remains of Valongo were found six feet under the street surface, below four layers of paving dating back to 

1843, when the wharf was first paved over in preparation for the welcoming of Brazil’s future empress.
“Each layer of paving in the cross-section has its own story,” Zewde says.
Those stories will gain another chapter with Porto Maravilha. Today, it is one of the crowded city’s least dense 

neighborhoods, with fewer than 32,000 residents. Over the next decade, city officials hope to triple the population to 
100,000. With air rights already sold, their ambitions have begun to be realized, although Brazil’s current economic 
downturn has slowed real estate development from the delirious pace of just a few years ago.

On paper, at least 32 commercial projects, including a portside Trump Towers, are in the works. In 2013, CDURP, 
the agency managing the port’s redevelopment, demolished a three-mile-long elevated highway running through the 
area, clearing the land for a boulevard with waterfront access. Not far from the former highway, international real estate 
giant Tishman Speyer built the district’s first new commercial building, designed by British starchitect Norman Foster. In 
2017, the company intends to open the neighborhood’s first new residential building, a 1,400-unit tower. The duo will 
join a sleek art museum that opened in 2013, a planned boutique hotel housed in a retrofitted grain silo and a Santiago 
Calatrava-designed, science-themed Museum of Tomorrow that is slated to open by the end of the year.

The Museu do Amanha, or Museum of Tomorrow, is one of 32 new developments built or in the works in Rio’s port district. (AP 
Photo/Leo Correa)

With its glassy designer towers and big-name cultural amenities, the new development will be a massive change 
for the area, long a refuge for black Brazilian history and culture. Home to Rio’s oldest favela and a historic Afro-Brazilian 
community, as well as an artists’ colony, an edgy nightclub district, and two working-class neighborhoods, the port area 
had managed to thrive under the recent era of benign neglect. Crowds — locals and gringos alike — flock to Monday 
night samba sessions at the Pedra do Sal (Salt Rock), a portside landmark where longshoremen unloaded salt and 
played music in their off hours. The black community that still lives there is descended from runaway slaves and is rec-
ognized for this lineage under Brazilian law.

But while some protections have been offered to the black community of Pedra do Sal, the very fact that the 
Valongo Wharf was paved over is an apt metaphor for the historical treatment of Afro-Brazilian heritage sites. One only 
has to visit the downtown Little Africa neighborhood where samba was born to see how black communities have fared 
as the city has developed. There, an entire community was forced out in the 1940s to make way for Avenida Presidente 
Vargas, a 16-lane monstrosity that the architect who designed Brasilia’s master plan referred to as the “ugliest road in 
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the world.” Meanwhile, the favelas that are home to a disproportionate number of dark-skinned Cariocas (Rio natives) 
have been variously neglected and threatened by public policy. Most recently, government agencies opted to forci-
bly evict people from these communities in an effort to sanitize the city for the 2014 World Cup and upcoming 2016 
Summer Olympics.

“Brazilian society is proud of African derived food, music, and culture, but we don’t talk about racism in Brazil. In 
the cultural heritage field, this has consequences…” says Washington Fajardo, a special adviser to the Mayor on urban 
planning issues and the president of the Rio World Heritage Institute, which would be one of the key entities charged 
with preserving the wharf.

As Rio is remade for a global stage, the potential for a major African heritage site in the heart of a downtown 
redevelopment project carries a lot of symbolic weight for the movimento negro, or “black movement,” as activists for 
Afro-Brazilian rights are known.

By the time Zewde returned to Rio under the auspices of her research grant, movement activists had already suc-
cessfully pressured Paes to designate the Valongo Wharf and other nearby sites of Afro-Brazilian memory as a formal 
historic district: the African Heritage Celebration Historical and Archaeological Circuit. A working group of black leaders 
was convened to provide input on the circuit’s development. Both developments signified progress for the movement. 
“This was our first time being consulted on an urban redevelopment project,” say Dulce Vasconcello, president of the 
Municipal Council in Defense of Black Rights and a member of the Mayor’s working group.

