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Building codes are socio-technical regulations that govern the manner in which 

the built world is designed, constructed, and maintained. Instituted in order to protect the 

health, safety, and welfare of humans in the built world, codes also serve as an index of 

always changing societal values. If codes do not co-evolve with social values, however, 

they often perpetuate standards that no longer reflect the priorities of mainstream society.   

As crises arise and as cultural practices change, regulatory institutions are charged 

with creating new or amend old codes to reflect these societal shifts.  Emergent social 

values are often dismissed by the general public, misrepresented by their political 

representatives, or abstracted by the louder voices of the market and the state. In a few 

critical moments in modern history, however, society successfully adopted and 

institutionalized previously underrepresented values into urban form. Social movements 

provide a primary venue for such paradigmatic change. They do this through the 

production of new knowledge that aims to alter the cognitive praxis of its citizenry and to 

generate the momentum required to codify grassroots ideals into the built world. 

Exploring how this confluence of socio-technical innovation functions within the 

built world, this dissertation addresses the primary research question: What is the 
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relationship between urban social movements, the values they espouse, the building 

codes they construct, and the liberative function of the spaces produced?  In this 

dissertation, I investigate three established and one emerging social movement to discern 

the characteristics of democratic code formation that lead to civic urban form.  These four 

case studies are analyzed in terms of their origins, the claims made, strategies employed, 

and outcomes achieved. Patterns are then extrapolated from this analysis to identify 

qualities of collective action that contribute to the codification of civic urban form.   

The research discussed herein was conducted in two phases to develop a historical 

base from which to evaluate contemporary efforts to codify civic urban form. The first 

phase of this exploratory investigation tells the story of three intrinsically valuable, but 

also comparable case studies of social change in the United States: the community 

development strategy pursued by the civil rights movement, the architectural accessibility 

platform advocated by the disability rights movement, and efforts to institutionalize new 

building practices through voluntary building assessment systems by the environmental 

movement.   

The second phase extrapolates patterns from the established cases to inform the 

investigation of proto-movements currently coalescing around issues of spatial justice. 

Both phases are then reflected upon in order to propose a theory of civic urban form that 

recognizes the dialectic between social movements, emergent social values, building 

codes, and the physical spaces they inform. The thesis statement underlying this 

dissertation is that urban social movements in the U.S. require a myriad of different 

activist organizations— radical and mainstream, professional and grassroots— to 

simultaneously employ diverse strategies through an integrated frame of collective action 

in order to institutionalize new types of civic urban form. Based on the theoretical 

framework developed to conceptualize the production of civic urban form, I go on to 

argue in the concluding chapters that urban social movements currently seeking various 

means to codify the tenets of sustainable development in the United States might benefit 

from couching their collective actions within an integrated action frame of spatial justice. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

 

The present can become an epoch in which the dreams of the past for an 

enlightened and just democracy are turned into a reality.  The massing of voices 

protesting racial discrimination have roused this nation to the need to rectify racial 

and other social injustices…The just demand for political and social equality on 

the part of the Negro and the impoverished requires the pubic to establish the 

basis for a society affording equal opportunity to all citizens.  The compelling 

need for intelligent planning, for specification of new social goals and the means 

for achieving them, is manifest.  The society of the future will be an urban one, 

and city planners will help give it shape and content. (Davidoff 1965, p.2) 

 

Since the Indus Valley civilization wrote the first city codes over 4,000 years ago, 

building regulations have shaped the built world. They influence the formation of the 

built world into patterns that promote dominant social values and protect the citizenry 

from potentially harmful effects of their environments (Ben-Joseph 2005).  Building 

codes are socio-technical regulations that govern the manner in which buildings are 

designed and built, and can be ratified by private, local, state, national, and/or 

international agencies.  Although varying in focus and form, all building codes can be 

thought of as “an historical index of how social values regarding the safety, health, and 

welfare of individuals are materialized as the built world” (Moore 2005, p. 1).  As crises 

arise and as cultural practices change, regulatory institutions create new or amend old 

codes to reflect these societal shifts. The competing interests of the market, the state and 

the collective will of citizens rarely maintain healthy balance in a democratic society 

(Wolfe 1989).  Regulatory codes, in a genuinely democratic society, should provide a 

voice for the public will that balances emergent societal values with the louder and more 

seductive cries both of market and of government forces.  

Yet, regulatory tools too often serve to perpetuate spatial inequities instead of 

resolving them. The market employs tactics such as redlining and deed restrictions to 
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keep the urban form socially stratified, while the state uses regulatory tools like zoning 

and historic preservation to perpetuate certain notions of place and property value.  In 

addition, as David Harvey points out, although the urban landscape is most certainly 

socially constructed, the resulting spatial form “tends to institutionalize and, in some 

respects, to determine the future development of social process” (Harvey 1973, p. 27).  

Typical citizens become so accustomed to these sorts of regulatory devices that they no 

longer question the injustices perpetuated by them.  In a few critical moments in modern 

history, however, society successfully institutionalized previously underrepresented 

values into urban form.  Social movements provide a primary venue for such 

paradigmatic change.  Social movements are rare, hybrid venues for value identification 

and organization that can generate the momentum to codify grassroots ideals into the 

built world.   

In order to understand how we might better democratize contemporary urban 

form, the question underlying this exploratory inquiry, we must first understand how it 

has been done in the past.  The research discussed herein was conducted in two phases to 

develop a historical base from which to evaluate contemporary efforts to codify civic 

urban form.  The first phase of the dissertation chronicles attempts to alter urban form by 

three established social movements in the United States.  The second phase extrapolates 

patterns from the established cases to inform the investigation of proto-movements 

currently coalescing around issues of spatial justice.  Although the various activist 

organizations at work in the emergent case study have yet to unite around one integrated 

frame of collective action, I highlight several promising venues for the articulation of 

shared goals that could result in hybrid code making efforts including Community 

Benefit Agreements and the Social Environmental and Economic Design (SEED) 

building assessment system.  Both phases are then reflected upon in order to propose a 

theory of civic urban form that recognizes the dialectic between social movements, 

building codes, and the physical spaces they inform. 

Exploring how this confluence of socio-technical innovation functions within the 

built world, this dissertation addresses the primary research question: What is the 
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relationship between urban social movements, the values they espouse, the building 

codes they construct, and the liberative function of spaces produced?  In hopes of getting 

to the heart of the primary research question, three secondary research questions are 

posed: a) How did previous social movements engender new building codes?; b) What 

methods are current generations of activists employing to codify their values into built 

form?; and c) How might the emerging spatial justice proto-movements most effectively 

institutionalize their values into the built environment?   Although the literature on 

spatial justice is still emerging, for the purposes of this dissertation I1 use the term to 

critique the (both social and environmental) structures of inequity physically codified into 

the built environment and promote their reconfiguration to better reflect societal values. 

The thesis statement underlying this dissertation is that urban social movements in the 

U.S. require a myriad of different activist organizations— radical and mainstream, 

professional and grassroots— to simultaneously employ diverse strategies through an 

integrated frame of collective action in order to institutionalize new types of civic urban 

form.   

Four critical tasks contribute to the development and sustenance of an integrated 

frame of collective action: democratic claim making, knowledge brokering, resource 

mobilizing and alliance building. Each of these activities plays significant roles in the 

reformation of the built world to reflect emergent social values.  When movement actors 

build these activities around an integrated frame of collective action and co-evolve with 

relevant socio-technological change, new types of civic urban form can be codified in the 

built world. Based on the theoretical framework developed to conceptualize the 

production of civic urban form, I go on to argue in the concluding chapters that urban 

social movements currently seeking various means to codify the tenets of sustainable 

development in the United States might benefit from couching their collective actions 

within an integrated frame of spatial justice. Before diving into the investigation itself, 

however, the critical terms employed in this dissertation require further definition.   

                                                
1 It should be noted that first person is employed throughout the dissertation to indicate moments of 
extrapolation, to reinforce the situated perspective of the author, and to delineate these personal statements 
from the other sources and facts presented.     



 4 

 

1.1  Defining the Terms 

 

Exploratory studies of this kind, that are intentionally interdisciplinary in nature, 

encourage the use of appropriately hybrid terminology.    Five terms are used often in this 

dissertation partially because of their amorphous properties.  Building codes, social 

movements, frames, spatial justice, and civic urban form are concepts referred to in the 

chapters below with a specific meaning in mind.  These terms were also chosen, 

however, because of their inherent pliability.  My hope is by further refining these terms 

through their application in the text below, this focused usage will also open each term up 

to a much needed transdisciplinary critique.   

 

1.1.1 Building Codes 

The practices of architecture are influenced and shaped by building regulations, 

codes and rules that are formulated to provide specific and predictable outcomes for 

all aspects of architectural production, from conceptual design to urban form.  Such 

regulations and codes are not necessarily enshrined in law, but are systematic sets 

of rules characterized and differentiated by authorship, context and implementation.  

In all instances, rules and regulations pervade and influence, or codify, the practices 

of architecture, yet little is known about their impacts on, and implications for, the 

design and production of the built environment (Imrie and Street 2009, p. 2507). 

 

In this dissertation, the term building code denotes any rule or regulation influencing the 

material or spatial organization of the built world. Geographers Imrie and Street, quoted 

above, employ a malleable definition of building codes that informs its usage here.   

Since the federal development of the Standard Zoning Enabling Act in 1924, 

building regulations have been deliberately vague.  This Act granted states the power to  

regulate and restrict height, number of stories, and size of buildings and other 

structures, the percentage of lot that may be occupied, the size of the yards, courts, 
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and other open spaces, the density of population, and the location and use of 

buildings, structures, and land for trade, industry, residence or other purposes 

(Callies, French, & Roberts 1999, p.36).  

The Act, however, did not carefully define the characteristics of the “plan” through which 

these rules and regulations should be codified.  Today, many states still use some version 

of the antiquated language in this 1924 Act to govern their land use planning.  To 

complicate matters, the nature of codes guiding the crafting of urban form is becoming 

increasingly complex.  For instance, voluntary building assessment systems now inform 

federally funded building codes; however, community-based organizations like the 

Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative of Boston, Massachusetts have, on occasion, been 

awarded the powers of eminent domain typically reserved for municipalities (Lipman & 

Mahan 1995).   

In order to capture the broad spectrum of rules, regulations, and directives 

influencing the development and maintenance of the built world, the term code is implied 

here in the most expansive sense of the word.  Specifically, the investigation herein 

addresses three different types of tools used by social movements to codify their values 

into urban form: 1) programmatic (e.g. Community Development Corporations), 2) 

federally mandated building policies (e.g. the Americans with Disabilities Act 

accessibility requirements for publicly funded buildings), and 3) voluntary building 

assessment systems (e.g. the USGBC’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

certification system).  As discussed in Chapter 3, these case studies are chosen to 

demonstrate the variety of instruments employed by social movements to spatially codify 

their values.  

 

1.1.2 Social Movements 

(Contemporary social movements) challenge the technocratic power on a symbolic 

ground, opposing to its instrumental rationality cultural codes which reverse the 

logic of the dominant techno-scientific, political, and industrial economic 

apparatuses: they assert the need for autonomy and meaning, call for new 
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awarenesses of the limits of human action, urge for the search for a new scientific 

paradigm, alert for the respect due to the marginalia of human cultures.  Revealing 

the shadowy side of the technological power, movements allow society to take 

responsibility for its own action. (Melluci 1996, p.357) 

 

Although the composition of social movements has been thoroughly vetted by 

sociologists and historians, the concept is amorphous enough to also warrant an explicit 

definition for the purposes of this dissertation.  A single group or act of protest does not 

constitute a social movement.  For social historian Charles Tilly, a social movement 

consists of a campaign of collective claims against specific authorities, a repertoire of 

claim-making performances, and public representations of what he calls WUNC: a 

combination of worthiness, unity, numbers and commitment. In a given public protest, 

worthiness could come from the presence of protesters in neat clothing, clergy, or 

mothers with their children; unity might be shown by the chanting of a certain slogan, 

marching or singing in unison; numbers might be illustrated in signatures or actual people 

participating in the event; and lastly, commitment requires visible participation, 

“ostentatious sacrifice, subscription and/or benefaction” (Tilly 2000, p. 4).  Displays of 

WUNC mark critical moments in a movement’s formation or evolution and are often 

overtly spatial in nature.  For instance, the American Indian Movement’s occupation of 

Alcatraz could be seen as a defining moment in the movement’s development. It involved 

a coalescing of interest groups in large numbers that spurred mothers and their children 

looking clean and “worthy,” committing an illegal act of occupation on an uninhabitable 

space for long periods of time at great sacrifice (Smith and Warrior 1996).  After the 

claim-making performances conducted during the physical occupation of this island 

commenced, the federal budget for Native American-oriented programming tripled.  

Defining moments successfully displaying WUNC by a social movement can catalyze 

action around the issues both internally and externally to the movement.   

Most importantly for Tilly, social movements can contribute to democratization, 

although this is not always the case.  Movements that successfully expand the realms of 
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democracy do so through the creation of trans-political coalitions, the widespread 

accumulation of skills and resources, and the amplification and empowerment of 

previously unheard voices.  Based on Tilly’s historic understanding of the phenomena, 

without some assortment of these elements, democratic progress is unlikely.  

Tilly also sees social movements as fundamentally transitory phenomena, 

growing, evolving, and constantly realigning themselves as outside forces impart 

influence upon them.  Tilly notes that social movements rarely function independently of 

one another—often operating instead as “interactive campaigns” (Tilly 2004, p. 150).  

Nevertheless, in order to develop into a recognized social movement, the group must 

form program claims (locate the group as for or against a certain issue), identity claims 

(provide a collective will that aids in the definition process) and standing claims (that 

allow similar groups to inform and support one another).  These claims often provide the 

sustained illusion of permanence and unity to the outside world that is so necessary to 

movement growth.  Entities still in the process of discussing shared values and 

negotiating collective frames of action are referred to herein as proto-movements.  The 

process of aligning the claims of proto-movements into a larger frame of collective action 

allows the movement to successfully enter into dialog with outside cultural, political and 

technological forces.   

 

1.1.3 Frames 

Sociologists also refer to social movements’ claim making processes as frame building, 

noting that the “transformation of social issues into collective action frames does not 

occur by itself.  It is a process in which social actors, media and members of a society 

jointly interpret, define and redefine states of affairs” (Klandermans 1997, p.44).  

Originating from the work of Erving Goffman, frame analysis is the understanding of 

how humans organize experience.  For Goffman, the frame is the most basic element 

involved in the “definitions of a situation (that) are built up in accordance with principals 

of organization which govern events— at least social ones— and our subjective 

involvement in them” (Goffman 1974, p.7).  Snow and Benford build on Goffman’s work 
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to identify four processes of “frame alignment” involved in the development of a social 

movement: frame building, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame 

transformation (1986, p. 467-76).  Tarrow applies a Foucaultian conception of power-

laden discourse to Snow and Benford’s theory of collective frame alignment in order to 

understand how social movements construct new forms of meaning (Tarrow 1998, p. 16).  

Collective action frames are cognitive maps— lenses through which issues and 

ethics can be crafted and refined to encompass the largest range of perspective.  

Collective action frames are what center and sustain social movements. But the 

development and integration of collective action frames is never a simple endeavor 

(Dammann and Elle 2006).  Frame alignment, even within the most homogeneous of 

movements, still comprises a difficult and contested process.  It requires the re-crafting of 

history and the alienation either of the most mainstream, or the most militant, of 

movement supporters to galvanize the most effective frame possible (Tarrow 1998, 

McAdam 1982).  

If a primary function of social movements is the construction of meaning, as 

Tarrow concedes, then the frames that structure the cognitive praxis created by these 

movements define their trajectory.  Cognitive praxis, or the production of new knowledge 

that reframes cultural understandings, is a term developed by Eyerman and Jamison 

(1991) to capture the paradigmatic alterations to ways of knowing facilitated by social 

movements.  Herein, the parallel notions of cognitive praxis and collective action frames 

(as the vehicles to disseminate new forms of cognitive praxis) serve as the foundations on 

which my investigation of urban social movements is built.  Although the social 

movements in this study employ very different frames of collective action to codify their 

values, they all attempt to engender new types of cognitive praxis that expose certain land 

development patterns as spatially unjust. 

 

1.1.4 Spatial Justice 

As noted above, spatial justice is used in this text both to critique the structures of 

inequity physically codified into the built environment and to signify attempts to 



 9 

reconfigure urban form to better reflect societal values.  Specifically, this term is utilized 

in the description of a proto-movement described in Chapter 8 to capture the convergence 

of social justice and environmental movement values in the built world.  Strands of this 

proto-movement have been referred to as reform environmentalism (Gottlieb 2005), 

social architecture (Bell & Wakeford 2009), blue-green alliances (Jones 2008), or left 

unnamed (Hawken 2009). This proto-movement could also encapsulate the widely 

acknowledged tenets of sustainable development— balancing the needs of ecology, 

economy, and social equity in the built world— which is also known as a “triple-bottom-

line” ethos for building (Hosey 2005).  But to date, these various activist sub-cultures 

have yet to build a solid platform of shared values.  In this dissertation I argue for the 

integration of these fragmented strands of activism into one inclusive frame of collective 

action around the notion of spatial justice. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the 

emerging concept of spatial justice has its theoretical foundations in geography and 

directly relates to the creation of civic urban form.   

 

1.1.5 Civic Urban Form 

This dissertation investigates the spatial codification of democratic values as the built 

world.  The concept of civic urban form is employed to argue that physical forms and 

spaces can alternately promote or suppress the collective will of the citizenry.  Of course, 

the citizenry rarely have a single, collective will.  Most of the time, then, it is the will of 

marginalized groups that is suppressed.  This is to argue, in turn, that the interests of the 

market and the state too often are reified in forms and spaces that repress the collective 

will of the citizenry.  My reasoning is not that space causes political relationships of a 

certain kind, or conversely, that certain kinds of relationships cause spaces to be precisely 

as they are.  Rather, my point is that relationships and spaces co-evolve (Brand 2008).   

Neither architectural determinism nor social determinism operate in isolation.  The 

five terms— codes, social movements, frames, spatial justice, and civic urban form— 

preface what follows.  
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1.2 Outline of Research and Findings 

 

In this dissertation, I investigate three established and one emerging social movement to 

discern the characteristics of democratic code formation that lead to civic urban form.  

