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A rhetorical query of “How do we spatialize 

healing, equity, and justice?” invoked a 

commitment to translate this vision into practice. 

For our collective, the message became very clear 

that the very truths we hold “to be self-evident, 

that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 

pursuit of Happiness...” have for far too long been 

selectively applied and grossly abused, leaving 

this concept of democracy and equality tattered

and worn.
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Architecture inscribes human value. A sense of worth, place, and 
identity is defined through spatial, psychological, and behavioral 
terms. Upon closer examination, the built environment also 
reveals fractured and undemocratic processes, reinforcing 
systemic conditions of inequity and cultural hierarchy, and 
legitimizing the dehumanization of large segments of society. 

Designing For Democracy is an interdisciplinary 
consortium of practitioners investigating the implicit relationship 
between systems of the built environment and society’s most 
pressing challenges. Our diverse upbringings, skill sets, and 
lived experiences empower our ability to connect how the nodes 
of inequity, cultural hierarchy, and dehumanization become 
spatialized and proliferated, all facets of a growing existential 
threat to the full potential of democracy. 

Within this context, DFD activates opportunities for new 
pedagogical and methodological approaches to interrogate and 
deconstruct existing paradigms, while simultaneously advancing 
democratic spatial practice through the emergence of projects 
centered on more equitable, humane, and just stewardship of the 
built environment.

           



The Ecology of 
Spatial Practice
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System Influencers 

The Ecology of Spatial Practice
How We View Spatial Practice

From the moment we step outside our door to the moment we 
return home, our everyday life is a journey through the many 
layers of culture, environment, economy, politics, and society, 
where our actions and our words create ripples in an ocean of 
systems. These systems that make up the world we live and work 
in are products of decades and centuries of thought, decision, 
and practice. 

System Access Points 

Systems of the Built Environment
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The Ecology of Spatial Practice
How We View Spatial Practice

System Influencers 
Shape the world we live in. What are the perceptions 
of systems influencers who hold positions of power 
that inform the policies, practices, and investments 
that shape our lived experiences within the built 
environment?

System of the Built Environment
The built environment is comprised of many 
designed systems addressing, meeting, and 
impacting human condition.

mediA

NGOs

AdmiNisTRATive sTATe

GOveRNmeNT

pHiLANTHROpisTs

pOLiTiCiANs

eCONOmisTs

URbAN pLANNeRs

GeNeRAL pUbLiC
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LObbyisTs
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HisTORiANs

ANTHROpOLOGisTs

ACTivisTs

deveLOpeRs

THiNk TANks

sOCiOLOGisTs

FiNANCieRs

“expeRTs”

Systems of the Built Environment

System Access Points 
Determine how each of us access system outputs 
to meet our human needs. In what ways do each of 
these “systems accessors” determine your health 
and overall quality of life?
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FOOd
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FORmAL eCONOmies

LANGUAGe

ideNTiTy

CRimiNALiTy WeALTH
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skiLLs

LAbOR
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The Ecology of Spatial Practice
How We View Spatial Practice

System Influencers 

Our lived experiences are products of the relationships 
between those who hold power, the structures of 
governance, and the space we participate in. As 
humans with compassion, foresight, and empathy, we 
can use this knowledge to produce interventions that 
can effectively impact everyday life. Only when we 
uphold democracy and the human condition as real 
values in our actions can the work to transform spatial 
practice begin.  

Systems of the Built 
Environment

System Access Points 

Lived Experiences

NEIGHBORHOOD

EDUCATION

HEALTHCARE

FOOD

ECONOMIC 
STABILITY

SOCIAL & 
COMMUNITY 

CONTEXT

The interplay of systems, access points, and 
influencers create spatial outputs informing lived 
experiences, health, and quality of life, and overall 
human condition.
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Spatial Outputs and Disparate Impacts
How We View Spatial Practice

Our actions have very real consequences, some visible
and others invisible to the naked eye. The intentionality
of choices and decisions made by spatial practitioners
can produce outputs that affect us greatly. The
disparate impacts can cause ever widening disparities
between people and their communities, and they can be
felt in many ways, making us financially instable,
physically unhealthy, or even psychologically
traumatized. These effects can be felt on a grand scale,
making some communities fall behind others on
socioeconomic and health metrics. This is the way
spatial practice, defined by perceptions, decisions, and
intentions manifest into the physical environment,
ultimately guiding our lived experiences.

Lived Experiences

System of The Built 
Environment
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What Informs the Ecology of 
Spatial Practice?
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What Informs the Ecology of Spatial Practice?

There is an intricate and instinctive web of three 
modes that influence and instruct an individual as they 
set about their daily lives. For the spatial practitioner 
designing components of the built environment, they 
must be mindful of how these forces shape the lived 
experience of everyone. 

PERCEPTIONS 
& MENTAL 
MODELS

Lived Experiences

POLICIES, 
PRACTICES, & 
INVESTMENTS

RELATIONSHIPS, 
CONNECTIONS,
& POWER 
DYNAMICS

System 
Influencers

System of the Built 
Environment

System Access 
Points
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What Informs the Ecology of Spatial Practice?

PERCEPTIONS 
& MENTAL 
MODELS

The way we think about someone, someplace, or 
something creates a lived reality.

Systems reflect the relationships, 
connections, and power dynamics at 
play grounded in our perceptions.

Lived Experiences

POLICIES, 
PRACTICES, & 
INVESTMENTS

RELATIONSHIPS, 
CONNECTIONS,
& POWER 
DYNAMICS

System 
Influencers

System of the Built 
Environment

System Access 
Points

Guided by our sense of systems, 
policies, practices, and investments 
shape the human condition.
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Perceptions & Mental Models

Can the way we think about someone or something create 
a lived reality? 

perception and mental models affect our choices, behaviors, and beliefs. 