Zewde and Fajardo soon met to discuss Valongo. She asked him if Rio’s leaders in city hall had any clear idea 
how designs for a memorial could reflect the Afro-Brazilian experience. As she recalls, “Washington told me, ‘we don’t 
know.’” He then turned the tables and asked, “Do you?”

Soon after the conversation, Zewde again returned to the U.S., but this time, she knew for certain she would 
return to Rio.

As jackhammers battered the weathered streets of the port district, the ghosts of Valongo continued to haunt the 
29-year-old designer. In 2013, she worked for Hood Design Studio in Oakland and tried to steer a contract to work on 
Valongo to the landscape architecture firm whose principal, Walter Hood, is one of the few African-Americans in the 
field. But the site was not yet primed for an international design competition and taking work away from Brazilian firms 
was a political non-starter.

That following winter, Zewde was nominated for the Olmsted Scholars Program, the premier national award 
program for landscape architecture students named for the founding dean of the profession, Frederick Law Olmsted. 
Zewde won the scholarship, which came with a $25,000 prize and the imprimatur of the Landscape Architecture 
Foundation. She immediately contacted Fajardo, who up until that point had not found a way to hire her, as a non-Bra-
zilian, to work on the designs for the site. With the scholarship in hand, she boarded a plane for Rio during the hectic 
summer of 2014, as Brazil hosted the World Cup.

While football madness took over the city and slowed Brazilian office productivity to a crawl, Zewde found a team 
ready to go. “Washington’s office works really hard,” she says. “There was a rush of energy and we worked plenty of 
weekends.”

Already accustomed to pulling long hours at the GSD, Zewde worked day and night during the feverish months 
of June and July. At the Rio World Heritage Institute, she brought in the fruits of her Harvard research, from the African 
continent’s history of urbanism, when cities like Timbuktu were bigger than London, to her ethnobotany investigations 
into what kinds of plants would have been familiar to enslaved Africans.

Soon enough, Zewde became known around the office as the de facto expert on all things Afro-Brazilian. While 
flattering, it was an uncomfortable position to be in, she recalls. “It was weird to talk about Afro-Brazilian culture 
because I’m not Brazilian,” she explains. “I hated the authority I had because I was American, or from Harvard, or black. 
It was hard to separate them.”

At the same time, she couldn’t avoid a feeling of tokenism. At the City Palace during a formal dinner to honor the 
TED Global conference that was in town, she was introduced to Paes. “I was a young black woman — every level of 
being an outsider,” Zewde recalls of the event. At some point during the meal, she realized, “I was the only black person 
in the room who was not a server.” But she also shrugged it off with a sad-but-true dig at her chosen profession. “I’m 
used to it in the world I’m in, design.”

Despite these hurdles, by July 2014, she was presenting a design proposal at a meeting in Rio’s city hall con-
vened by the Mayor’s office. His representatives and those from the public-private partnership redeveloping the port 
were there, as well as private developers with a stake in Porto Maravilha, staffers from the federal agencies that safe-
guard black rights like the Office of Racial Equality Policies, and various community activists. Zewde’s audience also 
included Milton Guran, a Brazilian who serves on UNESCO’s International Scientific Committee and will help decide in 
the next year whether Valongo Wharf receives designation as a World Heritage Site. (Key ports of slave embarkation 
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in West Africa have long been recognized by UNESCO and have been boons to the tourism industry of Senegal and 
Ghana.)

Zewde’s proposals for the site revolve around her question of how to shape a city in relationship to its history of 
slavery. In her hands, the archaeological site itself would be enhanced with shade trees, site-specific illumination and 
street furniture. Meanwhile, the streets that lead to the site would represent the routes of the slave trade. To ease that 
painful memory, plants, including African vegetation, would create a cooler microclimate and white benches would 
invoke Afro-Brazilian rituals along a specially designed pedestrian pathway. The design was roundly approved by the 
Mayor’s representatives and the black activists he had brought to the table, Fajardo says.