These four case studies are analyzed in terms of their origins, the claims made, strategies 

employed, and outcomes achieved.  Patterns are then extrapolated from this analysis to 

identify qualities of collective action that contribute to the codification of civic urban 

form.   

The first phase of this exploratory investigation tells the story of three intrinsically 

valuable, but also comparable case studies of social change in the United States: the civil 

rights movement, the disability rights movement, and the environmental movement.  The 

civil rights movement attempted to codify social agency for its most disenfranchised 

citizens through the creation of Community Development Corporations (CDCs).  

Although successful in developing a discourse of rights in the early stages of the 

movement, the civil rights movement could not maintain a cohesive frame of collective 

action through the late 1960s.  This date approximates a time when CDCs sought to 

institutionalize their autonomy through a bill that would designate federal funds for their 

advocacy work in municipalities.   Without the backing of the entire movement, the bill 

did not pass through Congress; CDCs became increasingly reliant on local funding 

sources that limited their ability to advocate and to empower their communities to fight 

for their rights.  The lessons gleaned from the civil rights movement are, in part, ironic. 

The disability rights movement successfully transformed the definition of 

disability from a personal medical constraint to an environmental limitation by 

overlaying multiple lived experiences into a broadly accepted, integrated frame of 

collective action.  These lived experiences coalesced through performative displays of 

disability that engaged directly with public spaces, such as the 504 protests discussed in 

Chapter 8, and they were refined through the building of strategic alliances that 

illuminated hybrid solutions to shared problems.  Disability became understood as a 

universal condition— as an type of spatial oppression experienced not only by the blind 
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or the deaf, but also by children in strollers and elderly citizens.  Through a series of 

Architectural Barriers Acts culminating in the watershed ratification of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act in 1990, this movement successfully codified their values into the 

built world.  This movement continues to actively co-evolve with the socio-technical 

domains of accessibility, forging alliances with critical outside partners to expand the 

frame of action ever further.   

Unlike the disability rights movement, the environmental movement has not yet 

been able to collectively define their claims around an integrated frame of action.  

Nonetheless, the voluntary building assessment systems emergent after 2000 are a 

beginning.  Building assessment systems not only encourage industry leaders to better 

incorporate green building practices into their professional purview, but also provide a 

valuable addition to this investigation of various types of civic urban form building.  

Further, the organization that disseminates the most prolific building assessment system 

in the nation, the U.S. Green Building Council, also functions within the movement as a 

knowledge broker, building both public acceptance and professional expertise on the 

application of green building principles.   

From the three more established social movements investigated in what follows, 

several patterns emerge.  First, without an integrated frame of collective action centered 

on the authentically democratic claims of underrepresented interest groups, movements’ 

attempts to institutionalize their values into the built world will yield less success.   

Second, integrated frames of collective action are born of alliance building 

endeavors with similar, but not necessarily totally aligned, outside partners.   

Third, resource mobilizers and knowledge brokers are often auxiliary 

organizations operating outside the inner sanctum of grassroots change. Nevertheless, 

they contribute valuable knowledge to campaigns democratizing the urban form.  

Resource mobilizers—entities focused more on garnering media attention and funding for 

the movement than on the field work itself— have a contentious but important role to 

play in the expansion of smaller grassroots organization’s capacity and thus the success 

of the movement.  Knowledge brokers— movement entities championing the cause and 
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disseminating information to the public about its potential applications in the built 

world— play a critical role in the shifting of cultural paradigms.  The roles of knowledge 

brokers and resource mobilizers are played increasingly by professional organizations as 

social media outlets expand the technological purview of activists’ outreach models.  As 

this virtual, professionalized generation of social movements matures, it requires 

development of new techniques to ensure that democratic claim formation remains 

central to the larger movement’s frame of action. Every effort must be taken to avoid 

cooption and assimilation during the processes of value institutionalization.   

 The chapters that follow will further articulate this brief summary of findings.  

Before moving into the case study analysis, a discussion of the three literatures that 

buttress the theoretical framework of this study is required.  In the literature review 

below, urban planning theory, urban political ecology, and science and technology 

studies are layered upon one another to identify the most fruitful perspectives from which 

to analyze this exploratory investigation into the creation of civic urban form. 
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Chapter 2: Spatial Justice and the City Cyborg: A Literature Review 

 

Because this dissertation seeks to understand the relationships between social movements, 

values, building codes and space, these major themes will be investigated throughout the 

review. The structure of the literature review, however, will generally follow disciplinary 

lines so as to appreciate the interpretive frames of those who have constructed four 

related but distinct literatures: sustainable development, planning theory, urban political 

ecology, and science and technology studies.  Each of these literatures will be examined 

in turn, and each will be further subdivided into discursive themes.   

Because many urban social movements working for spatial change in the United 

States are attempting to actualize the social and environmental justice tenets proposed in 

the discourse on sustainable development, this review grants particular attention to 

literature making or responding to claims of socio-environmental justice. The literature in 

sustainable development, however, largely is practice-based and lacks a critical rigor.  

Thus, only a brief overview of this literature is provided as an introduction.  

Second, planning theory will serve as the primary structure upon which this 

dissertation is built. Planning theory draws from both critical theory and pragmatism, and 

both frame my perspective. Although these two traditions within planning theory can be 

allergic to one another, both contribute to understanding the role of the citizen in city-

making. 

In the third section of this chapter, I employ urban political ecology (UPE) to 

critique the inequities of natural resource provision and of place-based difference in the 

built world. UPE grapples with the inequities and contradictions inherent in work often 

framed as sustainable development, and its nascent notion of the city cyborg will enrich 

planning theory’s myopic understanding of the role of non-human systems in the built 

world. 

Neither planning theory nor urban political ecology adequately addresses the role 

that technology, and the spaces technological codes perpetuate, play in the development 

of cities.  In the fourth section, I employ science and technology studies (STS) to offer a 
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helpful framework with which to understand the interplay between technology and 

democracy in the built world.  STS and UPE will buttress the literature in planning 

theory, weaving an appreciation of the complex hybrid systems at play in the creation of 

civic urban form.   

 

2.1  Sustainable Development 

 

Although the theories on which sustainable development (SD) was conceived 

acknowledge the critical role of social equity in the continued health of the planet, the 

leading literature in the field remains practically-oriented, uncritical, and often devoid of 

sensitivity to the inequities of common development practices.  In this section, I will 

briefly review the literature on which the field was founded, describe the few critical 

pieces of theory inspired by SD that contribute to my research, explain why the practice-

based approach to SD taken by most of its leading authors does a disservice to the field, 

and then propose a strategy for filling the gaps in this literature with the critical 

approaches of planning theory, urban political ecology and science and technology 

studies.   

The industrial revolution gave man the tools to decimate forests, develop new 

chemicals, and create waste at unprecedented speeds.  Although scientists of the 19th 

century conceptualized the possibility of un-sustainability (Haeckel, Darwin, Bronn, et 

al), it was not until well into the 20th century that man began noticing the consequences of 

these wasteful habits.  Distracted by wars and economic depression, not until the 1960s 

did global leaders collectively articulate these concerns.  In 1968, a think-tank dedicated 

to addressing the “world problematique” called the Club of Rome acknowledged that 

global problems of poverty, resource depletion, climate change, and environmental 

degradation are inherently interrelated. Their manifesto, Limits to Growth (1972), posits 

that unless the “state of global equilibrium” is redesigned to allow each person on the 

earth to acquire their basic material needs and to realize their individual human potential, 

“the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollution, food 
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production, and resource depletion” will reach their limits within the next hundred years 

(Meadows, et al. 1972, p. 29).   

Within a decade, global political leaders began to acknowledge the value of these 

assertions.  The 1983 World Commission on Environment and Development (informally 

known as the Brundtland Commission) articulated the role of the built world in this web 

of global challenges.  The subsequent report produced in 1987, entitled Our Common 

Future, acknowledged that in order to change environmental degradation on a larger 

level, environmentalists needed to work with industry to better balance the Three E’s: 

Economy, Ecology and Equity.  “Sustainable development,” as defined by the Brundtland 

Report, is "development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (1987, p.1).  In 1992, the United 

Nations published Agenda 21 as a global action plan to achieve the vision of sustainable 

development outlined in the Brundtland Report.  Agenda 21 painstakingly outlined the 

various strategies required to reverse the consumptive patterns causing resources 

depletion and poverty, but asserted that the financial backing for these measures must 

come from the national governments themselves.  The most developed of these nations 

stood to lose the most from a change in development patterns, and the argument that “the 

cost of inaction could outweigh the financial costs of implementing Agenda 21” was not 

compelling enough to incite wealthy nations to dramatically restructure their daily 

practices (1992, p.332).  The U.S. political climate was far from receptive to these 

concepts at the time.  Without a clear directive from the government, development 

professionals found practical application of these global goals difficult. Consequently, 

Agenda 21 had little impact on development in the United States (McDonald 1996, p. 

228).   

This call to action inspired several urban planning theorists to imagine how this 

type of balanced, equitable, environmentally conscious development might occur in the 

U.S.  Attempting to distance SD from the neo-Malthusian reputation it gained from the 

press, planners reminded their colleagues “SD is an ethical principle for intergenerational 

equity” that balances natural resource management with the satisfaction of basic human 
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needs (McDonald 1996, p. 229).  In the realms of urban planning theory, SD was a 

method to champion issues of social justice. Planning theorists encourage the public to 

“always ask, sustainable for whom” (Beatley 1995, p. 389). In practice, however, the 

common interests of underserved populations often directly conflict with the values of the 

majority. 

Mediating the needs of various competing interests in order to achieve the 

idealized balance of economy, ecology and equity should be a strong suit of planning 

theory.  As I discuss in the following section of this review, urban planning’s theories 

regarding the intricacies of public participation are sophisticated.  Planning academic 

Scott Campbell (1996) developed a “planner’s triangle,” mapping out the inherent 

tensions between the goals of economic growth, environmental protection, and social 

justice in the built environment.  At the center of the triangle, SD was conceptualized to 

balance these conflicting interests.  Campbell posits that the center of the triangle can 

never fully be reached, but close approximations come when these tensions are 

confronted and resolved directly.  Campbell argues that planners must pair environmental 

thinking with social theory, while also more effectively using their conflict resolution 

skills to push building practices closer to the center of the triangle.  Other than the 

directive to confront conflict head-on, Campbell’s triangle does not provide the planner 

with a roadmap or a set of best practices to mediate these vast ideological challenges.  

Instead, the case studies most widely disseminated as best practices in the field lack 

critical analysis.   

As the field has become popularized, the literature on sustainable development 

became less critical and more promotional.  This is not to say that there is no critical 

literature on sustainable development, which is discussed in the sections below, only that 

it has been less influential than the professional and popular strains that dominate the 

cannon of sustainability.  For instance, Cradle to Cradle (McDonough and Braungart 

2002) is one of the best-selling books on Sustainable Development (SD).  This book 

makes the concepts of biomimetic design, a highly technical approach to industrial design 

modeled on and considerate of ecological systems, accessible and concrete.  In order to 
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explain the concept, however, McDonough and Braungart spend most of the book 

promoting their own proprietary business model.  In Natural Capitalism, another widely 

read book on SD, Hawken, et al (1999) take a similarly uncritical approach.  Through a 

series of valorizing case studies, Hawken et al illustrate the economic value of 

environmentally conscious business practices without ever critically evaluating his 

subject matter (Moore 2007).  Both books are ‘critical’ in the limited sense that they 

argue against the neo-classical model of ever-increasing consumption.  However, neither 

is ‘critical’ in the sense that they rigorously evaluate current practices claiming to be 

sustainable or link technological and social change.  In this dimension, they are naïve.  

And although these aggrandizing books may serve as wonderful introductions to SD for 

unindoctrinated business leaders, they lack the critical rigor to prevent reduction of the 

field to public relations schemes.   

Alternative models to the marketing-based approach, however, do not agree upon 

a unified definition of SD.  The only thing many of these alternatives share in common is 

a utopianism disconnected from the realities of practice.  For example, community 

planners argue (Beatley and Manning 1996) that in an enlightened society, polities and 

their citizens should equally value land development goals with those of quality of life, 

housing and community institutions.  Environmental scientists, conversely, argue that SD 

does not effectively “defend the land against competing pressures” (Newton and 

Freyfogle 2005, p. 23). The differing worldviews vying for control of the concept of SD, 

anthropocentrism and biocentrism, both constitute and convolute the field (Jepson 2004).  

In fact, in a review of the literature employing the term SD, Guy and Farmer identified 

six competing definitions of the concept: eco-technic, eco-centric, eco-aesthetic, eco-

cultural, eco-medical and eco-social (2001).  The array of practitioners, researchers, 

environmentalists, and humanitarians all employing the language of SD to suit their own 

definition renders the terms ineffective.  The implications of this problem for related 

social movements are discussed further in Chapters 7 and 8.  Jepson, Guy and Farmer, 

and others argue that until these worldviews can find more common ground and 

language, SD will not be widely or effectively applied in its balanced form.  
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Although Sustainable Development originated from global action plans that 

equally prized the values of economy, ecology, and equity, the field has yet to realize the 

balanced promise of its ideology in practice.  Recent proposals for triple bottom-line 

assessment frameworks are discussed in Chapter 8 as a practically applicable theoretical 

construct on which to evaluate SD (Hosey 2005, Hammer 2009), but to date, this budding 

notion also suffers from a lack of critical analysis.  Without rigorous critique from both 

inside and outside the field, there is little hope of realizing the dream of SD.  In this 

dissertation I enrich the ideological framework of SD with the critical stances of planning 

theory, urban political ecology, and science and technology studies in order to understand 

the interplay between social movements, values, building codes, and space in the creation 

of civic urban form.  Because planning theory explicitly grapples with the role of the 

citizen in the development of the built environment, that literature serves as the 

foundation for my theoretical framework.   

 

2.2 Planning Theory 

 

In this dissertation, I draw principally from two bodies of literature that serve as 

interrelated foundations of planning theory: critical theory and pragmatism. Critical 

theory’s discussion of the emancipatory value of democratic participatory processes help 

to structure the theoretical lens through which I investigate social movements. In this 

section, I will briefly discuss the histories of critical theory and pragmatism before 

investigating three relevant, contemporary arguments in planning theory that draw from 

their theoretical legacy— the literature on participatory planning, civic 

environmentalism, and the right to the city literature.   

Since the emergence of critical theory (CT) in the early part of the last century, 

this discourse has concerned itself with the structures affecting complex societal 

problems.  Emanating from the neo-Marxist social theories of the Frankfurt School, 

critical theorists endeavor to identify the roots of deep-seated societal inequalities both to 

uncover the assumptions that frame our actions and to analyze the institutions 
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perpetuating these societal inequities. Early critical theorists saw positivism as incapable 

of critically and rationally assessing the realities within which it operates.  In their view, 

enlightened positivists are blinded from critical self-analysis by the institutions that frame 

their philosophy.  Instead of arguing that theory alone could liberate society, CT seeks a 

“genuine unity of theory and revolutionary praxis (Bernstein 1976, p. 182).”  Critical 

theory seeks to identify and unmask the larger structures that perpetuate a “false 

consciousness” within society (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002). The end goal, 

theoretically, is to free humanity from the material and institutional restraints preventing 

them from participating in fair, just and authentic forms of human life—to liberate 

society from the exploitations of capitalism through personal inquiry that precipitates 

social action and an eventual paradigm shift.  For CT, emancipation through self-

reflection is the most important form of knowledge one can produce.   

 

2.2.1 Participatory Planning 

Contemporary CT, commonly referred to as communicative action planning 

(CAP), is associated primarily with the work of Jurgen Habermas, the youngest member 

of the Frankfurt School progenitors.  His version of critical theory focuses on the forms 

of discourse needed to bring about different types of cognitive awareness.  Distinguishing 

the emancipatory/unconstrained form of dialogue from traditional/disinterested and 

practical/consensual modes of knowledge, CAP uses self-reflection and ideal discourse to 

achieve liberation and equality.  Habermas argued that emancipation could result from 

well-conducted public participatory processes, a much milder translation of CT than that 

of his radical predecessors.  Based on a notion of universal rationality that allows for 

ideal discourse, Habermas’ theory of CAP strives to allow for discourse situations that 

produce truly rational, shared decisions-making processes. 

Planning theorists and practitioners, such as John Forester, Judith Innes, David 

Booher, and Patsy Healey all adopted the language of communicative action to describe 

their proposals for effective urban planning discourse. John Forester most explicitly 

tackles power struggles in his writings on communicative action planning.  Forester 
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wants to acknowledge that discourse will not easily become equalized in any planning 

process; thus, the role of the planner is to identify and then actively disempower those 

potentially using distorted communication tactics to gain leverage for their own interests.  

Forester sees the planner’s ability to exert influence through the control of information as 

primary to their role in communicative processes.  By limiting the amount of 

misinformation perpetuated as truth, Forester’s planner can help a group arrive at a 

healthy, rational decision based in the ethics of public participation.  

Consensus building, or “an array of practices in which stakeholders, selected to 

represent different interests, come together for face-to-face, long-term dialogue to address 

a policy issue of common concern” is the post modern form of Habermasian planning 

championed by Innes and Booher (Innes and Booher 1999, 412).  This form of planning 

is more post-modern than Forester’s model, as the Innes/Booher model rejects positivist 

rationality completely in favor of complexity science.  Consensus building exercises 

strive to find an accord among those at the table, whoever they might be, regardless of the 

outcome.   This process educates stakeholders about the varying perspectives at the table 

and allows for a deeper understanding of the many facets of any complex society.  Power 

becomes less of an issue without rationality or measurable outcomes, and thus the role of 

planner as advocate dilutes in favor of facilitation. 

Other CAP theorists acknowledge that while traditional forms of scientific 

rationality hindered the success of many democratic societies, there might still be other 

forms of rationality that planners can embrace as tools for social change that better 

embrace the realities of existing power dynamics.  For Patsy Healey, Habermas’ 

“communicative rationality offers a way forward through a different conception of 

human reason” (Healey 1993, 237).   Habermas purports that the element of reason must 

be maintained in deliberation to properly debate any subject. Healey contends that while 

one maintains a “dynamic critique within the reasoning process,” the hegemonic 

influence of rationality can be avoided (Healey, 239).  However, Healey also adds a new 

criterion to Habermas’ (and Forrester’s) model.  Weary of the notion of universal 

rationality, she wants instead to “recognize the inherent localized specificity and 
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untranslatability of systems of meaning” (Healey, 239).  This version of the postmodern 

model emphasizes the contextual balance of contradictory aims discernable in certain 

forms of communicative planning.   