How we understand the world around us shapes not only our daily lives, but 

the lives of countless human beings. Our awareness is often cultivated and 

rooted in the places where we live, work, learn, worship, and play. Limited 

exposure to experiences, interactions, and tools that build diversity, empathy, 

and compassion often creates perceptions that perpetuate stereotypes.  

it is within this frame perceptions inform the way we create and design 

the world we live in. To cultivate more just and equitable lived experiences, 

we must delve into the roots of those perceptions that nurture conditions 

within the built environment where realities like zip codes not only determine 

a child’s success, but the overall health of a community, and the ability to 

access quality foods or other necessities. by activating new opportunities 

of how we identify our place in the world with others, we can begin to 

infuse concepts of equity, sustainability, inclusion, equality, and respect into 

designed outputs that foster an ecosystem of social change. 

How do we grapple with ugly parts of our history in a 
way that heals? In what ways have these racialized ?

HIERARCHY OF HUMAN VALUE
THE SUBHUMINIZATION OF DIFFERENCE

1916

HIERARCHY OF HUMAN VALUE
THE SUBHUMINIZATION OF DIFFERENCE

1916

perceptions images.indd   17 10/31/17   11:25 AM

1800 - 1940s

1940s - 1970s

1970s - Today
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Perceptions & Mental Models
Can the way we think about someone or something create a lived reality?

HIERARCHY OF HUMAN VALUE
THE SUBHUMINIZATION OF DIFFERENCE

1916HIERARCHY OF HUMAN VALUE
THE SUBHUMINIZATION OF DIFFERENCE

1916

How do we grapple with ugly parts of our history in a 
way that heals? In what ways have these racialized ?

perceptions images.indd   17 10/31/17   11:25 AM

In turn-of-the-century New York, nativism, 
xenophobia, and fear of the Other forced 
communities of immigrants to develop their 
own support networks, cultural institutions, 
and housing opportunities. Charlotte Gardens 
was once a densely filled ecosystem of prewar 
multifamily apartment buildings, which housed a 
diverse community of immigrants. 

As the apartment buildings burned and 
crumbled, a perception was falsely established 
that the community did this to themselves, and 
a mental model of laziness and helplessness 
was generated. This thinking continues to 
persist, even though what happened to Charlotte 
Gardens and other neighborhoods in the Bronx 
was neglect by design.  

Fires and other waves of epidemic wrought 
open wounds in the urban fabric leading to 
traumatic experiences for those who stayed 
and continued to call this neighborhood home. 
As the crime became a spectacle in the media, 
increased and more militant policing resecured 
the neighborhood for investment but at the cost 
of human agency and life. 

Charlotte Gardens, Bronx, NY

1954

1980

2011

1800 - 1940s

1970s - Today

1940s - 1970s
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Relationships, Connections, and Power Dynamics

Do systems reflect the interplay of relationships, 
connections, and power dynamics based on mental 
models?

A fundamental question between the interplay of relationships, connections, 

and power dynamics is who is in the room? Oftentimes, our mental models 

dictate the value of relationships and reinforce imbalanced power dynamics. 

‘Gatekeeper’ tactics have frequently prevented stakeholders from forming 

relationships and having dialogues by excluding some from sitting at the 

table. Whether intentional or not, the tension of who decides what’s best 

for the whole is devoid of a collective vision that promotes shared value 

and common interest. instead, the “we know what is best” is fraught with a 

self-preservation mentality: keeping relationships, connections, and power 

dynamics in the hands of those who think it is necessary to limit who is in the 

room to control the narrative. 

1800 - 1940s

1970s - Today

1940s - 1970s
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Relationships, Connections, and Power Dynamics
Do systems reflect the interplay of relationships, connections, 
and power dynamics based on mental models?

While the common perceptions of slums 
persisted for decades, those who owned land 
in these communities controlled how these 
ecosystems operated, such as in how they set 
rents for residences or commercial space. These 
choices in turn set communities up to succeed 
or fail. 

Recognizing that these neighborhoods 
experienced wave after wave of epidemics and 
trauma, municipal governments saw ‘benign 
neglect’ as their best way out: ascribing those 
areas as a tumor, needing to be excised from 
the urban fabric. This dominant narrative grew 
strong as it fueled aggressive action against 
these communities. 

Charlotte Gardens, Bronx, NY

The role of financial institutions, banks, and 
lending agencies created an interplay of 
relationships that would redefine the nature 
of the urban fabric by devaluing certain 
communities to accentuate the allure of 
suburbia. As there was little investment coming 
in, landlords saw arson, fire, and neglect to cash 
out of owning property in ‘dying’ areas. 

1954

1980

2011

1800 - 1940s

1970s - Today

1940s - 1970s
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Policies, Practices, and Investments

In what ways do mental models and power dynamics form 
policies, practices, and investments that shape human 
condition within the built environment?

policies, practices, and investments are predicated on mental models, 

relationships, connections, and power dynamics. if our sociological conditioning 

has shaped how we consciously or subconsciously think about someone or 

something, we form relationships, connections, and power dynamics from that 

lens of thinking, thus producing outputs within the built environment that often 

reflect our beliefs and values which may perceive human value via hierarchy. 

History continues to show this very hierarchy, perpetuating a paradigm of 

systemic inequity.  

 in Chicago sociology and Urban planning policy: sociological Theory as 

Occupational ideology, dr. Henrika kucklick highlights how sociological notions 

(stemming from the way we are conditioned to behave and think) informed 

such policies like the ones made by the Federal Housing Administration. 

individuals, like Homer Hoyt, were charged to create the framework of policies 

that systematized and standardized deeply held beliefs of residential segregation 

and racial eugenics. The collateral consequences of an injection of sociological 

theory into occupational ideology produced a spatialized inequity, now made 

visible in the highly segregated geographical footprint of neighborhoods and 

gross disparities in housing and wealth. 