Inspiration for Zewde’s design, shown in this rendering, came from Afro-Brazilian rituals and cultural practice. (Credit: Sara Zewde)

When Zewde describes her design, she returns to an academic argument made in her GSD thesis, which wove 
her work on Valongo into an exploration of the uses of the monument. She argues that while the traditional monument 
commemorates a singular event or individual by placing an object in a space that is a break from its surroundings, the 
400-year practice of African enslavement demands a different approach. “For Afro-descended people, you wake up 
every day with the legacy of slavery,” she says. “How do you deal with that spatially?”

One approach is to translate cultural practices into spatial ones. Samba or capoeira, two hallmarks of Brazilian 
culture with strong African influences, both traditionally operate in circular gatherings known as rodas. In her design, 
Zewde incorporates patterns and shapes modeled after these gatherings. For her audience in Rio, the concept clicked 
immediately, Zewde says. Plants were another way to grapple with slavery’s living legacy. When the Earth’s landmasses 
were all part of the supercontinent Pangaea, what is now Brazil and Africa were joined at the hip. Zewde’s proposal 
to plant vegetation that would have been familiar to enslaved Africans arriving on Rio’s shores is a gesture toward that 
human moment, as well as the site’s geologic history.

“Her ideas about seeds and vegetation here in Rio as a form of connecting with our African roots is really cool,” 
says Lelette Couto, who sits on the African Heritage Circuit working group and is a member of Rio’s racial equality com-
mission. “It’s part of Sara’s innovation to have a more futuristic look at our roots.”

But as Zewde’s research also taught her, cultural exchange is never simple. Brazilian authorities consider African 
plants to be invasive and don’t allow them to be planted as part of public projects. Fajardo has gone to bat for Zewde’s 
design, arguing for a cultural exception to the rule, but no decision has been made. “The idea of native plants is defined 
as when Europeans arrived,” Zewde says. “It’s arbitrary in the evolution of plants.”
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Zewde’s design for the African Heritage Celebration Historical and Archaeological Circuit includes native African plants, as shown in 
this rendering. (Credit: Sara Zewde)

HURRY UP AND WAIT
It took three years from the Valongo Wharf’s rediscovery until a design could be produced. How long it will take to realize 
some version of Zewde’s vision is anyone’s guess. The Mayor has asked the Rio World Heritage Institute and CDURP 
to prepare a viability study of the project, but no firm timeline or budget has been set.

Meanwhile, the black movement activists who were consulted in the euphoria of the design process are now reg-
istering their frustration about a lack of progress. “My biggest criticism is in relation to City Hall,” says Vasconcello. “It 
hasn’t taken ownership of the project.”

“Our position is that we’re going to hold the city accountable [to its commitment],” Vasconcello continues. “We will 
fight for it to get off the ground. There’s no way we can give up. For us the most important thing is to have the history 
of our ancestors told at the physical point of arrival for enslaved Africans.”

A spokesman for the Mayor declined to specify which agency would be directly responsible for the creation of the 
Circuit and outside of City Hall, no one else seems to know either. Fajardo maintains that it is CDURP’s responsibility 
and CDURP says that its only mandate is to redevelop the port area and use Zewde’s proposal “insofar as it is possible 
to reconcile” it with the other development on the site.

Still, CDURP claims that the viability study is underway and that the agency will eventually pay for the memorial’s 
implementation with money generated from the sale of air rights in the area. CDURP’s president, Alberto Silva, wrote in 
an email that the agency has already used some money raised from the sale of air rights to pay for activities related to 
the Circuit, including preparation of the UNESCO dossier, an annual ceremony for the black community to “wash” the 
wharf’s stones, cataloguing of archaeological material from the site, guided visits and general signage. CDURP has also 
provided financial support for the Pedra do Sal community and a museum that houses a slave cemetery, both stops 
on the Circuit.

Yet as CDURP studies the project, it continues to upgrade infrastructure in the Porto Maravilha footprint, includ-
ing in areas earmarked for Zewde’s Afrocentric design interventions. “There was a lost opportunity at the Praça dos 
Estivadores, which could have incorporated this design,” Fajardo says. The Praça dos Estivadores (Longshoremen’s 
Square) is one of the sites formally listed as part of the Circuit in the city’s municipal decree. Like many public spaces in 
this palimpsest neighborhood, it has an older name — Largo do Depósito, or Deposit Square — to mark the fattening 
houses for slaves recently arrived at the Valongo Wharf. The goal was to make them strong enough for fieldwork after 
surviving the transatlantic crossing.