Healey says that this reflective approach to planning can be transformative— 

creating new forms of knowledge with each communicative planning encounter as new, 

previously excluded voices enrich existing perspectives.  Ten years after Forester 

published his aforementioned model, his reasoning begins to resemble that of Healey’s.  

In Forester’s article entitled “Beyond Dialogue to Transformative Learning: How 

Deliberative Rituals Encourage Political Judgments in Community Planning Processes,” 

he details how participatory action research can transform the understandings of its 

participants and teach them how to live better together.  For Forester, these sorts of 

participatory rituals within planning “reconstitute political space,” allowing people to tell 

stories that articulate values and cultural proclivities, while also providing room for 

rebuilding relationships within this new understanding (Forester 1999, p. 146).  Iterations 

of this model, which has roots in doctrines both of pragmatism and of critical theory, 

provide insights into the potential such fusions could have for planning.  Forester’s 

hybrid transformative learning concept builds on the American Pragmatist position 

espoused by John Dewey, William James, and Charles Pierce and champions the notion 

of learning by doing.   

For pragmatists, the power of action always supersedes discourse.  The 

pragmatists see the very process of participatory action, of “social learning” through a 

process of collective action, as a potentially emancipatory act that frees society from the 

constraints of its preconceived notions (Dewey 1958).  Community design architect 

David Perkes, whose Gulf Coast Community Design Center is discussed at length in 

Chapter 8, sees Dewey’s experiential, pragmatic position as primary to effective 

community engagement (2009).  Benjamin Barber refers to a participatory society where 

politics trump economics as a “strong democracy” (2003).  Strong democracy overcomes 

the limits of political representation by creating communities through the act of 

citizenship— “community grows out of participation and at the same time makes 
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participation possible; civic activity educates individuals how to think publicly as citizens 

even as citizenship informs civic activity with the required sense of publicness and justice 

(Barber 2003, p.152).”  Through action, the public learns how to collectively articulate 

their shared goals.   

In sum, CT’s model of participatory or communicative action planning lays out an 

empancipatory theoretical framework for public dialogue that is often used to facilitate 

collective decision-making about the urban form.  In this dissertation, I employ a version 

of CAP that acknowledges the inequities of existing power dynamics in any public 

discourse.  However, I dismiss the consensus model espoused by Innes and Booher 

because it is an ineffective standard by which to make real change in the built 

environment.  Instead, Forester’s inclusion of the pragmatist ethic of engagement that 

espouses collective learning is employed herein to understand urban participatory 

planning as processes for social learning.   

Action-oriented iterations of this participatory perspective in urban planning have 

been most clearly articulated under the guise of civic environmentalism.  Hoping to 

engender more common action behind the goals of the environmental movement, 

environmental philosophers have applied pragmatist ethics and Barber’s related concept 

of strong democracy to their cause. 

 

2.2.2 Civic Environmentalism 

Civic environmentalism, which applies the notions of communicative, 

participatory planning and “learning by doing” to environmental ideals, proposes a 

method for educating the public about environmental concerns through action. Dewitt 

John (1994), a political scientist, originally coined the term as a localized, bottom-up 

proposal to reorganize the top-down processes of environmental decision-making.  Since 

its inception, civic environmentalism’s general employment by environmental theorists 

serves to capture the power inherent in further engagement of citizens in environmentally 

oriented political processes (Shutkin 2000).  Planning philosopher Richard Dagger uses 

the notion of civic environmentalism to illustrate the potential for collaboration between 



 23 

environmentalists and those interested in reviving civic life to form a common language 

to fight poor land use patterns like sprawl (2003).  By re-framing the aligned but distinct 

agendas of those endorsing healthy, walkable, vibrant urban communities and those 

supporting the preservation of the environment into a unified civic environmentalism that 

campaigns against sprawl, both camps will benefit.  Similarly, Andrew Light calls for 

‘urban ecological citizenship’ that aligns environmental values with cities and citizens at 

many overlapping scales (2003).  Providing opportunities in urban environments for 

citizens to participate in environmental endeavors articulates the connection between 

cities and the environment through the act of participation; urban ecological stewards 

could emerge.  Light later extends this argument to critique the U.S. environmental 

movement. He suggests that the movement’s privilege of wilderness and nature over 

more human, accessible understandings of place prevented the general population from 

authentically engaging in the struggle (2009).  He sees civic environmentalism as a venue 

to reconnect humans with their ecosystems, to allow citizens to invest their energy into 

the environment, and to let it become their place.  In sum, civic environmentalism serves 

two purposes for this dissertation.  First, it illuminates the unorthodox methods of civic 

engagement proposed outside of the guise of “planning” that connect citizens to their 

city.  Second, it highlights the inconsistencies plaguing the environmental movement, as 

will be discussed in Chapter 7, and suggests some potential venues to address these 

challenges. 

Many urban scholars see activism related to sustainable development as a 

potential venue to engender such environmental citizenry (Hemmel 1999, Agyeman et al. 

2003, Agyeman 2005).  Julian Agyeman and his colleagues argue that a “co-activism” of 

just sustainability that encapsulates the shared values of sustainability and environmental 

justice is beginning to coalesce (2003, p.12).  But, as will be discussed further in Chapter 

7, the local, “problem-focused” nature of the urban social movements that characterize 

the environmental justice movement hinder the ability of these groups to effectively align 

with “solution-focused” activists like those espousing sustainable development.  Urban 

social movements assume a fundamental right to the city that requires further attention 
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before moving beyond the foundational discussion of planning theory.  In the following 

section, radical proposals for urban activism articulated with or inspired by a fundamental 

right to the city will be reviewed.  

 

2.2.3 Right to the City 

Henri Lefebvre’s work on society’s relationship to space informs any discussions 

of the citizen’s right to the city.  Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991) embraces the 

grassroots experiences of space that make it fundamentally social.  Lefebvre identifies 

three types of space: perceived space (commonsensical and popular understandings of 

space); conceived space (the theoretically constructed space of cartographers and 

property owners); and lived space (the geographic imaginary spaces in which we act out 

our everyday life).  Primary to Lefebvre’s work is the individual’s “right to the city,” and 

a call for the people to reclaim it.   

Lefebvre, writing while his students participated in the political unrest of the 

1960s in Paris, acknowledged the multidimensional aspects of urban form— seeing 

structures as “twofold: they are morphological (sites and situations, buildings, streets and 

squares, monuments, neighborhoods) and sociological (distribution of the population, 

ages and sexes, households, managers and the managed)” (1970, p.116).  Lefebvre 

understood every resident to have an inherent right to the city, as the central space of 

social interaction and exchange for urban inhabitants, from which each resident should 

draw an inherent political power (1968).  For Lefebvre, the collective will of the 

marginalized must constantly remain in active opposition to the mainstream in order to 

avoid assimilation and homogenization.   

Many equity planners find the discourse- and learning-based models of 

engagement espoused by CAP and civic environmentalism to be ineffective methods for 

unheard citizens to argue for their inalienable rights to the city.  For these planning 

theorists, in a just city “an equity of outcomes” holds equal import as “participation in 

decision making by relatively powerless groups” (Fainstein 2003, 186).  In Susan 

Fainstein’s conception of the just city, equity is measured not only by income, but also by 
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race, by gender, and by sexual orientation.  And above all, democracy does not only exist 

as merely a process, but also as a mechanism to protect both social and political rights.  

Fainstein draws from Iris Marian Young’s work on deliberative democracy and 

difference to expand her understanding of inclusion. Young’s notion of deliberative 

democracy depends on a “strong meaning of inclusion and political equality” and 

involves a “collective problem-solving, which depends for its legitimacy and wisdom on 

the expression and criticism of the diverse opinions of all the members of the society” 

(2000, p. 6).   

In the recently published edited volume, Searching for the Just City (Marcuse et 

al 2009), Frank Fischer strives to connect the discursive turn in planning to the political 

economic critique of planning that Fainstein employs to argue for all citizen’s rights to 

the city, while Dikec posits that marginalized populations are the central figures in the 

fight for the just city.  In the same collection, Phil Thompson extends Dikec’s proposition 

to discuss the centrality of the U.S. history of slavery and its contemporary iterations in 

any efforts to create a just city.  Marcuse concludes this pivotal collection by reminding 

the reader of the importance of the civil rights movement to our current understandings of 

social justice, and by looking toward a new social network of organizations entitled the 

Right to the City Alliance as the modern extension of this struggle for the just city. This 

alliance, and its roots in the civil rights movement, is discussed at length in Chapters 5 

and 8.  Although the inclusion of social movements in conceptions of the just city is an 

encouraging direction for future research, there is rarely a spatial dimension to these 

investigations.  

Urban sociologist Chris Pickvance attributes the avoidance of material effects to 

the two major foci in social movement theory.  First, “that which celebrates the fact of 

mobilization” (Melucci 1996), and second, “that which stresses the role of social 

movements in cognitive praxis or knowledge production” (Eyerman and Jamison 1991) 

(Pickvance 2003, 104).  This is to say that the celebration of mobilization and the 

production of new knowledge may be very helpful, but these twin foci fail to study the 

material consequences of USMs.  Urban theorist Manuel Castells’ is an exception.  His 
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study of USMs deals directly with the material effects of social movements, but limits his 

study to campaigns for localized mobilizations that are “usually narrowly focused, 

demanding particular services or specific powers” (Fainstein and Hirst, 1995).  

Nevertheless, Castells’ work The City and the Grassroots is groundbreaking in its applied 

discussion of the relationship between space and society.  His research highlights the 

importance of territory in the production of social forms and the ability of urban social 

movements to create new urban meaning.  Castells argues that the efforts of The City and 

the Grassroots only provided the basic connection between spatiality and social change 

and concludes with a call for the development of “a theory able to explain how city forms 

(and therefore good city forms) are produced” (Castells 1983, 336).   

Fainstein and Hirst push this investigation further with their comparison of 

European and U.S. urban social movements.  Trying to grapple with the limited scope of 

localized, radical grassroots USMs, this comparative overview concludes with two 

questions primary to my own research.  First, they ask “Can USMs continue to be 

effective if they become connected to party organizations or professionalized staffs?”  

And second, “Does a social movement remain a social movement if its constitutive 

organizations participate in normal politics or administration” (Fainstein and Hirst 

1995, 200)?  To my knowledge, these questions and others about the nature of movement 

codification remain unanswered and constitute a gap in the literature.   

This investigation attempts to contribute to the investigation of the questions 

posed by Fainstein and Hirst.  Herein, the definition of USM also expands to encompass 

movements grappling with the built world locally, regionally and nationally, instead of 

relegating the study to only the most localized of these efforts.  My proposal is, then, to 

expand the study of USMs to include the socio-technological consequences of social 

activism as it is codified in the built environment.  As outlined above, planning theory 

provides an eloquent backdrop to understand the role of the citizen in urban planning 

processes, but does not adequately address the role of USMs in development processes or 

the socio-technical consequences of institutionalizing this type of radical activism into 

building codes.  The literature on urban political ecology contributes a sophisticated 
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critique of the relationship between society and the environment, while science and 

technology studies buttresses these literatures with its refined sense of the relationship 

between technological codes and society.  

 

2.3 Urban Political Ecology 

 

Although political ecologists have a long history of exposing the geographic 

conflicts between societal needs, economic goals, and environmental resources, until 

recently this literature did not fully engage with urban areas.  Political ecology 

historically focused on the colonization of indigenous people and their lands, showing 

how space is reframed in order to perpetuate systems of inequity. Political ecologists use 

a refined set of analytical tools to unmask the ways in which maps and other methods of 

delineating space are used as devices of rhetorical, persuasive and/or evaluative 

knowledge production that alter the way environmental resources are perceived and 

accessed by various sectors of society (Scott, 1998, Harley 2001, Davis 2005).  Often 

focusing their lens on the work of environmentally oriented social movements, urban 

political ecology most explicitly tackles the complex web of interrelationships between 

emergent societal values and the environment in the reconstitution of urban form.   

Building on the theoretical work of Lefebvre and famed Marxist geographer David 

Harvey, political ecology maps out two critical terms informing my analysis in this 

dissertation: Lefebvre’s aforementioned right to the city and Harvey’s geographic 

imagination.  In this section, I place these two terms within the literature on political 

ecology, briefly review the recent urban turn in the field, and then describe how urban 

political ecology informs my work.   

 

2.3.1 Geographic Imagination 

Although the urban turn that makes political ecology so instructive to this 

dissertation did not occur until the last decade, this literature applies tools refined from 

previous decades of analyzing similar conflicts among people, environmental resources, 
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and space.  Drawing from the work of respected geographers like Lefebvre and Harvey, 

several key theoretical concepts in political ecology that have been applied to indigenous 

social movements are translatable to the urban context.  In Social Justice and the City 

(1973), Harvey develops the concept of geographic imagination to explain the dialectic 

between space and society.  Extracting a spatial consciousness from Mills’ notion of the 

“sociological imagination,” a theory that illuminates the social forces influencing 

individual decisions provided by the field of sociology, Harvey spatializes this tool to 

describe the lens through which we understand the physical world.  For Harvey, “this 

imagination enables the individual to recognize the role of space and place in his own 

biography, to relate to the spaces he sees around him, and to recognize how transactions 

between individuals and between organizations are affected by the space that separates 

them” (1973, p. 24).  But instead of truly embracing the social construction of space as a 

theoretical framework, Harvey’s Marxist roots lead him to see space as “contingent upon 

the social processes operating in society as a whole” (Harvey 1973, 15).  Harvey’s notion 

of territorial justice focuses on distribution and production from a Rawlsian (market-

based) perspective, which leaves his theoretical framework without a solid geographical 

foundation on which to further build the spatiality of the concept (Dikeç 2001, p. 1786).  

Spatial justice, the geographical roots of which will be further explored later in this 

section of the review, attempts to supplement Harvey’s notion of territorial justice with a 

socially constructed, spatially oriented view of the urban form.  Geography’s recent 

developments in spatial justice, however, also draw from the insights of the many 

political ecologists that built upon Harvey’s notion of geographic imagination in new and 

enlightening ways. 

Political ecologists have skillfully employed the notion of geographic imagination 

to investigate the role of activists in environmentally oriented social movements.  In 

“This Land is Ours Now,” (2004) Wendy Wolford crafts a framework within which to 

consider the geographic imaginaries of participants in a social movement, engaging with 

various factions of the Brazilian Movimento Dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST) 

to understand the way their perceptions of land and the movement affect their 
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participation in the MST.  Wolford flips the social construction of space on its head, 

investigating the spatial construction of society and how these understandings of the 

world effect your interactions with it.  For Wolford, the ways in which a person’s 

perspective is situated informs the manner in which she or he will conceptualize and 

participate in a social movement.   

Wolford’s politico-ecological perspective proves especially helpful when 

considering the effects of SD in developing countries.  The well-meaning Western 

societies that conjured the notion of SD did so from their predominantly white, upper-

middle class perspective.  They granted consideration for the remediation of increasing 

global inequities in this original definition; however, because of the elusive nature of this 

broad concept, its colonial roots often lie exposed when resource control becomes a 

factor (Peluso 1994).  In Green Development, W. M. Adams’ study of SD reminds the 

reader that poverty and environmental degradation are linked inextricably (2001).  

Because of this intrinsic relationship, often the poor simultaneously receive blame for 

environmental issues and are victimized by the remediation of these issues, especially in 

the “third world.”  Some of these misunderstandings take root in pure intolerance for 

difference, while others stem from the variety of ways in which a human, based on their 

geographic imaginaries, can understand what “sustainable development” might mean.  

For instance, the debate over deforestation is based on specific notions of what the forest 

should be and of what brought about these patterns of environmental change.  Because 

forests are also an open-access resource, this is an especially dynamic case through the 

lens of political ecology.  Both forest devastation and forest conservation exponentially 

affect the poorest sectors of society in places like the Amazon, and the politician’s best 

course for “sustainable” action often is based on a set of narratives constructed to benefit 

those in power instead of the communities indigenous to the area (Adams 2001, p. 256-

270).   

In a similar tone, D. K. Davis chronicles the creation of “potential vegetation 

maps” for Morocco by Western scientists based on a mythical notion of how this land 

“should” look based on their conditioned European expectations (2005).  For centuries, 
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European colonists used romantic literature, instead of the local knowledge of the people 

living in Morocco, as a basis for the definitions of different climatic zones.  These 

fabricated narratives were then framed as Science and codified into maps, which continue 

to be used today as an argument to impose restrictions and controls on the indigenous 

populations living off of the land.   

 

2.3.2 Spatial Justice 

Urban social movements often concern the unmasking of the geographic 

imaginations perpetuated by existing spatial forms and distribution patterns, and thus 

remain a topic of interest for geographers interested in notions of spatial justice.  Rob 

Imrie’s comprehensive investigation of the social construction of disability in the built 

world illustrates the cyclical nature of socio-spatial oppression that reaffirms a disablist, 

or inherently inaccessible, pattern of building. Imrie posits that disablist geographic 

imaginaries— constructs that perpetuate inaccessibility as the standard form of place-

making— are reaffirmed by the habitual application of codes that privilege only one type 

of building user (1996).  Although focusing primarily on the role of the urban practitioner 

in the creation of an ablist built environment, Imrie does devote the concluding section of 

his book to “the multiple ways in which oppressed groups contest both the production 

and reproduction of the built environment, and, in doing so, contribute to its 

transformation” (1996, p.145).  This short chapter on the disability rights movement’s 

role in the transformation of the built world in the United Kingdom ends with questions 

regarding the most effective scale, scope and focus to best institutionalize these efforts.   

Because social movements are inherently civic in nature, public buildings and 

park spaces are often the platform for urban social movements to demonstrate their 

WUNC and perform claim-making protests.  In Right to the City, Don Mitchell explores 

examples of urban social movements combating for localized public spaces.  A focus on 

public space is primary for Mitchell because “Public space is…a representation of the 

good that comes from public control and ownership…that understands a space’s very 

publicness as a good in and of itself, that understands there to be a collective right to the 
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city” (2003, 137).  Mitchell uses a Lefebvrian lens to illustrate the performative power of 

public spaces in activists’ articulation of their rights to the city, as well as the potential 

these spaces hold to control and further marginalize certain populations.  