DESTROYING VALUE
1940s 
-1960s

BUILDING VALUE

1800 - 1940s

1970s - Today

1940s - 1970s
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Policies, Practices, and Investments
In what ways do mental models and power dynamics form policies, practices, and 
investments shaping human condition within the built environment?

When cities designated areas as slums, this 
action not only indicated a subjective valuation 
of assets in the built environment, but it also 
wrongly judged the behaviors, lives, and 
worth of struggling communities. Progressive 
policies sought to help these neighborhoods, 
but sometimes the intentions were rooted in a 
mindset of eugenics and scientific racism. 

The interplay of fire, violence, trauma, and 
destruction weaved an intense narrative 
that frequently forced politicians to make 
grandstanding plays to aid these communities. 
Yet, mental models and power dynamics created 
an atmosphere of only providing so much help, 
as there was little expectation in their minds 
that these neighborhoods could prosper and 
succeed. 

As investment returns to these communities, the 
residents who remain are often not the citizens 
they desire for today’s cities. Gentrification 
and displacement are names for how these 
intricate relationships between real estate 
and communities become contentious, while 
a municipal government wants to secure a 
stronger tax base in areas they once designated 
as dying or dead. 

Charlotte Gardens, Bronx, NY

1954

1980

2011

1800 - 1940s

1970s - Today

DESTROYING VALUE
1940s 
-1960s

BUILDING VALUE

1940s - 1970s

33           DESIGNING FOR DEMOCRACY 



What is the Agency of 
Spatial Practice?
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Addressing the destruction 
of communities and their 
value inflicted by policies, 
practices, and investments 
like by redlining, urban 
renewal and planned 
shrinkage.

What is the work of 
spatial practice to foster 
and promote the intrinsic
importance of human 
life and the instrumental 
role design plays in 
constructing democratic 
values?

Promoting the kind 
of architecture 
necessary to grow 
and nurture our 
humanity.

Transforming and healing 
the mental models and 
perceptions caused by the 
dehumanization of people and 
degradation of the environment 
cultivated by eugenics and 
industrialization..

Healing the trauma of 
connections and power 
dynamics that have 
perpetuated criminalization, 
the segregation of health and 
education, and the precarity 
of housing opportunities.



The Agency of Spatial Practice

by acknowledging the interplay of systems and the 
resulting disparate impacts, dFd creates a framework 
and tools centered on transformational impact through 
pedagogy, processes, and spatial practice.

Lived Experiences

System 
Influencers

System of the Built 
Environment

System Access 
Points

PERCEPTIONS 
& MENTAL 
MODELS

POLICIES, 
PRACTICES, & 
INVESTMENTS

RELATIONSHIPS, 
CONNECTIONS,
& POWER 
DYNAMICS

PEDAGOGY

SPATIAL
PRACTICE

PROCESSES
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Pedagogy

How we access information and learn about interconnected systems and processes is 

a critical component necessary to reframe narratives, redesign systems, and reinvest 

in people and our planet. Our various pedagogical applications are custom tailored

to support diverse stakeholders in advancing critical perspectives to enhance the 

impact of their bold visions

Processes

Guidance and facilitation through co-creative processes forms the infrastructure for 

a cooperating ecosystem between a diverse pool of strategic community partners, 

academic institutions, the proposal team, and stakeholders of the wider social

impact community. We offer design thinking and process-driven tools to advance new 

and existing initiatives with communities and clients. We build connections needed to 

advance shared value.

Spatial practice

Our framework activates an ‘ecology’ of sustainable and scalable strategies into 

spatial practice. grounded in cohesive social impact networks. We co-create with

a community of stakeholders multiple outcomes that promote socially innovative 

solutions centered on healing, equity, and justice for our most pressing

societal challenges while simultaneously delivering a greater return on human, 

environmental, and financial investments.

The Agency of Spatial Practice
In order to engage bold visions into the interconnected complexities of
systems, we must use a new framework and set of tools. DFD’s theory
of change rests on a framework that utilizes a unique toolbox centered
on investigating and transforming the conditions that guide, inform, and
manifest our society. By humanizing data and harnessing empathy, we
can achieve palpable results that can correct our built environment’s
disparate impacts.

Lived Experiences

System 
Influencers

System of the Built 
Environment

System Access 
Points

PERCEPTIONS 
& MENTAL 
MODELS

POLICIES, 
PRACTICES, & 
INVESTMENTS

RELATIONSHIPS, 
CONNECTIONS,
& POWER 
DYNAMICS

PEDAGOGY

SPATIAL
PRACTICE

PROCESSES
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• Designing For Democracy 
Community Incubator

• Fellowship Program
• Evaluation & Metrics
• Crowdsourcing Platform

STRUCTURE

STRUCTURE

FRAMEWORK

TOOLS

Our Framework and Tools
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IDEATE
As we explore the development of 
solutions, fostering a healthy group 
dynamic with individuals sharing 
different perspectives, skillsets, and 
specialties will allow for a diverse 
generative creation of ideas, thoughts, 
and responses. The ideas produced in 
this space will be gauged and evaluated 
by the groups, and this will help 
determine which ideas are to move into 
the prototype phase.

DEFINE
Moving forward from contextualizing 
the space we are operating in, 
it becomes necessary to then 
identify and accentuate both the 
common spaces where participants 
are experiencing issues and the 
opportunities where we can build a 
broad-based approach.