Fajardo remains optimistic despite this setback. “The proposal is rather flexible, it’s not a rigid urban design,” he 
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says, already looking ahead to the as-yet-unimproved Avenida Barão de Tefé, where the Valongo Wharf itself is located 
and for which Zewde prepared the most elaborate designs of the project. He calls the street “contextually very import-
ant” for the integrity of the Circuit design proposal.

For its part, CDURP says that the Avenida Barão de Tefé’s design is already complete and doesn’t take into 
account Zewde’s design. “It will be reviewed in order to analyze the possibility of incorporating the proposed elements 
in accordance with the viability and general timeline of the construction,” a spokesperson wrote in an email.

The next step for the Rio World Heritage Institute is a competition for Afro-Brazilian designers to come up with a 
wayfinding symbol that will designate the circuit. The agency is also strategizing on how it can help make the Circuit ben-
efit existing residents, rather than simply fuel gentrification. At the insistence of local residents, Paes recently released 
a plan to build 10,000 affordable units in the area within the next 10 years. “We’re concerned about the need to create 
economic empowerment along the circuit, which will make it sustainable in the long run,” Fajardo says.

Zewde’s sense that continuity with the past empowers the future is no doubt influencing the process. “The most 
important thing is to look back at the past, but project toward the future, a different future, because we still have a lot 
of work to do,” says Couto, who continues to advocate for the project at City Hall.

One of Brazil’s recurring mottos is “country of the future,” a phrase that mostly generates eye rolling these days, 
especially among young Brazilians jaded in the current economic and political climate. Rio has been somewhat insu-
lated from the ongoing economic downturn, but as the last few years have shown, there are many stumbling blocks on 
the road to Olympic glory. In a way, uncovering the Valongo Wharf was one of them — a major archaeological find that 
surely slowed down the port’s transformation into a new commercial district.

In 1991, something similar happened in Lower Manhattan, when a groundbreaking for a federal office building 
uncovered a historic African cemetery. Now a monument maintained by the National Park Service, it took considerable 
activism on the part of black leaders to preserve the site, a sliver of a larger 6.6-acre burial ground. The attention ulti-
mately galvanized a revisionist history of New York City’s direct participation in the slave trade, from scholarly research 
to a landmark exhibit at the New York Historical Society.

Nevertheless, the black slab monument wedged in the shadow of Manhattan skyscrapers is easily overlooked 
in downtown’s concrete jungle. Zewde’s proposal for Rio — to make African heritage a centerpiece of the revitalized 
downtown district — is infinitely bolder. Having pioneered a new design approach to monuments, Zewde has drawn 
comparisons with Maya Lin from Anita Berrizbeitia, the chair of the GSD’s landscape architecture program and Zewde’s 
adviser.

“Sara is a negotiator, an advocate for communities,” says Berrizbeitia, who nominated Zewde for the Olmsted 
scholarship.
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Zewde in the Seattle office of Gustafson Guthrie Nichol, where she currently works as a designer

Zewde is already thinking about the long game. Paes leaves office after the Olympics next year, but the port rede-
velopment will continue for another decade-plus. “The history of this site has evolved over a few hundred years, what 
makes me think five years is going to change it,” she says. “Eventually, I think pieces of the design will be implemented. 
The project requires a lot of coordination between various political actors and entities. I don’t expect that to happen 
overnight.”

Zewde is now following developments in Rio while working full-time for Gustafson Guthrie Nichol in Seattle. Even 
if her day job keeps her from dedicating her time exclusively to Valongo, the project’s teachings are by now inscribed in 
her DNA as a designer. “This approach is my life’s work,” she says.

In October, Zewde spoke about her Rio project at the GSD’s inaugural Black in Design Conference, a sold-
out affair that made public a conversation Zewde and her community had been having on their own for years. When 
an audience member asked her about the very outsider status that made her an unexpected authority in Rio, she 
explained, “My design process is about re-establishing trust with black communities, because the system has failed 
them so many times before.”
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