In “Justice and the Spatial Imagination,” Mustafa Dikeç (2001) builds on 

Lefebvre’s right to the city concept by attempting to place it within a larger definition of 

spatial justice.  Dikeç articulates a triad of notions in the quest to better understand spatial 

justice: “the spatial dialectics of injustice, the right to the city, and the right to 

difference.”  Spatial justice, in Dikeç’s terms, embraces the social construction of space 

as a producer and as a reproducer of inequity, rather than reducing these effects to matters 

of distribution (an important but insufficient explanation).  Dikeç notes that the 

accompanying right to difference in Lefebvre’s writings might be translated better as the 

“right to resist/struggle” (Dikeç 2001, p. 1790).  It is in this article that the first 

operational definition of spatial justice is presented as “a critique of systematic exclusion, 

domination, and oppression; a critique aimed at cultivating new sensibilities that would 

animate actions towards injustice embedded in space and spatial dynamics” (Dikeç, p. 

1793).  Dikeç’s article works towards a spatially informed emancipatory politics that 

primes future work on the fusion of social movements with spatial justice in an urban 

context. Recently, Edward Soja called for the establishment of a vision of spatial justice 

that transcends its typical absorption into “such related concepts as territorial justice, 

environmental justice, the urbanization of injustice, the reduction of regional inequalities, 

or even more broadly in the generic search for a just city and a just society” towards an 

“explicitly spatialized concept of justice” (2009, p. 31).  Although I agree with Soja that a 

more explicitly spatial concept of justice could still be developed, recent work in urban 

political ecology is paving the way for such theoretical constructs to be built. 

 

2.3.3 The City Cyborg 

In the urban context, streets, ramps, buildings, parks and other urban artifacts 

become relics of embodied social values.  And although urban political ecology has not 

yet fully articulated the role of social movements in the complex web of social, 
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environmental, physical, and political dynamics, the field’s sophisticated analysis of the 

urban form provides insights on how social movements might theoretically engage with 

the other systems vying for power in the built world.   McCarthy et al. (2005) argue that 

the critical self-reflection afforded by the western focus of urban political ecology could 

provide helpful perspective to other disciplines engaging with the environmental politics.  

For instance, the authors posit, environmental justice discourse typically depends on the 

argument of Rawlsian, universal notions of justice as fairness that often simplify the 

complex network of historical and material actors influencing any issue of resource 

control (2005).   

As Swyngedouw and Heynen (2006) argue in The Nature of Cities, urban political 

ecology attempts to “untangle the interconnected economic, political, social and 

ecological processes that together go to form highly uneven and deeply unjust urban 

landscapes…and enhance the democratic content of socio-environmental construction,” 

and does so to suggest alternative modes of more equitable distribution both of social and 

of environmental power (Swyngedouw and Heynen, 914).  Heynen then applies this 

perspective on political ecology to issues of urban reforestation in consideration of 

greater concerns of global environmental justice. Acknowledging the global benefits of 

reforestation efforts, Heynen’s concern rests with who benefits from this nature, and who 

suffers.  Using the displacement of Seneca Village residents in the creation of Central 

Park as an example, Heynen highlights the need to consider scale and urbanity within the 

realms of political ecology in order to comprehend the full effects of capitalism on 

resource distribution and on environmental justice.  

For Heyden and his cadre of co-authors, the reconnection of nature and society 

might mitigate or at least reframe these acts of exploitation.  To better clarify the 

interdependent relationship between environmental transformations and struggles of 

class, gender, ethnicity, etc., the editors lay out a manifesto in the book’s introduction 

based upon what they call “the democratic production of cyborg cities” (Heynen et al. 

2006, 16).  This perspective champions the complex web of layers that construct our 

cities—acknowledging that “the urban world is a cyborg world, part natural/part social, 
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part technical/part cultural, but with no clear boundaries, centres, or margins” (Heynen et 

al., 12).  The urban cyborg notion suggests a space for the identification of new 

relationships among building codes, citizens, cultures, landscapes and the technologies 

inherent in the built environment.  Although some interesting work has been done on the 

social impacts of the American lawn and other socio-environmental products of 

urbanization (Robbins 2007), no clear framework exists yet to place this cyborg within 

the intersections of urban social movements and building codes.   

In sum, the discourse on political ecology is becoming increasingly spatial and 

urban in nature.  The treatment of nature and society as contingent, interrelated, and even 

hybrid concepts is primary to the urban political ecologist discourse.  Pushing past a 

notion of space purely as an issue of resource distribution to understand the dynamic 

“spatial dialectics of injustice,” (Dikeç 2001) the concept of spatial justice allows for a 

deeper analysis of the many forces at play in the reification of the built world.   

This dissertation attempts to pair a spatial conception of justice with an interest in 

the emergent social processes that influence the codification of built form.  Political 

ecology offers theoretical constructs (i.e. the right to the city, geographic imaginations 

and the city cyborg) that help to broaden the myopic cultural understandings of nature, 

humans, and technologies that perceive these concepts both as fixed and unrelated.  

When overlaid with planning theory’s appreciation of the emancipatory potential of 

democratic urban planning processes, its pragmatic notion of civic environmentalism, and 

its related conception of the right to the city, urban political ecology and planning theory 

provide a sound foundation for this analysis of social movements, values, and space.  

What neither literature sufficiently addresses, however, is the role of building codes in 

the creation of civic urban form.  For this perspective, science and technology studies’ 

critical engagement with socio-technical artifacts will balance the socio-environmentally 

oriented literature on planning theory and urban political ecology.   

 

2.4  Science and Technology Studies 
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 Science and technology studies (STS) is concerned with the linkages among 

society, the production of knowledge, and the creation of technological artifacts.  STS 

examines these linkages through a number of different lenses, but the three most 

important STS metrics of analysis for this study are social movements, technological 

diffusion, and the cityscape.  After providing a brief overview of the relevant 

foundational theories of STS related to the social construction of technology, 

technological frame analysis, and socio-technical systems theory as applied to social 

movements, this review delves further into the STS literature recent turn to investigate 

urban form.  The STS analysis of emergent socio-technical processes in the urban 

landscape illuminates a theoretical pathway on which my analysis can tread as it seeks to 

understand the complex web of networks contributing to the creation of civic urban form.   

The social construction of technology (SCOT) is a founding theory of STS.  Its 

proponents recognize the inherent interplay between socio-political and economic factors 

surrounding the development of any innovation and the technologies produced from it 

(Pickering 1984, Pinch and Bijker 1987, MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999).  SCOT 

researchers successfully challenged the doctrine of technological determinism, the 

common understanding of technology as developing on an almost inevitable path outside 

of human agency (MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999).  The literature in STS effectively 

argues that these narratives of technological evolution are socially mediated (Feenberg 

1995).  

 

2.4.1 SCOT, Technological Frames, and Co-evolution 

STS methods illuminate the contingency of technology to the social forces 

working to encourage or suppress certain material realities.  Langdon Winner (1986) 

argues in The Whale and the Reactor that technologies are inherently political, that they 

embody certain types of authority and power.  Every developed technology suppressed 

another version of technology with different practical implications.  Each technology 

chosen for further development perpetuates the agenda of those that selected it.  In 

general, STS has demonstrated technology to be a creative, social endeavor, not a path 
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predetermined by scientific possibility.  On these grounds, technological historian 

Thomas Hughes argues that technology can and should be used to embody our own value 

systems, since no technology is ever value-free (Hughes 2004, 155).  It is a question as to 

whether we choose to consciously or unconsciously embody certain power relations.   

Employing frame analysis, as discussed in Chapter 1, can also facilitate 

understanding the role of societal forces influencing technological development.  Just as 

sociologists use the metaphor of frames to describe the acts of identity refinement that 

help a social movement define its trajectory of collective action (Tarrow 1998), the STS 

literature employs the notion of the technological frame to define the structural, cultural 

and other influences working in tandem to influence technological development (Bijker 

1987).  Originating from the work of Michel Foucalt (1972) and Erving Goffman (1974), 

frame analysis acknowledges that interpretive frames define each person’s perception of 

events.  Meaning is filtered and organized through a variety of experiential frames.  For 

Bijker, the technological frame is defined by the interaction between various actors, 

rather than the “characteristics of systems or institutions” in isolation from one another 

(1987, p. 173).  After the creation of the technological frame, certain meanings and 

theories become institutionalized and the artifact in question, as well as the practices it 

facilitates, becomes fixed— gaining a sense of technological momentum not present in 

the early phases of frame development (Bijker 1995, p.282).   

Andrew Feenberg argues that technology is an inherently social endeavor that 

would benefit from the subversion of the dominant technological frames. Feenberg 

argues that technology should be democratized through subversive rationality that 

acknowledges the impacts technologies have on humans and the environment. Feenberg 

uses the abolishment of child labor to demonstrate this point.  When societies decide to 

continue certain practices, it spurs the development of new, more efficient technologies 

both economically, and perhaps morally, superior to the previous system.  Socio-

technical systems that emerge from democratic processes, or are at least informed by 

emergent democratic values, can subvert the conventional economic trade-off rationality 

that drives most technological development in the capitalist system (Feenberg 2010).  But 
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Feenberg asserts that democratically inspired technology “will remain hollow unless they 

emerge from the experience and needs of individuals resisting a specifically 

technological hegemony (Feenberg 1995).”  Feenberg does not articulate, however, the 

process by which democratized forms of technology will emerge from the radical, 

grassroots social movements not typically at the forefront of technological and scientific 

decision-making processes. 

Socio-technical systems theory is a framework for analyzing the process through 

which an emergent technology builds inertia in society.  Systems theorists are concerned 

with how emergent innovations “come to closure” or take on a stable form.  

Technological momentum, a term developed by systems theorist Thomas Hughes, 

describes the dynamic inertia with which technology begins to develop autonomy from 

the society that created it (1994).  Although innovative technologies start out as open 

systems easily molded by a variety of social forces, the theory of technological 

momentum suggests that artifacts reach a point in their maturation in which they close off 

and resist outside influences (Hommels 2008). 

Sociologist and communications expert Everett Rogers effectively employs 

SCOT, frame analysis and systems theory tools to develop a five-stage model of the 

Innovation-Decision Process leading to the innovation diffusion: 1) Knowledge; 2) 

Persuasion; 3) Decision; 4) Implementation; and 5) Confirmation (Rogers 1995, p.169). 

The first, critical knowledge-building stage of the process includes three types of 

knowledge-making; 1) awareness-knowledge (that an innovation exists); 2) how-to 

knowledge (techniques to properly employ this innovation); and 3) principles- knowledge 

(the underlying ethics perpetuated by an innovation) (Rogers 1995, p. 173).  In policy 

studies, the role of the knowledge broker involves “linking agents between innovators 

and practitioners (Kioski 2010, p.97; Monahan & Scheirer, 1988; Roberts-Gray, 

Solomon, Gottlieb, & Kelsey, 1998).”  Innovation dissemination scholars push this role 

even further, positing that knowledge brokers aid in problem identification and then pair 

these needs with appropriate innovative solutions (Landry et al., 2001; Rogers, 2003; 

Kioski 2010).  



 37 

STS scholars often attribute a cycle of co-evolution between social movements 

and technologies to significant democratic, socio-technical change.  Co-evolution implies 

more than just a causal relationship between the social movements and the technologies 

they create.  “Coevolution,” as explained by McDaniel and Lanham, “occurs when a 

system’s reaction to an environmental stimulus alters the environment; thus making the 

original reaction by the system no longer optimal, or even correct, and causing change 

within the system again” (2010, p.53).  In this cyclical model, technologies and societies 

continuously inform and influence one another as they co-evolve.  Although not 

explicitly paired with the phenomena of social movements, innovation diffusion and co-

evolution theories provide insight into the roles social movement organizations might 

need to adopt in order to codify emergent values into technological codes.  In this 

dissertation, I employ the term ‘knowledge broker’ from this literature to describe the 

role of entities specifically interested in developing new types of knowledge that reframe 

the values of mainstream society.  Further, the term ‘hybrid code maker’ refers to a 

critical entity or group of entities that integrate the various frames of action represented 

within a social movement and maintain a reflective state of co-evolution with the codes 

as they mature to ensure that the movement’s democratic values are reflected. 

 

2.4.2 STS and Social Movements 

Many STS scholars root the power of social movements in their ability to reframe 

the way mainstream society thinks about their surroundings, providing the intellectual 

space for average citizens to envision new ways to live. Eyerman and Jamison (1991) 

developed the notion of cognitive praxis to describe alternative ways of conceptualizing 

and reifying our surroundings produced by social movements.  If a primary goal of most 

social movements hinges on changing the way the general public practices their daily 

lives, then social movements prove most successful when their values are so incorporated 

into society as to alter the built environment.  It is at the same moment that the advocacy 

organizations guiding the movement can become obsolete.  The most effective social 

movements often choose to remain vigilant in their efforts to educate the public after their 
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primary issue has been addressed, since “the solving of material problems tends to create 

new kinds of human problems (Jamison 2001, 97).”  For instance, as is discussed in 

Chapter 6, although the Americans with Disabilities Act mandated that all underground 

rail systems become fully accessible in 1990, the elevators installed in the New York City 

subway system remain dangerously inconsistent.  Transit authority officials admit that 

this is a maintenance worker education problem, more than a technological one (Neuman 

NYT, 2008).  Through public discourse, their understand of the problem was reframed. 

Hess (2007) builds on the theories of cognitive praxis through his discussion of 

the often counter-hegemonic, grassroots science of collective action operating in the 

contemporary environmental movement from an STS perspective.  Referring to the 

episodes of collective action operating within this movement as “alternative pathways,” 

Hess takes interest in how the goals of social movement are co-opted and/or 

institutionalized into technological processes.  Hess sets up the distinction between 

industry-opposed movements (which actively protest industry behavior) and technology- 

and product- oriented movements (which engage with industry to help them revise their 

practices) to illustrate the methods with which both types of movements effect change 

and implement their goals.  Applying this framework to the various strands of the 

environmental movement, Hess makes the argument that industry-opposed movements 

are strongly enhanced by pairing with industry-oriented ones (Hess 2007, 106).  His point 

relies on the psychology of the “bad cop, good cop” routine.  Hess goes on to say that 

those engaging with a technology- and product- oriented movement should acknowledge 

that “they are playing an intense dance of cooptation and success, incorporation and 

transformation” in order to avoid complete marginalization (Hess, 168).  

As Hess’ analysis of the environmental movement discussed above demonstrates, 

STS studies attempt to break down the barriers between codes and USM with an 

integrated purview.  The built environment, however, remains on the periphery of STS 

discourse.  For example, although Hess’s investigation of the environmental movement’s 

institutionalization comprehensively addresses its dealings with the food industry, his 

engagement with the built environment remains brief at best.  When viewed on the 
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dramatic stage of the built environment, STS analysis becomes more dynamic and more 

concrete (Moore and Karvonen 2008).   

 

2.4.3 The Built Environment as Socio-Technical Artifact 

Although STS’ theoretical tools could apply directly to the making of plans 

(technologies) and cities (artifacts), many STS scholars do not include the built world in 

their investigations of socio-technical change.  There are, however, a few notable 

exceptions that explicitly grapple with the messiness of the built world in a manner that 

illuminates the social construction of the built form.  Aibar and Bijker (1997) apply the 

constructivist notion of technological frame production to the development of the Cerda 

plan for Barcelona in the 1860s.  After identifying three conflicting technological frames 

negotiated in the development of the Cerda town plan for Barcelona, the authors describe 

how the political conflict engendered technological innovation that still provides 

Barcelona with the character of urban form it prizes today.  This article illustrates why 

town planning can be considered a technology, and highlights the important and under-

studied relationship between technology and power.   

Anique Hommels overlays the concepts of SCOT, technological frames and 

technological momentum in her investigation of major urban redesign projects in the 

Netherlands to better understand the tensions between obduracy and change (2005).  

Pairing this notion of technological obduracy with that of the technological frame to 

analyze attempts to rebuild older portions of communities, Hommels understands this 

typical resistance to change as rooted both in a sense of embeddedness (i.e. this 

relationship between humans and built artifacts that allows for technological momentum) 

and in a desire to protect persistent cultural traditions.  Her investigation of technological 

obduracy in the built world illustrates the power of an STS analysis in the investigation of 

socio-spatial change.  

In a unique moment where an STS approach is applied to social movements in 

urban space, Moore and Engstrom (2005) analyze the emergence of green building 

programs in the United States. They view these green building programs to be socially 
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constructed through the fusion of the environmental and public health movements that 

appeared in North America during the nineteenth century.  The authors argue that these 

green building programs foreshadow innovations in the North American building codes 

of the twenty-first century, as these socio-environmental values become abstracted, co-

opted and institutionalized into code.  However, this short article only scratches the 

theoretical surface of this relationship.  Wiebe Bijker (2004) argues that until the 

environmental sciences join forces with STS to more holistically understand the interplay 

between science, technology and social values, the field will not produce knowledge 

applicable and relevant in the politics of SD.  Moreover, until these socio-technical 

policies are created in a democratic fashion, they will never be sustainable (in the basic 

sense of the word).  Ralf Brand (2005) proposes a hybrid socio-technical framework for 

SD based on the concept of co-evolution. His framework encourages the development of 

democratic policies and technologies through a co-design process that invites the public 

to enter inside the black box and participate in sustainable technological development.  

Yet, all of these arguments still leave the reader wondering how a radically 

democratic force like the one proposed by Feenberg might gain traction in the current 

U.S. building industry.  In a more recent article that tackles the social construction of 

code-making using both technological frame analysis and a change oriented approach, 

Moore and Wilson (2009) propose to actively engage in the social construction of the 

technologies (in this case U.S. city planning policies) that allow for the development of 

high quality green, affordable housing.  Building on Imrie’s work analyzing the process 

of codifying the values of the disability rights movement into a regulatory framework, 

this article proposes that the integration of various stakeholder frames throughout the 

processes of problem-definition and solution-identification is a critical component of 

effective civic code-making.   