EMPATHIZE, 
UNDERSTAND & HEAL
Only once we have intentionally 
cultivated empathy, understanding, 
and healing can we implement 
a participatory design process 
that co-creates outputs within the 
built environment that equitably 
respond to human needs while 
simultaneously countering negative 
perceptions of place, race, and class 
within the built environment.

PROTOTYPE
Through the brainstorm of new ideas 
and their evaluation by the group, this 
phase is necessary to compose the 
transformation of these co-generated 
ideas into tangible elements, products, 
and services serving to respond to 
the critical needs that were defined. 
Prototyping the solutions is needed 
to assess the strengths, weaknesses, 
and feasibilities through user-
generated feedback.

• Presentations
• Workshops
• Seminars
• Curricula
• Digital Engagements
• Interactive Exhibitions

• Democratic Design 
Engagement

• Interdisciplinary Discovery 
& Processes

• Conceptual Design
• Project Management

PROCESSES

PEDAGOGY

STRUCTURE

TOOLS

FRAMEWORK

FRAMEWORK

TOOLS

POLICIES, 
PRACTICES, & 
INVESTMENTS

RELATIONSHIPS, 
CONNECTIONS,
& POWER 
DYNAMICS

REFINE &
COLLECT DATA 
METRICS

IMPLEMENT
In a final step of assurance and 
recognition, the design thinking process 
concludes with a step to assure that the 
solution has materialized and is making 
an impact on the lives, livelihoods, and 
social circumstances of those users. 
It is critical to indicate that the vision 
is successfully accomplished, and that 
those involved in the process feel that 
their voices were included in its co-
creation and follow through.

TEST

As we realize the prototype out 
of the design phase and bring it 
into the physical environment, our 
testing and experimentation phase 
is conducted with the public at 
large. We must ask ourselves if the 
solution is meeting their needs, 
and achieves the goals of design 
thinking process.

SPATIAL
PRACTICE
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The Tools In Action

How we access information and learn about 
interconnected systems and processes is 
a critical component necessary to re-frame 
narratives, re-design systems, and re-invest 
in people and our planet. Our various 
pedagogical applications are custom 
tailored to support diverse stakeholders in 
advancing critical perspectives to enhance 
the impact of their bold visions and goals. 

1. Interactive Exhibitions 
interactive exhibitions frame and contextualize information about a researched 
topic or theme, project, or engagement. exhibitions also create touch points to 
connect a wider community of diverse stakeholders to build support around 
a vision, topic, or project. We work with clients to activate existing exhibits, 
like the nationally recognized Undesign the Redline, and customize tailored 
exhibitions to amplify a particular focus, or a combination of both.  
Undesign The Redline (Existing): Curates a past to present understanding of 
the intersectionality of race, place, and class as drivers of systemic challenges. 
Contextualizes and builds case how this project can add shared value to the local 
and regional ecosystems.
Custom Exhibitions: Curates a past to present understanding of the  
intersectionality of race, place, and class  as drivers of systemic challenges 
based on a specific region.
Digital Engagement: Drawings, 3D renderings, and videos of exhibit topic (s). 
Interactive digital components that lays out a vision, concept, or project. 

2. Digital Engagement
We need to reach people where they are, not expect them to come to us. 
bringing tools like surveys and information about a topic, project, or process 
as a whole to main streets, barber shops, and neighborhood hot-spots creates 
bridges to a wider community and collects important insights. it also builds 
a larger audience for our work and the eventual outcomes of the project: co-
creating the relationships necessary to sustain the project and connect it to a 
local ecosystem.
Interactive Exhibit On the Road: Community Board Meetings; Community Events; 
Local Organizations; Academic Institutions

3. Presentations, Workshops, Seminars & Curricula
Our presentations, workshops, seminars, and courses center on diverse topics, 
themes, or projects. We combine our deep understanding of systems thinking 
and design practices with learning to develop a unique experience that fits into 
advancing strategic pathways to advance visions and strategies. participants 
engage in concepts and applications to strengthen a deeper understanding of 
complex interconnected systems and problem-solving skills.
Topics Include: Our Ecosystem; Why DFD; Value & Vision; Deep, Systemic, and 
Entangled; Inequity By Design; Our Neighborhoods
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ReFRAME

ReDESIGN

ReINVEST

DESIGN

PEDAGOGY

ACTIVATION

1
Rethink

the Block

2
designing 

the WE
Documentary

3
Undesign 

the Redline

4
designing 

the WE 
Curricula

PEDAGOGY

PEDAGOGY

1 Rethink the Block

Taking our cue from some of the most successful 
digital immersive experiences, like Google Night 
Walk and British Museum to engage the public, we 
are tying together spatial histories, personal stories, 
and data collecting prompts. Each Undesign Walk will 
be customized to diverse locations throughout the 
world, connecting a global audience to localized socio-
spatial conditions and projects, while simultaneously 
collecting impactful data. 

PHASE 2: Starting at $50K Per City
National Roll Out
Preparation
Content
Documentation
 Images
 Video Clips
 Audio Clips
 Editing
Digital Interface Design
Marketing

Launch National Roll Out: TBD

PHASE 1: $60K - $100K
Platform Development
Preparation
Content
Documentation
 Images
 Video Clips
 Audio Clips
 Editing
Digital Interface Design
Marketing

Launch 5 Pilot Cities: TBD

(One Line Description) (One Line Description)

New York City, NY, United States

[YOUR NAME]

EXHIBIT
[Click to Interact]
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The Tools In Action

At the foundation for productive work 
are intentional frameworks where vision 
planning, education and trainings, and 
project modeling can take place. by 
consulting key stakeholders on the 
interconnected process of cooperation, 
co-creation, and co-production, we add 
place value within the ecosystem of 
social change.