In sum, although the literatures in STS provide tools with which to investigate the 

socio-technical evolution of the built world, the relationship between social movements 

and building codes remains understudied.  In this dissertation I further develop the 

premise that the cyclic frame integration process required for a social movement to 
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successfully make claims, build alliances, and disseminate new knowledge proves pivotal 

to the development of any socio-technical, democratic code-making endeavor.  

 

2.5 Applying the Literature 

 

The thesis statement underlying this dissertation is that urban social movements in the 

U.S. require a myriad of different activist organizations— radical and mainstream, 

professional and grassroots— to simultaneously employ diverse strategies through an 

integrated frame of collective action in order to institutionalize new types of civic urban 

form.  Further, the urban social movements currently seeking various means to codify the 

tenets of sustainable development in the United States might benefit from couching their 

collective actions within an integrated frame of spatial justice. Therefore, a deep 

understanding of the interplay between social equity, economy and ecology is primary to 

this analysis.   

In the beginning of this review of the relevant literature, I argued that sustainable 

development lacks a critical theory capable of guiding action and applying values. 

Through three distinct literatures: planning theory, urban political ecology, and STS, I 

have investigated four recurrent themes: urban social movements, codes, values and 

urban space.  Taken together, these literatures and themes provide a platform for this 

study.  From planning theory, an emancipatory, pragmatist notion of civic engagement in 

the built world will serve as a foundation on which my analysis of urban social 

movements will be formed.  From urban political ecology, the theoretical constructs of 

geographical imaginations, spatial justice, and the city cyborg illustrate the complex web 

of relationships between humans, the natural and the physical environment, and the urban 

form itself.  And from STS, the concepts of the technological frame, cognitive praxis, 

subversive rationality and socio-technical co-evolution inform my understanding of the 

dialectic between emergent social values and building codes.  
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In the following chapter, it will become clear that these literatures also frame my 

own methodological stance.  Drawing from the emancipatory underpinnings of critical 

theory, the action-oriented ethics of pragmatism and the social constructivist lens of STS, 

this dissertation means to contribute directly to the social movements with which I 

engage. Together these literatures help me build the argument that if sustainable 

development is to develop an approach to practice that reflects its moral foundations, it 

must acknowledge that social, environmental, economic and technical systems are always 

contingent, spatial, and value-laden.  I propose herein that the notion of spatial justice 

might provide a platform on which these activists groups could find common ground for 

action. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

This inquiry will focus on efforts to codify values into the built world employed by three 

U.S. social movements: the community development strategy pursued within the broader 

civil rights movement, the accessibility platform advocated by the disability rights 

movement, and efforts to institutionalize new building practices within the environmental 

movement.  I will begin the methodological explanation of my exploration by outlining 

the epistemological assumptions that frame my approach.   

 

3.1 Epistemological Assumptions 

 

I should like to believe that a sensitivity to the spatial dimension of justice may be 

developed—especially in societies where the injustices of spatial dynamics are 

exposed and largely recognized— to guide emancipatory movements to suppress 

domination and oppression in and through space. The city seems to provide a fertile 

ground for such a prospect (Dikec 2001, 1788).   

 

Critical constructivists, like myself, aim to pair the emancipatory assumptions of critical 

theory with a constructivist understanding of social and technological change (Feenberg 

1995).  Through a social understanding of code- and space-making in this dissertation, I 

will strive to unmask the practices of spatial injustice perpetuated by our hegemonic 

regulatory framework and work towards imagining and articulating other forms of 

spatiality. 

Development of traditional, empirical scientific methods sprung from an interest 

in creating a more objective form of knowledge creation than previously embraced by 

alchemy.  But in order for empirical knowledge production to overcome aristocratic 

authority, claims to absolute objectivity were useful.  A belief in universal rationality 

helped to further the emancipatory goals of the Enlightenment, using reason to argue 
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against aristocracy in favor of democracy.  However, in order for contemporary 

democracies to function we must now acknowledge the need to also employ other forms 

of rationality.  The claim to pure objectivity in social science research is generally 

understood as impossible, although the search for objectivity still frames most research 

endeavors (Singleton and Straights 1999, 30).  In this text I privilege the constructivist 

goal of “reliability” over the positivist goal of objectivity (Lincoln and Guba 1985). 

Planner and theorist Bent Flyvbjerg wants to reorient social science research to 

what he sees as more realistic, practical and honest goals.  Flyvbjerg recalls the 

Aristotelian view of knowledge, seeing episteme (scientific knowledge) and techne (the 

practice of a craft) as parts of a triad meant to inform the third and primary virtue—

phronesis.  His interpretation of phronesis is an ethics based on value-rationality 

(Flyvbjerg 2001, 53).  In Phronetic Social Science, the planner only encompasses real, 

salient issues and “consciously expose themselves to reactions from their surroundings” 

in order to ensure that the work they are doing has relevance and proper direction 

(Flyvbjerg, 132).  Also, rooting the work in a specific context ensures concrete 

applicability, when so often theories are too abstract to be applicable in the real world.  

This change in perspective is essential, in my view, to understanding the needs of those 

traditionally without a voice.  In order to hear the “polyphony of voices,” one must 

concede that scientific knowledge is only one perspective of many (Flyvbjerg, 139).    

Donna Haraway’s concept of “situated knowledges” effectively captures this 

notion for planning scholars.  This concept of the partial perspective as a mode to see 

something more fully, or at least to break down the illusion of objectivity to allow for 

more relevant versions of reality to coexist, exemplifies one manner in which the 

importance of context in rationality can be understood.  If, as Haraway claims, 

“objectivity is not about disengagement, but about mutual and usually unequal 

structuring, about taking risks in a world where “we” are permanently mortal, that is not 

in final control,” then the knowledge seeker must always recognize these inequalities and 

seek out those “situated knowledges” that provide rare and sometimes richer insights into 

that which they are trying to understand (Haraway 1995, 190).  Flyvbjerg poetically notes 
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“the practical rationality of phronesis is based on a socially conditioned, intersubjective 

‘between reason’” (Flyvbjerg, 140).   

 

An Admission 

I refuse to talk about values only as forms of bias or ideology.  I refuse to talk 

about value only in terms of money, even though that is what the alchemy of our 

culture has substituted for the touch, the texture, and feeling of concrete relations.  

In our work value is an index to what we care about. (Grumet 1990, p. 336) 

 

It should be noted clearly, before heading down the methodological path in any direction, 

that this work is overtly value-based.  Grumet captures what I mean by value-based in the 

quote above— the research conducted below is an index of what I care about.  During my 

doctoral studies, I helped to co-found a local Community Design Center (CDC) that 

offers green, affordable housing design to low- and moderate-income families and the 

organizations that serve them.  This CDC also strives to advocate for those who 

traditionally have had a limited voice in development discussions locally.  And, because I 

care about it, I also gave a fair amount of my free time to help found this organization 

that does just the sort of work discussed in Chapter 8.  Does this make my perspective 

situated and slightly limited in its objectivity?  Yes, I think so.  But, I suspect that almost 

every person undertaking a research endeavor of this magnitude chooses the topic 

because they care deeply about the issues involved.  My hope is that by acknowledging 

my personal values and embracing their situated-ness, I can benefit as a researcher from 

the experiences of working in the field and enrich my analysis with the knowledge gained 

from this applied background.   

In the quest to root my phronetic social science in the larger planning discourse, 

my research will triangulate three common case study methods: historical analysis, semi-

structured key informant interviews, and participant observation, to best align the work of 

each movement with the larger investigation of the creation of civic urban form.  

Triangulation is valuable not only to serve as a manner of checks and balances for the 
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research produced, but also because phronetic research honors a pluralistic approach to 

learning that recognizes that more perspectives on any topics are better than one.  Figure 

1, below, maps out the triangulation inherent within the research endeavor outlined in the 

next section, as I attempt to develop a theory of civic urban form.   

 Figure 1: Case-based Theory Development Diagram 

 

3.2 Research Overview 

In order to better understand the interplay between urban social movements and building 

codes, a comparative case study approach is employed.  Exploratory in nature, with a 

focus on theory building, this project will apply lessons both from previous and current 

social movements to a growing conceptualization of civic urban form development.   

Focusing on attempts to codify their values directly into the built world, this inquiry will 

critically engage with these three established U.S. social movements to understand how 

civic urban form has developed in the past.  Archival research, content analysis, oral 
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histories, interviews and other secondary sources all are employed in order to paint the 

most reliable picture possible of the selected cases.  Two kinds of cases are investigated: 

those firmly established in U.S. history, and those that are emergent, or what I call proto-

movements.  The lessons from these more established movements will then be compared, 

via participatory action research, to less established proto-movements with similarly 

oriented spatial goals. 

Within each of the three case studies of established movements, I evaluated a 

different mode of regulatory institutionalization for its efficacy to codify movement 

values.  In the first case study I found that the civil rights movement (CRM) employed 

Community Development Corporations (CDC) to engender community-based 

development and to empower marginalized inner city communities.  CDCs are 

investigated as a programmatically focused form of civic urban form making focused on 

developing a sense of agency within minority-majority communities.  The second case, 

the disability rights movement (DRM), promoted a series of interrelated federal acts that 

link public funding to mandates for the physical removal of architectural barriers in 

order to provide equal access for all populations.  Lastly, in the third case, I found that 

the environmental movement employed a voluntary green building certification system to 

incentivize their ethics into the building industry.  Although these voluntary codes were 

originally developed as market-driven strategies to encourage the adoption of green 

building ethics in the building industry, these metrics are gaining traction with federal 

policy-makers and their use is increasingly becoming linked to the provision of federal 

funding.  Understanding the transition from voluntary to mandated building policy and its 

effects both on the movement and on the building industry provide a third perspective on 

these possible venues for the development of civic urban form. As outlined in the table 

below, each one of these case studies employs a drastically different approach to the 

codification of their values in the built world.  However, all three cases provide a unique 

and valuable perspective on the existing regulatory tools employed during geographically 

oriented strategies of major U.S. social movements.  Interventions employed by these 
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three established movements all heavily inform the efforts of the budding proto-

movement analyzed in Chapter 8.   

 

Social 
Movement 

Spatial Goal Strategy Tactic Focus of 
Claims 

Spatial 
Result 

 Civil rights Equitable 
public service 
provision  

Organizational 
innovation- 
CDCs 

Advocacy 
and housing 
development 

Local 
municipality 

Affordable 
housing 

 Disability rights Equal access to 
public 
buildings 

Funding-
associated 
building code 

Architectural 
barriers acts 

Federal 
government 

Ramps, 
elevators, 
curb cuts, 

Environmental Natural 
resource 
conservation 

Voluntary 
building 
assessment 
systems 

USGBC’s 
LEED 
certification 
system 

Building 
industry 

“Green” 
certified 
buildings  

Table 1: Comparative outline of the three established case studies investigated in the first 

phase of the study 

 

The environmental movement’s efforts to develop green building metrics that reflect 

the values of sustainable development are especially pertinent to the proto-movements 

investigated in the final portion of this study.  Weary that social justice was so often left 

out of practical applications of so-called sustainable developments, these organizations 

are reconceptualizing “sustainablilty” in inclusive, spatially just terms.  This case study 

involves a change-oriented perspective, employing participatory action research methods 

in addition to conventional techniques.  This more engaged approach allows for more 

authentic and candid responses from movement participants, as well as the possibility of 

actually providing some value to the activists giving their time to research participation.  

The types of cases employed and the motivations behind their employment are discussed 

further below.   

 

3.3 Case Study Theory 
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For a qualitative research community, case study concentrates on experiential 

knowledge of the case and close attention to the influence of its social, political, 

and other contexts (Stake 2005, 444). 

Case study research refers to both a process and a product of inquiry, often implying 

certain characteristics about the thing being studied more than about the methods used 

per se.  Cases are bounded systems, stories told about specific phenomena that focuses on 

context and experience in an effort to describe, explain or relate issues that work with or 

in this system.  There are three types of case studies: intrinsic, instrumental, and 

collective (Stake 2005).  Intrinsic, or descriptive, case studies are argued to have inherent 

educational value as an independent phenomenon worthy of study in and of itself.  

Instrumental case studies typically provide insight into a tangentially related topic 

already ensconced in widely accepted theoretical constructs. Instrumental cases are also 

called explanatory case studies because of their tendency to help enrich our 

understanding of existing phenomena.  Lastly, collective case studies are more 

theoretically driven, attempting to explain a larger type of phenomenon from a more 

exploratory perspective (Stake 2005, p. 445).  This study layers two of these three tactics 

upon one another.  First, I investigate a collective set of case studies in order to build a 

theory about the relationship between social movements and the built environment.  And 

second, I apply this newly developed theory to a descriptive case study of an emerging 

social movement, one whose value lies in its potential significance for the built 

environment.   

Theory development is essential to case study research, as the primary purpose of 

case study is either to develop or to test theory against actual experiences (Yin 2003, p. 

28).  But the case study’s relationship to theory is contingent on the larger research goals 

of the inquiry.  According to Yin, exploratory, theory-building case studies are most 

effective when conducted in collectives because a validly generalizable theory is more 

likely to emerge from more abstract patterns than from a thick description of a single 

event or organization.  Preparatory theory for these exploratory case studies is articulated 

in the explicit description of the reasons for the research and the “criteria by which the 
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exploration will be judged successful” (Yin, 30).  Theories developed from this sort of 

case study also substantiate claims to analytical generalization, although the ability to 

generalize from case studies remains somewhat contested in the literature.  

Social theorist Keith Punch argues that although there are many instances when 

generalization is not the objective of a case study, there are two important ways in which 

a case study can produce generalizable results- by conceptualizing and developing 

propositions.  First, conceptualizing means that when a case study is used to explore 

instead of to describe, the researcher can develop “new concepts to explain some aspect 

of what has been studied” (Punch 1998, 154).  Secondly, a case study can assist the 

researcher in developing hypotheses that link certain details within the case.  In these 

moments of case study research, the theory is the product instead of the source of the 

research.   

However, when employing explanatory case studies in a research endeavor, the 

methods are meant to “draw the researcher towards illustrating how the concerns of the 

researchers and theorists are manifest in the case” (Stake, 450).  In this situation, the 

typically predetermined critical issues and theoretical concepts likely follow disciplinary 

expectations, and thus many academics argue that this sort of study is easiest to place 

firmly in the larger discourse by using well-accepted methods of analysis.  Nonetheless, 

Robert Stake argues that case selection for instrumental case studies, like the other case 

study types, still must be driven by the opportunity to learn from them, rather than 

selection based purely on their ability to provide a balanced explanation of a certain 

concept.  This sort of instrumental case study approach, as opposed to the exploratory 

case study approach discussed above, is best employed through an engagement with one 

bounded case that best illustrates the salient issues and delineates clear lessons that can be 

learned (Cresswell 2007, p. 74).  

Bent Flyvbjerg argues that predictive, content-independent science is an inherent 

impossibility in the social sciences, which leaves the practical, context-dependent 

knowledge gleaned from experience as the most valuable form of knowledge creation 

(Flyvbjerg 2006).  Robert Stake, like Flyvbjerg, argues that the experiential learning 
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offered by case studies is often most effective when applied to a single, intrinsic case.  

Although not necessarily generalizable, these rich social studies allow for deeper 

perspectives on inherently instructive topics through the provision of “thick description” 

(Stake, 450).  These cases can take a small step towards generalization, but that is rarely 

the purpose of intrinsic studies.  Because intrinsic case studies are designed to provide 

rich and educational insights into a certain contextual moment, it is best for the researcher 

to ground their work in an existing set of theories that provide an outline or guide for 

further inquiry (Yin 2003).   

Another methodological iteration of the exploratory case study is often referred to 

as “the extended case method.” In extended case method, the researcher lays out as 

coherently as possible their expected findings, in hopes of locating “theoretical gaps and 

silences” within the theory in question (Burawoy et al. 1991, 10).  From a social 

constructivist perspective, the extended case study approach allows the researcher to 

relate their experiential and contextual findings to the reader, with the goal of better 

understanding how knowledge has been socially constructed in real, context-based 

situations (Stake 2005, p. 454).  This perspective embraces the notion that everything is 

always value-laden, and thus, qualitative research does not compromise its academic 

rigor through its engaged approach.  Instead, this approach allows the researcher to 

honestly and introspectively acknowledge, and thus dismantle, some of the values that 

might otherwise influence the research findings if unchecked (Borman 1986, 46).   

The most important consideration when designing case study research is the 

opportunity to learn from the endeavor.  Purposive sampling should be used to choose the 

case or cases with most opportunity to learn, while collective case studies should consider 

secondarily balance and variety.  Thus, the availability of information and instructive 

potential of the case (either as unique or typical of larger patterns) should be the primary 

selection criteria in all three types of case studies.  The intrinsic case can also contain 

mini-cases within its larger narrative.  I employ this technique throughout the final case 

study in order to map out the various entities working within the proto-movements.  This 

intense, participatory look into the inner workings of sub-groups within the budding 
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Spatial Justice movement will provide a sense of descriptive, interpretive and theoretical 

validity to my larger project (Punch 1998, 30).  

Instead of the goal of widespread generalizability that many research methods strive 

to achieve, the case study method often focuses instead on ensuring applicability, 

translatability and comparability (Punch, 154).  In order for phenomena to be translatable, 

methods, categories, definitions and other tools employed must be “identified so 

explicitly that comparisons can be made across groups and disciplines with confidence” 

(Borman 1986, 48).  Thus, the initial collective of case studies will help create a standard 

language with which to compare selected movements across time and space and also to 

develop theories about the relationships between social movements and building codes.   

 

3.4 Research Design 

The primary research question posed within this dissertation is: What is the relationship 

between urban social movements, the values they espouse, the building codes they 

construct, and the liberative function of the spaces produced?  In hopes of getting to the 

heart of my primary research question, I ask three secondary research questions: a) How 

did previous social movements engender value-based building codes?; b) What methods 

are current generations of activists employing to codify their values into built form?; and 

c) How might the emerging spatial justice proto-movements most effectively 

institutionalize their values into the built environment?   Answers to the first sub-question 

are sought through the engagement with historical case study data, while the last two sub-

questions are addressed by triangulating documents and archival data with semi-

structured interviews and participant observation in a contemporary case study.  In the 

remainder of this section I will interrogate each question in turn.   

 

1) How did previous social movements engender value-based building codes? 

This first portion of this investigation takes an exploratory look at the attempts to codify 

social values into the built environment through the lens of three major social movements 

in recent U.S. history: the civil rights movement, the disability rights movement, and the 
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environmental movement. These cases were chosen for four reasons.  First, the three 

cases embody the most pervasive and successful social movements in recent United 

States history.  Secondly, because of their success, these movements are well 

documented, so the availability of primary and secondary source data makes them 

appealing from a practical standpoint (Stake 2005).  Thirdly, the movements each 

represent a different type of social interest group.  The civil rights movement focuses on 

race and income, the disability rights movement focuses on physical and mental 

limitations, while the environmental movement balances the values of human health and 

natural resource presentation.  And fourth, each movement employs a slightly different 

approach to codifying their values in the built world.   Because of the variety of the 

strategies employed by the three cases, situating all three within the larger framework of 

my research will establish the logic of theoretical replication (Yin 2003, p.47).   

In addition to a thorough analysis of the secondary literature on the subject, 

primary sources, such as speeches, legal documents, oral histories and archival records, 

are employed to understand the nature of past attempts by activists to reorganize and to 

equalize space both in planning and in practice.  As described in Chapter 1, Charles 

Tilly’s framework of social movements will be used as a starting point for movement 

analysis.  Each movement will be analyzed in terms of the democratic claims made my 

their membership, as well as their displays of Worthiness, Unity, Numbers, and 

Commitment, or WUNC (Tilly 2004).   

A case study approach is especially suited for evaluating relatively contemporary 

issues from an exploratory perspective.  When attempting to understand group 

phenomena like social movements, case studies “allow investigators to retain the holistic 

and meaningful characteristics of real-life events (Yin 2003, p. 2).”  A triangulated array 

of data is overlaid in this investigation to understand the decisions made and the steps 

taken in each case to move toward the institutionalization of their values in the built 

environment and to ensure construct validity.  Because historical analysis is best suited 

for exploratory work interested in searching for “general causal explanations of well-

defined historical outcomes and patterns” (Singleton and Straight, 377), this study draws 
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both from primary and secondary documents to understand the manner in which these 

social movements defined and articulated their values, set agendas for institutionalization, 

and eventually codified their cognitive praxis into the build environment.   

Archival data comes from three primary sources: 1) The Pratt Center for 

Community Development’s research on community development corporations (now held 

at the New York Public Library); 2) The Disabilities Rights Archive and Oral History 

Project (housed at the University of California at Berkeley); and 3) because there is not 

yet a substantial archive on green building certification programs, much of the relevant 

information related to this movement’s development is drawn from interviews, primary 

source documents, and secondary sources.  Taking rigorous notes and maintaining daily 

memos based on my initial findings, this data was then organized, analyzed and 

selectively coded (Cresswell 2003) with the qualitative data analysis software program, 

HyperResearch, to find patterns that might otherwise be overlooked.  Results from the 

three initially explored cases inform the development and analysis of the second and third 

sub-questions asked herein.   

b) What methods are current generations of activists employing to codify their 

values into built form?  c) How might the emerging spatial justice proto-movements 

most effectively institutionalize their values into the built environment? 

In an effort to answer the second research sub-questions, a case study of a developing 

proto-movement, referred to here as the Spatial Justice movement, was conducted.  In 

this more contemporary case, the forms of data already mentioned above are paired with 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodologies. Because participant observation 

involves a more intimate, and thus arguably less “objective” relationship with your data, 

it requires a richer pallet of research techniques. Drawing from its roots in neo-Marxist 

philosophy, PAR operates under the assumption that conventional social research, 

“although claiming to be neutral, normally serves the ideological function of justifying 

the position and interests of the wealthy and powerful” (Kemmis 2005, 560). PAR 

involves a constant cycle of observation, critical reflection and evaluation as internal 

monitoring of the process of those involved, and of my own role as an activist researcher.  
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Methods of observation and investigation include long interviews, reflective memoing, 

content analysis and negotiated outcomes to create a richer web of findings developed 

from multiple strategies of data collection and interpretation.   

Semi-structured interviews with fifteen leaders of major organizations involved in 

this proto-movement provided insight into the claims made, tactics used, and goals 

identified for the various sub-cultures within the proto-movement.  This collection of 

respondents was accumulated through the snowball method, a nonprobablilty sampling 

technique meant to tap into a network of individuals often used in exploratory research 

(Babbie 2005, p. 190).  The snowball method ensures the reaching of a broader network 

of practitioners and activists than originally identified.  This data was also documented 

using the techniques of memoing, coding and, after the transcription of the original 

interview recordings, software aided synthesis and analysis of the data, .     

To triangulate, contextualize and enliven this research on the current spatial 

justice movement, I have interwoven my own observations as a participant in the Social, 

Economic, and Environmental Design (SEED) Network.  SEED is an organization 

working to further goals of spatial justice, with which I worked as an activist researcher 

between fall 2005 and spring 2010.  A rich investigation of SEED serves as an embedded 

or “mini-case” within my larger intrinsic case study of the spatial justice movement 

(Stake 2005, 451).  Participation in this mini-case also allowed access to pursue inquiry 

into multiple other related embedded cases.  Diversity of organizational perspectives is 

important here, as no one group or event alone can constitute a social movement (Tilly 

2004).  Nevertheless, the research must identify smaller, observable mini-cases as a way 

to experience and interact with such a phenomenon.   

The SEED Network is a group of architects and planners interested in integrating 

social responsibility further into the field of sustainable development, most notably 

through the development of a certification system that extends beyond current green 

building systems to include concerns of community and environmental justice.  

Advocating the insertion of a social element into the certification/policy conversations 

developing around the building industry, the SEED Network's mission is to advance the 
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right of every person to live in a socially, economically and environmentally healthy 

community.  

SEED Network members hypothesize that incentivizing and popularizing 

socially-oriented design in the architectural realm might be realized through two 

complementary activities: 1) creating an evaluation system for socially responsible design 

and 2) encouraging architectural critics to acknowledge the importance of community-

invested design in the built works they evaluate. SEED has been working to develop a 

supplementary social equity rating system to “green” certification systems like LEED.  

The efforts of the SEED Network are discussed within the context of the larger Spatial 

Justice movement in Chapter 8.  The outcome of the SEED Network’s efforts is still to be 

determined, but efforts to refine and to revise the current certification system are of great 

importance to the trajectory of the movement as a whole. 

By combining local and expert knowledge, this sort of activist research intendeds 

to facilitate the emergence of new cultural practices that benefit those people normally 

not privy to the sphere of privilege perpetuated by more traditional methods of research. 

Nonetheless, romanticizing a subject matter is a common pitfall to action-oriented 

research that the researcher must vigilantly avoid through responsible, reflective and 

thorough data collection and analysis. Because this group is still in formation, there is no 

singular place where the Network’s documents are held.  Thus, since 2005 I have kept a 

diligent record of meeting minutes, documents, reports, etc. from which I conducted my 

analysis. This investigation strives to balance context-rich participant observation with 

other more widely accepted social science methodologies, such as long interviews and 

content analysis in order to garner the benefits of both, while using the other as a frame of 

reference.   

Because the researcher is, at once, the research instrument, the filter for and the 

analyzer of the data in participatory action research, these subjective drawbacks must be 

openly acknowledged and constantly kept in check through the discipline of the 

researcher.  As I have become further engaged with this group, there has been a constant 

struggle not to over- indulge in the excitement of the movement and to remain as 
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“objective” as possible.  But, by developing a “disciplined subjectivity that requires self-

conscious and rigorous examination for bias in every decision of the research process, 

each question asked, each relationship and every interaction,” I can resist the temptation 

to “go native” (Borman, 44).  Acknowledging that pure objectivity is an ideal most social 

scientists do not fully achieve, this approach still requires zealous methodological 

triangulation to maintain the credibility of the scholarship.   

Despite these known weaknesses of the participant observation/action-researcher 

methodology, this singular case study is significant for several reasons.  The spatial 

justice movement can make an intrinsically valuable contribution to the body of phronetic 

social science research developing within the field—both in its articulation of stories 

where professional planners and academics are acting as phronetic researchers and in its 

description of one such study of practically based experiential research in the field.  My 

participant observations with the SEED Network, when framed by larger collective of 

historical cases and further situated within the Spatial Justice proto-movement, allows me 

to contribute to the creation of new knowledge.  

 

3.5 Consequences and Contributions 

This dissertation takes an exploratory look at the intersections between social 

movements, the built environment, and the codes that regulate these spaces in order to 

understand the nature of spatial justice in cities across the United States.  Although the 

PAR portion of the work is less generalizable in some respects because of my situated 

perspective, even this aspect of the work contributes to the field because of its rich 

contribution to my transdisciplinary look at otherwise marginalized relationships in the 

planning world.   

The application of quantitative methods for the analysis of social movements is 

typically used to document impact.    For these movements, however, impact is already 

well documented and is actually used as one basis for case selection.  Because this 

investigation is focused on developing a theory of civic urban form, qualitative methods 

are more suited to such a study.  In its exploratory form, the use of case studies is 
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sufficient to develop and test my hypothesis.  This research endeavor is valuable in its: 1) 

conceptualization and application of new theories directly to practice, 2) narration of the 

inherently interesting story of this proto-movement’s formation, 3) assistance to the 

SEED Network (and the larger spatial justice movement) to further articulate its goals, 

and 4) encouragement of policy formation through the investigation of an emerging 

socially-inclusive design metric. 

In my view, Urban Planning is ready to incorporate the discourse of spatial justice 

into its academic purview.  With so much work recently emerging on the issues of power, 

geographic inequalities, and civic participation within urban planning research, it is only 

a matter of time before spatial justice becomes an acknowledged topic of discussion. For 

a field so devoted to understanding and addressing the needs of the “public interest” 

within the context of the built environment, the role of spatially-oriented social 

movements must be better understood.   

The lack of literature on this relationship seems especially odd for the field of 

planning, as so much of the practical planning endeavors within the field are pertinent to, 

if not a part of, what I qualify as the spatial justice movement.  For instance, the 

professional organization Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility 

(ADPSR) recently organized a Prison Design Boycott, a campaign that has already 

accrued 882 signatures on a pledge to stop prison design while raising awareness about 

the injustices of imprisonment and providing the alternatives to such inhumane spaces 

(http://www.adpsr.org/prisons/index.htm).  Similarly, the Planner’s Network is “an 

association of professionals, activists, academics, and students involved in physical, 

social, economic, and environmental planning in urban and rural areas, who promote 

fundamental change in our political and economic systems.” 

(http://www.plannersnetwork.org).  The Planner’s Network produces a seasonal 

magazine, holds an annual conference, and encourages local chapters across the country 

to disseminate knowledge on these topics and create support systems for future activism.  

These groups, in accordance with the activities of the SEED Network, are acting out 

many of the quintessential elements that constitute a social movement.  In my view, such 
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spatially-oriented proto-movements warrant more attention within the planning 

curriculum.   

Finally, the relationship between codes and the built environment is only just 

beginning to get the attention it so richly deserves from the discipline itself.  As such, this 

work will create important bridges between emerging discourses and will serve as the 

template for future research.  
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 Chapter 4: Setting the Scene— A Preamble 

 

Social movements are inherently context-dependent phenomena.  Collective unrest is a 

product of not only the political climate to which it is responding, but also the 

geographical conditions in which it is rooted.  The three established social movements 

investigated in the next section of the text all responded to the rapidly urbanizing 

landscape of the post-war era in the United States.  This preamble provides a short history 

of the political, socio-technical, and geographic context from which these movements 

sprung.   

 

4.1 The American Landscape 

 

In the act of making the core of the metropolis accessible, the planners of congestion 

have already almost made it uninhabitable (Mumford 1961, p.494) 

 

The single-family house situated within an ornamental lawn was a long sought after 

symbol of success in American life (Downing 1875, Hayden 1984, Robbins 2007, and 

Jackson 1985).  Yet, not until after the popularization of the automobile and the U.S. 

subsidization both of widespread home ownership and of the roads to shuttle the 

workforce from their suburban, affordable land plots to the cities in which they worked, 

did this dream become a reality for many citizens.   

After World War II, soldiers returned home to the United States in droves, 

looking forward to reaping the promises made to them with the Servicemen’s 

Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the ‘GI Bill.’ President Roosevelt 

desegregated the U.S. defense industry with Executive Order 8002 during the war, but the 

Jim Crow doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ still defined spatial relations between members 

of the armed forces until 1948.  Thus, the suburbs created with this influx of housing 

furthered the spatial segregation of the citizenry both by income and race.   
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The low interest loans offered through the GI Bill and the proliferation of 

automobiles in popular culture during the post-war period created a perfect storm that 

allowed thousands of young families to move to the suburbs in search of the American 

Dream.  The U.S. government only exacerbated the proliferation of this sprawling land 

use pattern, as it “taxed and harassed public transportation even while subsidizing the 

automobile like a pampered child” (Jackson 1985, p. 170).   

One thing the U.S. government and its banks did not support well was the 

growing enclaves of minority-owned property.  Instead, the Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA) adopted the practices of redlining that were already popular in the 

larger marketplace.  Planning historian Kenneth Jackson directly attributes the practices 

of the FHA to the decline of many minority-majority communities.  He argued that 

For perhaps the first time, the federal government embraced the discriminatory 

attitudes of the marketplace.  Previously, prejudices were personalized and 

individualized; FHA exhorted segregation and enshrined it as public policy.  

Whole areas of cities were declared ineligible for loan guarantees; as late as 1966, 

for example, FHA did not have a mortgage on a single home in Camden or 

Paterson, New Jersey, both declining industrial cities.  This withdrawal of 

financing often resulted in an inability to sell houses in a neighborhood, so that 

vacant units often stood empty for months, producing a steep decline in 

value…Not until the civil-rights movement of the 1960s did community groups 

realize that redlining and disinvestment were a major cause of community decline  

(1985, pp. 213-214). 

Redlining masked dominant social values as prudent economic codes, which were, in 

turn, embodied in planning codes in communities across the United States.   

The real estate industry also perpetuated race-restricted covenants to further 

control the homogeneity of Caucasian neighborhoods.   In 1948, the Supreme Court’s 

Shelley v. Kramer decision deemed race-restricted covenants to be an unconstitutional 

regulatory practice.  These covenants, however, remained effective through the lending 
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practices of banks and the FHA and the nuanced dealings of the real estate industry 

(Sugrue 1998, p. 45).   

After Brown v. Board of Education mandated the desegregation of schools in 

1954, the massive migration of Caucasian families to suburbia further compounded the 

damage of the FHA’s discriminatory practices. Desegregation stimulated massive waves 

of upper- and middle-class “white flight” into the suburbs of North American cities, and 

with the affluent population went high quality public service provision and other urban 

blight-prevention mechanisms.  Blockbusting, which is the practice of intentionally 

scaring Caucasian homeowners into thinking that their neighborhood is becoming a 

minority-majority community in order for speculators to buy their properties cheaply and 

sell them at increased prices, preyed on the fears of white homeowners and exacerbated 

the pattern of white flight to the suburbs (Orser 1994).   

The open housing movement, inspired by the success of Shelley v. Kramer, 

encouraged Caucasians to accept the inevitability of desegregation and work collectively 

to create a “sound, stable, liveable community” (Sugrue 1998, p. 191).  Comparing the in 

congruous experiences of complementary sets of white and black prospective buyers with 

the same real estate professionals to prove the prevalence of discriminatory real estate 

practices, open housing movement activists laid the groundwork for the fair housing 

arguments that drove much of the spatially-oriented legislation of the civil rights 

movement.  Because the less tangible realm of fair housing practices could not directly 

address issues of housing affordability, neighborhood safety, public service provision, or 

resident engagement, community development became a primary focal point for civil 

rights leaders, as is discussed in Chapter 5.  There were other forces at work beyond the 

scale of local community development, however, that further institutionalized the patterns 

of spatial injustice marking U.S. neighborhoods after World War II. 

In the mid-1950s, the Federal Highway System began bulldozing through many of 

the strongest cultural enclaves in U.S. cities—physically disembodying the centers of 

hundreds of minority communities across the country.  The alienation of urban renewal 

was augmented by the poor placement of public housing and poor enforcement of what 
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few civil rights laws were in place.  New generations of redlining techniques continued to 

evolve in response to attempts to codify equity into development practices and further 

oppressed the many minorities struggling to improve their lives. Once it became clear 

that, despite the Supreme Court ruling, the integration of schools and other public 

facilities was not happening, frustration with the inadequacies of government 

interventions led to the widespread interest in community-based oversight of public 

service provision.  The citizenry’s right to adequate city services became a primary tenet 

of the larger civil rights movement.   

 

4.2 Civil Disobedience in U.S. Cities 

 

The 1960s was a watershed for organizational innovation, but not only because that 

decade produced a tidal wave of new movements.  The period saw the development 

of internal innovations in movement organizations that suggest a more differentiated 

dynamic of change than previous students detected.  These movements also arose 

amid technological and social changes in the world at large that gave them new and 

expanded resources and connections with which organizers could work  (Tarrow p. 

131). 

 

The ‘tidal wave’ of movements in the 1960s that Tarrow alludes to above benefited from 

the new media outlets afforded by the television, the ease of transport provided by the 

highway system, and the more robust communication systems coming available at that 

time.  Unprecedented successes, including the Montgomery bus boycotts and the march 

on Washington, led a well organized civil rights movement to mobilize toward the 

institutionalization of their rights into the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which banned 

discrimination in public facilities and employment (Morris 1984).  

As will be discussed further in Chapter 5, the civil rights movement introduced a 

language of rights into modern U.S. activism that empowered generations of other 

citizens to argue for their rights as well.  Future claims either worked their interests into 
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the revised language of the Civil Rights Act or employed similar language to their own 

struggles, as was the case with the disability rights movement.  Disabled persons were not 

included in the language of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the subsequent Fair Housing 

Act of 1968.  While the Fair Housing Act technically could be considered a success in the 

struggle for civil rights in the built world because of its attention to Fair Housing, many 

consider it to be a “disappointing failure” because of its case-by-case litigious approach. 

Its unenforceable approach places the burden of proof regarding discrimination on the 

plaintiff without providing sufficient compensation for such a difficult legal battle (Boger 

1996, p.394).  Amendments made to this Act in 1988 attempted to address these 

deficiencies. 