1. Democratic Design Engagement 

Guidance through co-creative processes 
Faciliation forms the infrastructure for a cooperating ecosystem between 
a diverse pool of strategic community partners, academic institutions, the 
proposal team, and stakeholders of the wider social impact community. We 
offer design thinking and process-driven tools to advance new and existing 
initiatives with communities and clients. We build connections needed to 
advance shared value.
Methodological Applications Include: 
Phase One: Activation - Team and Community Building; Community Research 
and Context; Communications/Campain Design; Online Presence & Digital 
Exchange; Participatory Engagement Lab
Phase Two: Situational Analysis - Derive and Photo Study; Interviews; Surveying
Phase Three: Community Ecology - Community Mapping; Community Pop-
ups; Community Workshops; Street Campaign; Informal Interview; Community 
Visioning

2. Interdisciplinary Discovery and Process
Tailored methods for discovery and learning 
Discovering where conditions and core issues fit into larger complex systems, 
learning how they originated within, and then working together to design 
appropriate “not one size fits all” alternatives requires a tailored framework that 
intentionally invites multiple perspectives through a research lens.

3. Conceptual Design 
Strategic and system-based information
design mediums from architecture to visual and audio applications are tools 
we believe should be accessible to all and are critical to navigate a multilayered 
vision of how exactly shared value impact will be achieved on a systems level. 
design is an outcome of our intentions, and can make connecting and healing 
society easier or much harder. everyone should see themselves as a designer, 
and more importantly, when people work together to design they will uncover 
insights that otherwise would not be possible alone.

4. Project Management 
Organizing and mobilizing across silos and scales
managing interconnections in order to co-create and sustain projected visions, 
cannot exist in silos or islands. Our project management services catalyze 
everyone’s capacity to thrive. We look across multiple scales, from an individual 
business plan to regional and global networks in order to sustain initiatives and 
ventures inside and out. 
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The Tools In Action

All across the world people are 
demonstrating through innovation, 
collaboration, and ACTiON, that each of us 
can make a positive contribution in making 
our world a more just and vibrant place. We
believe that each of us has something
positive to offer. Our tools create 
opportunities that exist for each of us to
engage in the agency of spatial practice to
advance systems change. The more
opportunities the more likely we are to
activate the very rhetoric of change.

5 Evaluation

Big picture analysis enables a more coherent strategic 
plan.  With a living vision in place, initiatives and 
ventures will grow successfully, adapt to a rapidly 
transforming socio-economic landscape. We work with 
strategic partners to create opportunities to embrace 
participatory evaluation, metrics and assessment will 
be utilized to ensure efficiency in a strategic plan.
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1. Designing For Democracy Incubator
An ecosystem of community spaces that serve as important infrastructure for 
generating community-driven social, cultural, and economic development. each 
lab is one part incubator and one part community library. 

2. Crowdsourcing Platform
A crowdsourcing platform designed to connect a wider community of 
stakeholders, discussions, and projects. members have the ability to cross-
pollinate tools, resources, and networks, as well as connect to and identify ways 
to support progressive campaigns pursuing social impact. 

3. Fellowship Program
A 6-12 month opportunity for individuals to join dFd and become embedded 
in local initiatives that drive social impact and innovation. dFd fellowships 
are designed to bring significant value to all participants; Fellows benefit 
by connecting to existing deeply embedded community work, making their 
presence a contribution to longer term vision that goes beyond the fellowship. 
Each fellow is able to create a flexible, experiential pathway to social-purpose 
work and to make an immediate impact using the skills and experience they 
already have.

4. Evaluation & Metrics
participatory evaluations, metrics, and assessments. big picture analysis 
enables a more coherent strategic plan. With a living vision in place, initiatives 
and ventures will grow successfully, and adapt to a rapidly transforming socio-
economic landscape. We work with strategic partners to create opportunities to 
embrace participatory evaluation, metrics, and assessments that will be utilized 
to ensure efficiency in a strategic plan.

2 Research

Research infused with methodologies towards 
achieving the desired outcomes of projects enhancing 
the conditions of the built environment are critical to 
the design process. Discovering where conditions and 
core issues fit into larger complex systems, learning 
how they originated within, and then working together 
to design appropriate “not one size fits all” alternatives 
requires a tailored framework that intentionally invites 
multiple perspectives through a research lens. Co-
creating such research tracts is a strategic, systems-
based design process and the path toward effective 
innovation.
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Designing For Democracy
In Action
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How do we design 
processes that 
reveal systems 

of inequity in our 
communities?

Professional Funeral Services

As a growing local business, professional Funeral services (pFs) is 

working with us to expand their operation and footprint on a newly 

acquired lot in the eighth Ward. Their desire is to infuse a cultural, 

economic, and community impact with their new building, achieved 

through a community discovery process. This new vision will look forward 

and sow the seeds of innovative opportunities and positive spatial 

transformation.  

Through an informed dialogue with the client and a spatial assessment, 

we saw a project site that had been ravaged by both structural policies 

and mother nature, each informing us with threads of inquiry to design 

and program that go beyond the physicality of space. To address food 

apartheid, a communal kitchen became a local business incubator. To 

address educational disparities and the aftermath of COvid-19, an after-

school program became a space for mentorships and education of local 

youth. To visualize a rich auditory and verbal history, a funerary practice 

became a museum that celebrates the storied second Line and how 

funeral parlors heal the legacies of violence and segregation. 

Location

New Orleans, Louisiana

Completion date

Ongoing

size

20,000 sF

All the beauty that there’s ever been, it’s moving inside that music . . . the voice the wind 

had in Africa, and the cries from Congo Square, and the fine shouting that came up from 

Free Day. The blues, and the spirituals, and the remembering, and the waiting, and the 

suffering, and the looking at the sky watching the dark come down—that’s all inside 

the music.

— sidney bechet, “Treat it Gentle” (1960)
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Materialty

As this land was once cypress 
swamps before human settlement, 

it is befitting to return to the 
original materiality  — a wood 

once deemed “eternal” by local 
merchants in their ads and used as 
sewage pipes on Bourbon Street.

Equity

?

To define the project’s scope, 
we researched, evaluated, and 

programmed each usage to 
meet a need of the client and 
the community. In one such 

example, a communal kitchen 
responds to PFS’ need for its 

event spaces and democratically 
open spaces by providing an 

education and incubator outlet 
for nearby residents Community

While this project’s primary usage will 
be a funeral home, the overarching 
goal based on a conversation with 
the client is to embrace two ideals: 

firstly, a community that is welcomed 
inside and, secondly, a space that 
is comfortable to be in. Space is 

understood here to be democratically 
available and inclusive.

FRANKLIN AVENUE

AGRIC
ULT

URE S
TREET

ABUNDANCE STREET

COMMUNAL KITCHEN

EXHIBITIONS

MULTI-FUNCTIONAL 
EVENT SPACE

CAFÉ

AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMS
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What can the legacy 
of one building mean 
for the future of an 
entire neighborhood?

Austin Hurdle House

isaiah Quit Hurdle, a trailblazing African American educator, called the 

intersection of 12th street and Comal street home. Central east Austin was 

once the epicenter of black community and culture in Austin. decades of 

displacement and policies have transformed it into a diverse community, 

but left it precarious for those who have called it home. His house, 

deteriorated after decades of disrepair and disuse, is now the seed to 

cultivate a more vibrant local ecosystem.

Responding to present-day socio-economic data and identifying community 

needs not available nearby, we are working with our clients to produce 

a community visioning plan, which includes a neighborhood resource 

center. This plan is focused on programming assets and opportunities 

that address both past and present disparities. Centering a historically 

rooted and socially informed approach in the iQ Hurdle House serves as 

a keystone for the trajectory of not only the immediate vicinity, but of the 

entire neighborhood. 

Location

Austin, Texas

Completion Date

Ongoing

Size

6,900 SF

Municipal forms of segregation were important and have been noted elsewhere as 

a primary mechanism of promoting residential segregation in Austin. However, as 

the historical maps we have created show, private forces of discrimination also ran 

alongside municipal efforts and seemed to have had a critical role in restricting the 

residential mobility of nonwhite minorities. Municipal zoning, in fact, largely locked 

in the exclusions that had already been laid down by private racial covenants 

beginning in 1893.

— Elliot M. Tretter, “Austin Restricted: Progressivism, Zoning, Private Racial Covenants, and the 

Making of a Segregated City” (2012)
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Rootedness

By contextually assessing the 
neighborhood through its historical 

evolution, we bear witness to a 
neighborhood that was once diverse, 
designed into segregation, and now 
returning to heterogeneity. Taking 

this into account, we want to plan for 
a space that both honors the legacies 
of those who called it home but also 
anchors and secures those who still 

call it home.  

Community

As we enter into a neighborhood 
that has experienced trust 

deficits due to the actions of 
stakeholders in the past, our 

intervention must be informed by 
the local community through a 

collaboratively-engaged process 
where residents are encouraged to 

envision their environment.

Equity

After receiving input about the 
local neighborhood, it became 

clear that improving food access 
and options would be a top 

consideration for programming 
as it would directly counter the 

present-day challenge of Central 
East Austin being a food desert.
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In 1940 Redlining Was just 
beginning, and Trenton Was a 
bustling center for industry. The 
area around North Clinton Ave. 
was like “another downtown” -- it 
was a working class neighborhood 
for people in the factories and rail 
yards, with a robust local economy.

By 1963, Redlining had created 
disinvestment, further depressing 
what people at that time called 
“slums.” To ‘solve’ this, an Urban 
Renewal plan bulldozed Goosetown 
and displaced its residents and 
businesses. The plan never 
materialized, however, and then 
served as an area for municipal 
buildings.

By the 2000s, the coal industry 
and almost all other factories have 
left this area of Trenton, taking 
the jobs with them. Now called 
East Trenton by residents here, 
the once-bustling N. Clinton Ave. 
continues to empty out of small 
local businesses. Many buildings 
and homes sit abandoned.
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How do we change 
our approach to 
planning and policy 
to avoid today’s 
solutions becoming 
tomorrow’s problems?

Location

Trenton, New Jersey

Completion date

Ongoing

size

747 Acres

Urban renewal has exacerbated all of the urban ills which it sought to alleviate. As is 

the nature of bureaucratized functions, even though urban renewal as practiced in the 

United States has worsened the urban renewal had become self-reinforcing; and, urban 

planning programs had become ritualized functions, an examination of urban renewal 

in Trenton, New Jersey will show that it was based upon a vision of the past and not the 

present or future. Trenton’s urban program became a death ritual for the city.

— Judith F. Kovisars, “Obituary for a Hometown: Urban Renewal in Trenton, NJ” (1974)

Trenton, New Jersey

Once a bustling industrial city and capital of New Jersey, Trenton

saw its health and wealth extracted from its urban fabric due

to decades of policies, such as redlining, slum clearance, urban

renewal, and deindustrialization. As investment returns to this city,

it now has become a frontline for a conflict of displacement and

seeing who reaps the rewards.