Although civil rights activists did not initially include the language of disability 

rights or environmentalism in its aforementioned Acts, an increasingly global civil rights 

movement aligned with anti-war protesters to rally against the Viet Nam war in the late 

1960s (Dudziak 2000). This alliance facilitated a transfer of knowledge and experience 

from the civil rights movement to its fledgling brethren in the disability rights and 

environmental movements (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001).  Although none of these 

movements fully espoused the anti-war rhetoric of Viet Nam war protestors, the disability 

rights movement saw the plight of the injured veteran as central to its platform, while the 

environmental movement understood the defense industry to be a major source of both 

pollution and environmental decimation (Gottlieb 2005). Because of this brief overlay of 

values between the three movements, an important exchange of information regarding 

claim formation, media attention, and effective resource mobilization occurred in the late 

1960s and early 1970s.     

 

4.3 A New Civic Urbanity 

 

Movements seldom do appear in isolation; them most often come in clusters, and it is 

within the widening spiral of cycles of contention that their major successes appear.  

(Tarrow 1998, p.138) 
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As Tarrow argues, there is no doubt that the movements of the 1960s are inextricably 

linked.  Other identity movements also gained momentum from this wave, including the 

women’s movement (Rosen 2000) and the native american movement (Smith and 

Warrior 1996).  Although the women’s movement and the native american movement 

clearly concern themselves with spatial issues related to domestic space and reservations 

respectively, the civil rights movement, the disability rights movement and the 

environmental movement confronted spatial codes more systematically. In the next 

section of this dissertation, I investigate a range of tools employed by these movements to 

institutionalize their values into space. First, I examine the Community Development 

Corporations as a programmatic code of the civil rights movement focused on 

empowerment. Second, I investigate the Architectural Barriers Acts promoted by the 

disability rights movement as a building code focused on access.  And third, I investigate 

the green building assessment tools developed by the environmental movement as a 

market-driven incentivized code focused on industry.  The experience of formulating 

these three codes all inform the work of new groups in the spatial justice’s proto-

movement, which will be discussed in Chapter 8 as an emerging attempt to 

institutionalize a blend of social and environmental values into the built world.  The final 

goal is to reflect on the efficacy of these attempts to make codes that perpetuate social 

values in built form, and to find patterns that allude to a theory of civic urban form.   
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 Chapter 5: The Civil Rights Movement—Struggling for Agency 

 

I swear to the Lord;  

I still can’t see;  

Why democracy means;  

Everyone but me.  (Hughes 1943)  

 

This chapter outlines the spatial origins of the civil rights movement (CRM), the primary 

claims employed by its leadership, and the strategies used to weave the movement values 

into the built world.  The “Big Four” Civil Rights organizations, including the National 

Association of the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC), and the Congress of Racial Equity (CORE), each contributed something unique 

to the movement.  Collectively, these groups built an identity for the CRM that drew 

upon the patchwork skills of presented by the lawyers, clergymen, students, and 

intellectuals and guided the movement towards its goals of social justice.  Although these 

groups did not always see eye to eye on tactics or priorities for the movement, they 

agreed on a persuasive rhetorical frame, as I defined this term in Chapter 1, which would 

change the political climate of the U.S. forever.  The language of rights, which drew from 

the founding rhetoric of the United States, was a novel and phenomenally effective frame 

through which this movement stated its claims.   

This rights-based frame was imposed on the built world through the development 

of two types of organizations meant to give disenfranchised community members a role 

in the development of their neighborhoods— the grassroots Community Development 

Corporation, and its more professionalized cousin, the Community Design Center.  

Although originally intended to empower disenfranchised residents to advocate for public 

services and reclaim their rights to the city, Community Development Corporations 

became efficient producers of affordable housing, while Community Design Centers 

served as the architectural profession’s version of legal aid.  Although both 
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organizational types continue to make important contributions to the larger cause, 

because of the inability of the larger movement to coalesce around a definitive path, 

neither organizational type found an effective institutional venue to contribute as much to 

future spatial justice efforts as the original rhetoric of rights itself would provide.   

 

5.1 Origins of the Movement 

Urbanization did not pair well with slavery.  Either the complexity of the urban form 

itself or the lifestyle it perpetuated was “clearly hostile to slavery,” as the master could 

not impose the same sets of limitations on the lives and choices of his slaves.  “The line 

between freedom and bondage” was blurred in these spaces (Woodward 1966, p17).   

During slavery, cities were seen as more complex, less “legible” spaces than their easily 

controlled, simple rural counterparts (Scott 1998).  But an insidious set of regulations 

would soon form to correct this incongruous relationship in antebellum United States.  As 

U.S. cities matured in the mid-1800s, the number of slaves in these urban areas 

diminished from twenty percent in 1820 to less than two percent by 1860 (Woodward 

1966, p. 17).   

Interestingly, because slavery required the proximity of slaves and their owners, it 

was not the slave-holding cities that first instituted segregation; but the Northern cities, 

which developed this regulatory framework during the period of slavery to maintain the 

notion of white supremacy in places that were considered “free.”  Spatially oriented 

regulations relegated African Americans to special “Jim Crow” sections of theaters, 

buses, churches, etc, if they were permitted to enter these spaces at all (Litwack 1961).  

Segregation did not dictate the spatial organization of the South until after the Civil War, 

when the institution of slavery needed a regulatory replacement to maintain a certain 

social order.  Some states codified early segregation with what were often referred to as 

“the Black Codes,” while others maintained only tacit regulations until much later. One 

almost universal segregation tactic implemented during Reconstruction was the 

segregation of schools and other government funded institutions. Later in the movement 

these segregation tactics would be the first thing to undergo constitutional scrutiny 
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(Woodward 1966, p25).  By the end of Reconstruction, segregation had “crystallized into 

a comprehensive pattern, which, in its essence, remained unaltered until the middle of the 

twentieth century (Williamson 1965, p.12).”  The dominant social values of the time 

fundamentally altered the spatial organization of the U.S. 

 

5.2 Claim/Identity Making 

Although every movement is a constellation of organizations much more complex than 

any one narrative can capture, the identity making efforts of its founding organizations 

often decide a movement’s early trajectory.  In the CRM, there were four main 

organizations that each represented an important movement constituency. The National 

Association of the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was the litigious force 

behind the movement; the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) was the 

source of youthful activism; the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was 

the spiritual, grassroots organizing mechanism for Civil Rights activism; and finally the 

Congress of Racial Equity (CORE) was the venue for most Caucasian movement 

intellectuals to contribute to the movement.  Often these groups worked in partnerships of 

two or three, but rarely did all four major movement organizations agree on the 

trajectory, mission and language to best represent the cause.  However, each contributed 

something of great value to early civil rights struggles.   

The NAACP was founded at an interracial conference in 1910 to actively battle 

the Jim Crow laws that had become widely accepted the decade prior. Although it was 

meant to be a national association, in 1916 only three of its 68 chapters were located in 

the South and it remained a predominantly northern institution until the Depression 

(McAdams 1999).  Social movement theorist Douglas McAdams argues that it was not 

until urbanism began to proliferate the landscape of the South in the early 1930s that 

African Americans began developing “indigenous organizations” (McAdams 1999, p 97).  

Urbanization not only opened up more venues for employment outside of agriculture, but 

also provided the physical spaces for community enclaves where African Americans 

could foster a collective “modicum of independence and physical security” in certain 
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portions of the city (Higgs 1977, p121).  The cityscape also provided more educational 

opportunities for African Americans; with the development of what were referred to as 

“urban black belts” came post-secondary educational institutions founded for the sole 

purpose of developing and empowering an African American middle class (Burgess 

1965, p344).  The institutional force behind these black colleges was organized into a 

political force called the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in 1960.   

However, it was in the mid-1950s, when equal educational rights set new 

precedents in the courts, that the civil rights movement really took form (Tarrow 2007, 

Morris 1984).  The legalistic claim-making activities of a “cadre of constitutional 

lawyers… became the focal points of the civil rights struggle” (Hamilton 1986, p.244).  

Tarrow argues that this early success in the court system, as well as the popular appeal of 

claims to unalienable rights based on “traditional American political rhetoric,” that 

positioned rights as the “master frame” for so many movements during the “cycle of 

contention of the 1960s (2007, p. 117).   

The NAACP helped to give the civil rights movement a name, a vision, and an 

identity, but was, of course, only one part of a much larger constellation of organizations 

constituting the movement as it evolved.  The NAACP was based in the North and run 

much like a business, while many of the original movement leaders were ministers of 

churches based in the South with a very different mixture of grassroots and dogma 

governing their operating styles (Morris 1984).  And here again, McAdams and other 

social movement theorists posit that it was the black urban churches that became 

especially adept at organizational (and thus movement) development; studies show that 

these urban churches had three times the membership as rural churches, and 900 percent 

difference in the proportion of ministers with advanced degrees (McAdams 1999, p. 99).  

These religious groups formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in 

1957 to coordinate regional activities at the national scale, and movement centers 

developed in each city to localize and personalize certain issues within the larger 

movement, while also serving the important role of coordinating all the smaller 

organizations in their region in accordance with the direction of the closely linked SCLC 
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and NAACP.  These two organizations found their legitimacy in the historic institutions 

that informed their missions— the court system and the churches, and many civil rights 

activists found little need for any other national organization.   

The Congress of Racial Equity (CORE) was known for small activist cells 

conducting demonstrations against racial discrimination.  Founded in 1942 by pacifist 

graduate students at the University of Chicago, this Northern, interracial, “intellectually-

oriented” organization also had far more white members than black (Morris 1984).  

CORE’s interest lay much more in the methodology behind nonviolence itself, than as the 

means to a specific end, although both were primary goals.  These differences separated 

them slightly from the aforementioned movement leaders, NAACP and SCLC, and 

would later further complicate struggles to maintain unity within the movement as it 

grew.  The Freedom Ride was the first major CORE initiated protest, and their popularity 

rose with the student demonstrations and sit-ins in 1960 (Stanley 1982).  Student activists 

worked through the three main action organizations: CORE, SNCC, and SCLC, while the 

NAACP focused their efforts primarily on the legalistic portion of the movement.  The 

Freedom Rides and other multi-state demonstrations gained international media attention 

at a time when the U.S. sincerely wanted healthy international diplomacy.  Around this 

time, the movement gained the active support of President Kennedy during his second 

year of office (Dudziak 2000).   

The “Big Four” organizations— NAACP, SCLC, SNCC, and CORE— vied for 

movement leadership during its most volatile moments from 1961 to 1965, as well as for 

the money and publicity associated with such a leadership role.  Although Dr. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. often furthered the position of SCLC as a leading entity because of his 

“extraordinarily popular following and media appeal,” no single organization ever 

dominated the movement stage as the NAACP once did (McAdams 1999, p.154).  It is 

not within the scope of this project to recount the entire movement.  This brief review of 

the movement’s organizational structure does, however, provide the background for the 

focus on study— how the values of the CRM materialized as urban form through the 

Community Development Corporations created in the mid-1960s.   
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5.3 Campaigns and Strategies 

 

The real issue is not taste or technology. The real issue is the intent of the society. If 

you have the will, technology will follow. We have good design, good architects, but 

we do not have good cities because our goals are not good  (Quoting Max Bond, 

Executive Director of ARCH in Tucker, 1969). 

 

The City remained a stage for contention during the height of unrest in the early 1960s 

CRM.  During the process of desegregation, protestors from either side of the debate 

most often chose storefronts and public streets as the primary locations for 

demonstration.  Picket lines and sit-ins made the urban streetscape a volatile zone, with 

citywide riots springing up in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago in 1964, 1965, and 

1968 respectively (Isenberg 2004, Abu-Lughod 2007).  In fact, many historians argue 

that the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, which prohibited discrimination in the 

sale, rental, and financing of housing based on race, religion, and national origin, 

especially appealed to the federal government because of its anti-riot clause that lead to 

the imprisonment of several Black Panthers a few years later (McAdams 1999, p. 222). 

Those for the CRM, those against it, and those simply trying to regain control of the 

polity all saw the cityscape as a primary platform to codify their position.   

As discussed in the previous chapter, the urban renewal tactics of the 1950s 

served primarily to displace, to anger and to alienate the already marginalized minority 

populations.  Cultural turmoil and political unrest bred police brutality.  After one such 

incident in New York in July 1964, where a 15 year-old schoolboy was shot by an off-

duty police officer in the middle of an urban street, a riot broke out in Brooklyn and 

Harlem that warranted national attention (Abu-Lughod 2007). In the wake of this riot, 

several affected communities in New York City began to strategize about how to better 

advocate for their own needs and to take back their own streets from violence and from 

prejudice.  Some organizations chose the grassroots route, while others focused on more 
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professionalized strategies to bring about civic urban change.  For instance, Harlem 

created the Architects’ Renewal Committee in Harlem (ARCH), a professional aid 

organization that will be discussed in further detail later in this chapter.  Bedford-

Stuyvesant, on the other hand, developed a proposal for community control of their 

neighborhood through an organization that would facilitate job creation, better public 

facilities and housing redevelopment, which soon caught the attention of the civic leaders 

and began a national phenomenon.  

 

5.3.1 The Community Development Corporation 

When Robert Kennedy toured the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood in 1966, the civic 

will of this blighted community moved him. He elected to utilize the area as a testing 

ground for a new federally-supported model of community development created through 

a Special Impact Amendment to the Economic Opportunity Act (Stoecker 1997). Based 

on the Ford Foundation’s Gray Areas program, the “primary characteristic of these early 

groups was their broad-based community involvement,” as the development of social 

capital in these blighted areas by encouraging the active participation of the often-

unheard minority inner-city citizenry was a major driver for this program (Sahd 2004, 

p.86).   

This first wave of approximately 100 CDCs concentrated primarily on small 

business development, and with only limited support from the federal government, few of 

these initial business efforts achieved success.  The Demonstration Cities Act of 1966 

established a Model Cities program that allotted more funds into the first CDCs to 

provide social services, redevelop neighborhoods and involve residents in policy-making.  

Early successes for the strongest of these CDCs included pressuring municipalities to 

provide basic public services like infrastructure maintenance and garbage collection that 

directly impact urban blight.  Most of the CDCs, however, focused less on mobilizing 

their communities for urban change and more on encouraging small business 

development (Fainstein and Fainstein 1974). The “Self-Help” model of community 

empowerment proved ineffective for these early groups because community members 
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received little training, and because, as one community leader put it, “so many of them 

have never run anything bigger than a candy store.” They lacked the business sensibilities 

vital to establishing strong foundations for economic development (Roberts 1967).  Early 

CDCs also found themselves fraught with internal conflict, as the diverse interest groups 

within any given community often did not agree on how funds should be used or on how 

to conduct the decision-making processes (Johnson 1967).  In addition, after of years of 

neglect and improper treatment by city officials, many community leaders regarded 

outside involvement with extreme suspicion and did not readily accept the professional 

guidance that might have lead these initial efforts to success (Roberts 1967).   

The second wave of Community Development Corporations emerging during the 

1970s dealt more directly with the physicality of spatial justice by engaging with the 

world of development.  Between 500 and 1000 housing development-focused CDCs 

emerged in this period, with an explicit interest in gaining agency over deteriorated inner 

city neighborhoods under siege from outside forces.  This second wave more successfully 

garnered public, private and government support—with a federal budget that swelled 

from $1.5 million in 1968 to $20 million in 1970 to $500 million by 1980 (Faux 1971).  

As of 2004, CDCs collectively had developed or rehabilitated more than 550,000 

affordable housing units across the country (Vidal 2004, p. 127).   

With the hopes of institutionalizing the empowerment-based ethics of the CDCs 

into federal policy, between 1968 and 1971 several versions of a Community Corporation 

Act were presented to Congress and consistently shot down.  Within this legislation was a 

Community Self-Determination Act that would have provided for  

federal chartering of CDCs and Community Development Banks; creation of a 

nationwide Community Development Bank as a secondary financing institution; 

authorization of favorable tax status for CDCs as well as ‘turnkey’ tax incentives 

for cooperating outside businesses; tax credits for local hiring; and managerial 

and technical assistance money for CDCs through the SBA (small business 

administration) (Faux, 1971, p. 114).   
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This Act would have secured the continued financial freedom of the CDCs, providing 

these organizations with the financial tools required to remain autonomous from the local 

governments against which they often found themselves fighting in advocacy for the 

rights of their underserved constituencies.   

But within the civil rights community itself stewed internal conflict about the 

proposed leadership of CORE as the primary sponsoring organization.  CORE was 

always perceived to sit slightly outside of the truly indigenous movement organizations, 

since its founders were Caucasian intellectuals who privileged nonviolence over all other 

values.  This impression was exacerbated by the notion that the group had aligned with 

the state when the current CORE President, James Farmer, agreed to represent the 

movement as an U.S. ambassador to Africa in 1965 (Dudziak 2000).  Without the 

backing of the larger movement community, the bill lacked enough political will to 

become law and died in Congress. 

In fact, the entire movement was losing organized momentum by the time the bill 

was proposed.  The larger organizations began competing with one another for the 

funding and media coverage required to maintain their place as a leader in the movement, 

and these groups began spending more energy fighting internally than they spent engaged 

in debate with recognized movement opponents (McAdmas 1999, p.189).  By 1970, only 

15 percent of movement protests were organized by the “Big Four,” whereas these 

aforementioned groups organized over 80 percent of movement events in 1961 

(McAdams 1999, p. 184). After the assassinations of Dr. King and President Kennedy 

and the passing of the Fair Housing Act in 1968, the centralized structure of the CRM 

was replaced with a “ghetto-bred generation with reputations no larger than a single city 

or neighborhood or even a particular block (Goldman 1970, p. 77).” This fractured 

movement structure could not garner enough organized political will to push forward a 

federal act with the magnitude of the Community Corporation Act.   

Without strong regulation to buttress the efforts of these grassroots organizations, 

and with local governments often seeing any advocacy-driven CDC as antagonistic to 

their government’s political agenda, most CDCs found themselves financially pressured 
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in an increasingly neoliberal economy to conform to outside interests order to stay afloat.  

Because local government depends on a thriving tax base to fund their service provision, 

municipalities often align with for-profit interests even when juxtaposed with the ills of 

gentrification and environmental degradation. The local tax dependency of municipal 

governments, in turn, renders a city funding-dependent CDC effectively powerless to 

aggressively fight spatial injustice at the local level.  Simultaneously, the national funding 

institutions supporting these CDCs shifted their interests away from advocacy towards 

productivity.  Entities like the Ford Foundation began to measure success in terms of the 

number of housing units produced, rather than the number of citizens empowered or the 

number of public service battles won.   