A shared, value-driven process continues to connect diverse

stakeholders to identify various opportunities forward and

connect to a growing ecosystem of economic and social

developments critical for addressing systemic challenges. Currently,

we are conceptualizing to re-purpose a former industrial site. Our

proposed site would create a hybrid model prototype serving as a

community hub providing opportunities like communal living (e.g.

agricultural stewards, interns, students, etc.), civic engagement

opportunities, and educational workshops.

it would also serve as a proof of concept of the agency of

architecture to advance initiatives centered on healing, equity, 

and justice.
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Atmosphere

To work in a community that has 
been promised things by local 
government but reneged upon 
requires an exercise in building 
assurance and trust with local 

stakeholders. We must make sure 
that the community is involved in 
an open, sincere, and transparent 

conversation, where their voices are 
heard and they are listened to.Equity

Volunteers at a soup kitchen in East 
Trenton saw a nearby abandoned lot that 

was to become another industrial site, 
and they used that moment to dream 

of something that could respond to the 
challenges their community was facing: 
an urban farm. They recognized a gap in 
food access by operating a soup kitchen, 

and it was this spark that led to the farm’s 
founding and it’s currently producing 

bushels of produce for the community for 
the past four seasons.
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How can 
reimagining 
infrastructure 
heal a fractured 
community?

Symbols and Legacies of 
Dehumanization:
The Cross Bronx Expressway

planned and constructed directly through homes and a delicate social 

ecosystem in the bronx, the Cross-bronx expressway’s construction 

exemplifies the hierarchy of importance in city planning; to those in 

charge, it was more important to connect the wealthier suburbs with this 

expressway than it was to keep this community and social fabric intact. The 

design and its follow-through was and remains an explicit act of devaluing a 

borough’s population. 

Generation after generation, negative health impacts have reverberated 

through the residents who continue to call the bronx home whether it 

is from increased asthma rates due to air pollution from traffic, or lower 

physical activity for youth because of poor air quality outside. To cap the 

Cross-bronx expressway is just one step forward to addressing the legacies 

of dehumanization left by these actions, and it is symbolic of what more 

must be done to achieve a physically and socially healthier humanity.  

Location

bronx, New york

Completion date

Ongoing

size

832 Acres

The one mile of the Cross-Bronx Expressway through East Tremont was completed 

in 1960. By 1965, the community’s “very good, solid housing stock,” the apartment 

buildings that had been so precious to the people who had lived in them, were ravaged 

hulks. Windows, glassless except for the jagged edges around their frames, stared out 

on the street like sightless eyes. The entrances to those buildings were carpeted with 

shards of glass from what had been the doors to their lobbies.

— Robert Caro, “The Power Broker” (1975)
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Ecology

The man-made canyons of the 
Cross-Bronx Expressway are both 
physical and metaphorical fissures 
in the urban environment. To cap 

the expressway is to bridge the land 
back together, providing mobility and 

access to communities that have 
been long severed by these types of 

infrastructure projects.

Atmosphere

The noise, the smog, the flashing 
lights, the sirens echoing. These 

are all sensory attacks on the 
human body. It is with design, 

materials, and intentionality that 
we can actually alleviate many 

of the atmospheric burdens on a 
community that has long suffered 

from this expressway.

Responsibility

As a society, we have a responsibility 
to call for truth and justice in the face 
of social inequities, such as what has 
historically happened and continues 
to happen to the community of East 

Tremont and others in the Bronx. 
The bisection of the Bronx with this 

highway has created conditions 
that have induced fractures that 

negatively impact all residents who 
call this place home.

           



Designing For Democracy
designing For democracy (dFd) investigates spatial infractions of democracy within the built 

environment. We work with an interdisciplinary consortium of diverse stakeholders, connecting a deeper 

understanding of how 

inequity, cultural hierarchy, and dehumanization become spatialized and proliferated. 

From this context, dFd will activate opportunities for new pedagogical and methodological approaches 

to interrogate and deconstruct existing paradigms, while simultaneously advancing the practice of 

democratic design (or architecture) through the emergence of projects centered on the spatialization of 

healing, equity, and justice within the built environment. 

dFd is looking to expand its team, and in the coming months we are inviting you to join this ecosystem of 

change to expand the agency of spatial practice.  Contact us now to see how you can take part and stay 

tuned for the full launch in 2022. 

Alp Bozkurt, Design Director
Alp bozkurt is an award-winning designer who takes a generalist 

approach to architecture with a firm belief in its power to create 

equitable communities, and the larger impact design can have 

on society. He has experience as a project manager and designer 

throughout the United states where he has worked on projects varying in 

scale and typology from multi-family residential to art galleries, schools, 

and supportive housing. 

Charles Chawalko, Socio-Spatial Researcher
Charles Chawalko likes to assemble puzzles, especially ones that 

involve elements of history, politics, theory, and design. After receiving 

his bachelor in History and masters in design and Urban ecologies, he 

worked for 596 Acres on the digital mapping of New york City’s urban 

renewal plans, the morris Justice project in participatory action research  

on issues of policing and gentrification in the South Bronx, and, 

most recently, designing the We, where his skills in design, mapping, 

and research helped accentuate the firm’s work of developing new 

methodologies to promote more equitable systems. 

How can our experience, 
frameworks, and tools 
become the nodes of our 
interconnection? 
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What We Need...

designing For democracy is currently seeking seed 
funding, support, and people. investment is needed to:  

• build a diverse team of skillsets and lived experiences

• Address the past and present racial and economic

barriers within the field of architecture, planning, and

other science disciplines

• support ongoing healing, equity, and justice projects

• expand an already established “market”

• Launch a design fellowship

• scale digital and integrative presence

• design additional tools

designing For democracy stands in alignment with 

those who see how architecture and design supports 

the stewardship of societal healing, spatial equity, and 

democracy. Our work centers on co-designing outputs 

and transformative processes within the built environment 

committed to countering the devastating causes 

and consequences of inequity, cultural hierarchy, and 

dehumanization. by supporting designing For democracy, 

we understand the dire need of more architectural and 

design spaces that are grounded in an intentionality for 

systems change: seeing beyond the one-off nature of 

projects in architecture.  
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Victor F. “Trey” Trahan, III, FAIA Cofounder

in both his personal and professional life, Trey is continually exploring ways to cultivate generosity and 

inclusiveness in our relationships with each other and with our environments. As such, he has pushed the 

practice of architecture to include far more than the built environment and approaches design first as a 

humanitarian, and then as an architect. His upbringing in rural Louisiana roots him in the lived experience of 

generations of people who endure in the reality of institutional racism that emanates from the atrocities suffered 

by Native Americans and enslaved people. He questions how the past informs policies and practices of inequity 

today, and most importantly, he seeks to do something about them. Throughout the evolution of his practice, 

he has questioned how the design of a space can either encourage or discourage equity: does the processional 

sequence denote a hierarchy for entrance? Are the materials produced by people currently enslaved, or were 

they crafted by enslaved people 300 years ago? How do we meet our responsibility as designers to spatialize 

healing, justice, and equity? 

Trey speaks to these questions and more through his architecture practice at Trahan Architects, as well as by 

serving as a frequent lecturer in the field for publications, events, and academic institutions. He most recently 

served as the 2021 Walton Critic at The Catholic University of America and was selected as the 2021 Laureate 

for The American prize for Architecture by The Chicago Athenaeum: museum of Architecture and design and 

The european Centre for Architecture Art design and Urban studies. 

April De Simone, Cofounder

Growing up in a bronx neighborhood steeped in the collateral consequences of policies and practices like 

redlining, slum clearance, urban renewal, and the infamous war on drugs, April has been embedded with a 

firsthand understanding of the long-term impact of these conditions on our communities and democracy. This 

lived experience continues to invoke a passion, along with a heightened sense of urgency to counter the negative 

generational barriers that are all too familiar within American society. For April, this urgency is heightened when 

decision-making and design processes within the built environment all too often perpetuate stereotypes and 

reinforce subhumanizing perceptions, maintaining a hierarchy of human value of who is deemed to be deserving 

and undeserving. This personal journey, combined with professional experience in policy, law, and architecture 

continues to inspire reframed opportunities within pedagogy and processes, advancing opportunities within 

spatial practice to spatialize healing, equity, and restitution. 

April continues to be an invited lecturer, speaker, and facilitator at numerous institutions. she sits on progressive 

boards, including the American sustainable business Council, and works closely on a local and national level 

with diverse stakeholders within the design sector, like the Urban design Forum, on issues of race, equity, and 

democratic architecture. 

Designing For Democracy
At its heart, this pursuit of healing, equity, and justice in spatial practice 

was built from a profound desire to steward the ideologies and principles 

of a shared hope for democracy. diverse personal and professional 

backgrounds navigate extremely difficult exchanges, continually 

interrogating the myriad of ways deep social-spatial complexities are 

infused into our built environment. Our differences enable and catalyze a 

foundational understanding about dehumanization, inequity, and injustice 

which continues to not only infringe upon the full potential of democracy 

but our collective humanity. With extraordinary courage to stay seated at 

a welcoming table we built and convened, we nurture the necessary trust 

and respect that forms in pursuing hard work together to spatialize the 

meaning of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for all.

Our commitment embodies a forward momentum where we are 

accentuating our intentionality of healing, equity, and justice not only 

externally through our work but within our firm. First solidified through 

numerous discussions acknowledging the value of representation and 

authorship within the field of spatial practice (architecture, planning, 

the various science disciplines, etc.) necessary to advance a plurality 

of democratic design. We respond to the past and present barriers 

of underrepresented voices and pedagogy critical to this work, not in 

bold rhetorical statements of who matters but in the action of making 

it matter. This includes addressing realities where only 2% of licensed 

architects in the United states are black, with black women representing 

only 0.4%, and how this very underrepresentation hinders the full 

potential of our profession as stewards of change. We cannot purport 

to want to create systemic equity yet still reinforce the same power 

dynamics of authorship because of who continually is represented and 

commissioned within these professions.

in addition, with much excitement, we announce the co-creation of a 

new nonprofit, Designing For Democracy (DFD) launching in 2022. DFD 

investigates the implicit and invisible relationship between systems of 

the built environment and society’s most pressing challenges. Trahan 

Architects will activate dFd, cultivating an interdisciplinary consortium of 

practitioners expanding the agency of design practice, interrogating and 

actualizing democratic values which we strongly believe are intrinsically 

important in scaling just and inclusive built environments. This is done 

in the spirit of Whitney m. young’s keynote Address at the 1968 AiA 

Conference, calling on the practice of architecture to define its agency 

in advancing spatial equity and justice. From our existing to prospective 

clients, to collaborators and allies, it is very clear from our ongoing 

engagements many also see themselves as stewards bonding with this 

ethos of the spatial practice. Our approach provides a rigorous, strategic, 

research-based and layered way to address complex social and spatial 

issues of violence, inequity, and injustice within the built environment. 

Within this broad range of diverse stakeholders, many are seeking to 

embrace this approach into their respective work.  All centered on a 

commitment to define our agency into a shared humanity.

in the following pages, we invite you to learn more about our core 

approach and theory of change. We hope to have the opportunity to go 

into greater detail together with you, in dialogue together. We welcome 

you to join us in this growing ecology of spatial practice — one that is 

built on a fundamental commitment to acknowledge and design for 

universal human value at all stages of the design process.
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