Thus, in the end, the community empowerment focus originally primary to these 

organizations’ missions often dilutes in the interest of maintaining the necessary city 

financing to develop affordable housing (Thibault 2007).   Only 25% of CDCs report that 

their work has strongly increased community pride (Stoeckler 1997).  Sadly, their goals 

of equitable development are also less than met in most cases.  Stoeckler documents that 

“only 21% of housing and business development programs and only 31% of commercial 

property programs” substantially impact their neighborhoods (Stoecker 1997, p. 3).   

Many critics now claim that CDCs have become just another venue for market-driven 

development, instead of organizations striving to unmask social injustice and to fight for 

spatial equality through the empowerment of its residents.   

In some regions, the abandonment of advocacy activities is circumvented through 

the creation of either coalitions or regional networks that serve as catalytic support 

systems building the capacity of the CDCs to not only produce housing, but also to 

develop financial resources, create alliances with other like-minded organizations, and to 

collectively advocate on behalf of their constituents.  Boston’s Urban Edge Housing 

Corporation, for instance, focuses a great deal of their efforts on coalition building to 

develop political will regarding issues of property management, tenant organizing, anti-

crime efforts, youth services, and other community provisions not necessarily directly 

related to housing development (Briggs et al 1997).  In other cities, umbrella 
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organizations developed solely for the purpose of creating and supporting the goals of its 

local CDCs.  For example, in Portland, Oregon the Neighborhood Partnership Fund 

(NPF) was founded in 1990 to support the development of new CDCs in the area.  At the 

time only two CDCs existed, but with the help of the NPF, Portland benefited from the 

efforts of 16 collaborating nonprofit housing developers by 1998 (Hoereth 1998).  A 

study evaluating these CDCs in 1998, however, found that although the NPF helped these 

nonprofits building financial, organizational, and networking capacities, “the extent to 

which CDCs represent or advocate on behalf of their constituents is unclear.  NPF has a 

strong political capacity, but does not explicitly engage in advocacy (Hoereth 1998, p.4).”  

Of course this is not the case in every region, but it is indicative of the general approach 

CDCs took to the challenge of advocacy.     

Although the value of community-oriented affordable housing should not be 

underestimated, the original goals of community control and resident empowerment have 

been abandoned out of necessity by most CDCs.  Unfortunately, as the power of these 

disenfranchised groups evolved with the rhetoric of civil rights during the 1950s and 60s, 

so did the capitalist marketplace.  Urban advocacy became an expensive endeavor— the 

city street became prime real estate and the ethics of rights were unevenly matched 

against the dogma of the free market.  In an effort to arm underserved citizens with the 

tools they required to navigate the often-contradictory building codes and zoning policies 

governing their neighborhoods, the architectural and planning professions began to see a 

role for their strengths in this quest for democratized urban form.   

 

5.3.2 Community Design Centers 

We are concerned with changing the architect's role. We envision a change from 

the architect representing the rich patron to the architect representing the poor, 

representing them as individuals and as an interest group. This implies, we feel, 

studying cities from a different point of view. Not whether or not the architect 

dislikes cars, but whether or not people actually use cars and want cars; finding 

out what ideas people have about modern technology, about a good kitchen, about 
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a good street, about a desirable way to live, about the use of a window- whether 

it's just for ventilation and light, as Le Corbusier said, or whether it's in fact a 

place where people make contact with the street— a bridge to the community. 

(Architects’ Renewal Committee in Harlem 1968) 

 

While the first Community Development Corporations focused on grassroots economic 

development in New York City, another, more professionalized type of community 

action organization coalesced nearby.  The Architects’ Renewal Committee in Harlem 

(ARCH) established itself in 1964 to provide poor “people the professional planning help 

they need (to) effectively confront the public agencies that make decisions affecting their 

neighborhoods” (NYT, April 16, 1967, p.70).  Comparing the planning and architecture 

professions with law and medicine, ARCH saw their organization as a legal aid for 

architecture.  Founded by C. Richard Hatch and J. Max Bond Jr. and originally funded by 

the American Institute for Architects and a few foundations, ARCH received critical 

funding from the Office of Economic Opportunity in 1967 to expand their service 

provision and hire a full time attorney to advocate for a stronger voice for poor people in 

zoning codes and other regulations that shape the built environment (Times 1967).  As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, the father of Advocacy Planning, Paul Davidoff also influenced 

this early community design organization.  Davidoff was a member of the board of 

ARCH, and his advocacy planning principles were a foundational ethic of the 

organization (Klemek 2009). 

Max Bond was a Harvard-educated, African American architect previously 

warned by his professors that he should consider another profession because of his race 

(Dunlap 2009). But he was raised on the campus of Tuskegee University, a hotbed of 

Civil Rights activism, and benefited from the empowering experience of a Fulbright 

scholarship in Ghana where he studied vernacular design.  Himself a victim of prejudice, 

having witnessed crosses burned outside his college dorm at Harvard, Bond became a 

pivotal architect for the CRM— designing both the Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for 

Nonviolent Social Change in Atlanta and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in 
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Alabama.  Through his architectural practice and through his founding of this community 

design center, Bond served as the conduit between the CRM and the field of architecture, 

a profession, unlike medicine and law, without a long history in the United States of 

activism or service. 

By 1968, at the 100th anniversary conference of the American Institute of 

Architects (AIA), the absence of the profession’s role in these relevant social issues 

became a point of discussion (Dorgan In publication).  Responding to criticism that the 

field of architecture was notably absent from the civil rights debates underway in the 

1960s, the American Institute of Architects convened an integrated task force of 

practitioners on Equal Opportunity in 1968.  Using the language of community design, 

which came from the newly formed design centers in both San Francisco (1967) and Los 

Angeles (1968), this AIA task force produced a handbook for local AIA chapters to 

encourage and support their local Community Design Centers (also known as CDCs) and 

furthered the discussion about their value as a venue for activism in the field.   

Despite volatile resistance from other AIA members about the ethics of providing 

free architecture services, the 1970 AIA convention passed a resolution to pledge $15 

million towards the alleviation of urban blight and a Task Force on Professional 

Responsibility to Society was formed to carry out this resolution (Dorgan In publication).  

That same year, Vernon Williams was hired as the first AIA Community Design 

Director, who provided technical assistance and professional support for the now thirteen 

budding community design centers around the country (Dorgan In publication).  After the 

Ford Foundation and the Office of Economic Opportunity provided more seed funding 

for the growth of Community Design Centers in 1971, the number of Centers began to 

grow exponentially.  However, a bill codifying funding for Design Center was attached to 

the Comprehensive Child Development Act of 1971, which was then vetoed by President 

Nixon.  This loss of inertia marked the beginning of the devolution of the AIA’s official 

support of Community Design Centers (Dorgan In publication). In 1977, the Community 

Design Directors Association, an unofficial professional association of Design Centers, 

formally incorporated as the Association of Community Design (ACD).   
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Community Design Centers vary in scope, mission and structure— many rooting 

themselves within their local Universities in order to maintain autonomy from the 

municipalities in which they work.  The concept of service learning is often used as a 

venue to educate students and to empower citizens with the latest professional 

knowledge.  Both this approach and the more traditional architectural practice model 

come with common pitfalls.  The University service-learning model can leave both the 

student and the community under-whelmed by the interaction, if not structured 

scrupulously in order to avoid exploitation by either party (Wilson 2008, Dorgan 2008).  

Alternatively, in the more traditional practice-based model, if the designer allows the 

client to define the community internally and not seek outside community input, the 

resulting designs could ultimately support typical patterns of gentrification and exclusion 

(Sanoff 2006).  The ‘public practice’ model, espoused by David Perkes at the Gulf Coast 

Community Design Center, is a hybrid model in which the CDC’s funds come from 

outside sources and can provide design assistance to the community at large without 

compromising the values or the designer, the quality of the work, or the process through 

which community decisions are made (D. Perkes, personal communication, 11 May 

2009).  This model has implications for recent social movements grappling with issues of 

spatial justice and is discussed further in Chapter 8.  Regardless of the model employed, 

what all these design centers share is a desire to provide a voice in the development 

process to those traditionally without access to architectural services.  With over eighty 

Community Design Centers operating nationally today, these Centers remain the primary 

venue for professional architectural aid for the underserved, but other civil rights-oriented 

professional design network organizations include the Planner’s Network (established in 

1975) and Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility (established in 1981).   

These professional civil rights groups, although still marginal as a national 

presence, remain relevant today because they remain focused on addressing pressing 

community needs.  When properly implemented, this desire to reflect community 

interests provides an organizational flexibility that allows for evolution as community 

needs and values change.  The changing role of professionalized architectural activism in 
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current movements will be discussed at length in Chapter 8.  But in every movement 

discussed in the following chapters, the frame of rights established within the 

development of the CRM through organizations like the NAACP and SNCC is proven to 

have a lasting legacy that fundamentally changed the course of all future movements in 

the United States.   

 

5.4 The Legacy of Radical Agency 

The costumes of revolt are woven from a blend of inherited and invented fibers into 

collective action frames in confrontation with opponents and elites.  And once 

established, they are no longer the sole possession of the movements that produced 

them but…become available for others to wear  (Tarrow 1998, p.118). 

 

Apart from the complicated process of desegregation, the civil rights movement’s most 

remarkable contribution to the struggle for spatial justice lies in its legacy.  The CRM 

saw the birth of a new type of radial agency that joined legal minds and media darlings, 

grassroots protestors and upper class intellectuals.  The language of rights, the tactics of 

nonviolent protest, and the broad coalition-building practices of the CRM have informed, 

empowered and sometimes directly inspired most of the major U.S. movements created 

since 1960.   

 Although many movements could claim an ancestral tie to the CRM, two 

contemporary urban political movements seem to draw most directly from the civil rights 

legacy.  When civil rights leaders began to protest the Vietnam War, the rhetoric of rights 

for disabled people gained enough momentum to become its own political force.  The 

disability rights movement, discussed in depth in the next chapter, borrowed many 

phrases, techniques and even many members from the CRM, but revised the tactics to fit 

the maturing nature of civil unrest.  A more contemporary urban collective with strong 

roots in the CRM is the Right to the City Alliance (RTTC)— a national coalition of 

grassroots anti-gentrification organizations that joined with academics, lawyers and other 

allies to “build power to scale” in working class communities of color across the country 
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(Valerie Taing, personal communication, 29 October 2008). Echoing the original visions 

for the CDC Initiative, members of the RTTC alliance believe that housing is only one of 

many issues that must be addressed in the fight for citizens to regain the right to decide 

the future of their city.  “Gentrification transforms much more than just housing, it also 

reshapes public space, undermines locally owned business, and increases repressive 

policing,” and thus the RTTC focuses on base-building, leadership development, and 

challenging neo-liberal policy through regional networks that provide the space to 

identify local strategies that work toward these national goals (Goldberg 2008, p4).   

In sum, although the CRM could not maintain the network of alliances required to 

codify the autonomous, advocacy-based development ethics of Community Development 

Corporations into building practices, the rights-based frame used to make the 

movement’s initial democratic claims was powerful enough to empower many future 

generation of activists to fight for their rights to the city.  The RTTC Alliance is part of 

the most recent wave of movements associated with the World Social Forum and other 

network-based collectives discussed below as a part of what I am calling the spatial 

justice movement.  But first, a richer discussion of the disability rights and environmental 

movements, as major contributors to the creation of civic urban form from which the 

spatial justice movement draws, is in order.   



 82 

Chapter 6: The Disability Rights Movement—Access 

We must learn to have pride in who we are. I'm very proud of being a disabled 

person. I didn't choose it, but I'm proud as hell that I've been able to do what I 

have with my life. And I'm getting prouder all the time as I look out and I see you 

and thousands of other disabled people joining us and saying, "We are not going 

to take it, it's time we got involved and turned this around."  No one else will do it 

for us. If we have learned one thing from the civil rights movements in the United 

States it's that when others speak for you, you lose.  When you aren't powerful or 

at least perceived as being powerful, you will gain very little success. We are not 

begging for our rights, we're demanding our rights. We're not going to sit out and 

wait for them; we're going to sit in the streets if that's what it takes. (Roberts 

1983) 

Oppressors of minorities, women, immigrants, and other groups often cited the 

embodiment of mental or physical disabilities as reasons to deny these groups their 

inalienable rights.  As early as 1792, when Benjamin Rush claimed that the darker 

complexion of African Americans was due to congenital leprosy, darker skin was treated 

as a disability (Baynton 2001, p. 40).  Perhaps it was this shared history of oppression 

that led disability rights advocates to associate themselves so strongly with the tenets of 

the civil rights movement.  Although the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 did not include people 

with disabilities, this fledgling movement benefited from the momentum and the mantras 

of civil rights.  Within twenty years, the doctrine of disability rights not only becomes 

woven into the language of the Civil Rights Act, but also embedded into the very fabric 

of the built environment in the U.S.  This chapter outlines the disability rights 

movement’s (DRM) evolution from a small set of medically oriented organizations 

focused on deinstitutionalization to an empowered rights-based coalition encompassing 

the interests of millions of Americans.  This movement, better than any other in the 

contemporary U.S. history, successfully reframed their cause to include the interests of 

all people— to redefine disability as an environmental limitation, rather than a medical 

condition.  As the movement coalesced and realized that its rhetoric was also one of 
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inalienable rights, it becomes more inclusive and thus, more powerful as it continues to 

grow.  The Americans with Disabilities Act entitled millions of citizens to physical 

access of all publicly funded buildings, and the same model of collaborative social action 

is now being used to weave these rights into the residential building codes as well.  No 

other movement has defied market forces so completely through social action in defense 

of their rights.   

 

6.1 Origins of the Movement 

When pressed to include disability rights in the Civil Rights Act of 1964, activists’ 

refusal was explained away by concerns that such language would dilute the power of the 

bill. For those fighting for the provision of rights to be contingent not on race, religion, 

national origin and, by 1974, gender, the additional association with disabled persons 

could have been political suicide.  After all, these interest groups had spent centuries 

trying to uncouple their position with that of the disabled.  A common cry of suffrage 

campaigns asked why women should be classed with “idiots, lunatics, persons under 

guardianship and felons,” which is one of countless example employed by Historian 

Douglas Baynton as evidence of the “cultural power of disability to discredit” (2001, pp. 

44-45).  The first federal immigration law of 1882 prohibited entry to “any person unable 

to take care of himself or herself without becoming a public charge,” and it is this notion 

of economic dependency— of becoming a public charge— that furthered the notion that 

disabled persons are not entitled to rights and choices in their manner of living (Young 

1990).    

Institutionalization, or the systematic physical segregation of persons with 

disabilities into asylums rather than the traditional household-based relief system, was a 

popular solution for providing aid to those requiring supportive services in industrialized 

society.   Many scholars argue that industrialization itself and the “commercialized 

existence” perpetuated by the associated capitalist market system brought on this societal 

shift from internal familial support systems to external sources and spaces for familial 

care giving (Skull 1984, p.39). In a capitalist, mechanized society, all sorts of differences 

were streamlined into efficiencies.   
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Scott’s notion of the “legible” cityscape provides a useful tool to understand this 

desire for control, almost beyond reason (Scott 1998).  Legibility, for Scott, is a process 

of reduction and simplification meant to make the complex multifarious systems, like the 

provision of social services in an expansive nation like the U.S., more manageable.  This 

reduction, however, often leads to a “synoptic view of a selective reality” that lends itself 

to manipulation or ignorance of the less legible margins of society and space (Scott 1998, 

p.11).   Although many political scientists would argue that governing a landscape as 

large as the U.S. renders the occasional myopic generalization necessary, it is often the 

minority populations constituting these margins of society that are most in need of careful 

and sensitive consideration.   

By segregating those in need of supportive services from the general population, 

minor difference is transformed into “disability” through institutionalization.  For 

Geographer Rob Imrie, this social construction of disability is “linked to the creation of 

the built environment, both those environments which seek to serve people with 

disabilities (e.g. the special schools) and those which effectively exclude them (1996, 

p.11).”  The institutionalization of a large percentage of persons with disabilities only 

heightened the growing misconception that this population was inherently dependent.   

It was not until major figures like Helen Keller personalized this minority with 

her stories of struggle and triumph over both deafness and blindness that this paradigm 

began to break down.  Helen Keller was a charismatic social reformer who spoke 

eloquently about the oppression and alienation of persons with disabilities perpetuated 

through the built world.  Her 1903 autobiography served to begin a shift of social 

consciousness for the early DRM much in the same way that Silent Spring later served to 

popularize the tenets of the environmental movement.   

Paradoxically, Helen Keller’s stories of triumph over the challenges presented by 

deafness and blindness more deeply impacted the social perception of disabilities than did 

the successful four terms of President Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR).   FDR was elected 

President of the U.S. eleven years after he lost the use of his legs to Polio.  FDR managed 

to keep his disability relatively hidden from popular culture, as some Polio patients did 

learn to walk again and his strength as a leader lead most to assume that he must have 

been “cured” (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001).  The media perpetuated this illusion, 
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rarely capturing FDR in his wheelchair while widely publishing photos of the President 

during his daily swim.   

This personal experience with paralysis did impact FDR’s policies to some extent.  

The focus of his efforts, however, remained primarily medical in nature.  In his first term 

as President, FDR helped to start the National March of Dimes to fund research and 

rehabilitation services for polio survivors.  FDR’s involvement, although always 

presented in terms of his generosity as a benefactor instead of as a disabled person, 

helped lead to the development of the polio vaccine (Groce 1992).  Roosevelt also argued 

for universal care for the physically disabled, comparing it to universal education for all 

citizens, which was a radical notion at the time (Gallagher 1985).   

The President did not, however, see equality in hiring practices as a fundamental 

right for the disabled.  In fact, the League of the Physically Handicapped actively 

petitioned Roosevelt to end discriminatory hiring practices in the Works Progress 

Administration.  After conducting a national survey that demonstrated the gravity of the 

issue, representatives from this group slept on the lawn of the Washington Monument in 

hopes of discussing these findings with the President’s staff (Zames Fleischer and Zames 

2001, p. 7).  But, regardless of the personal connection FDR might have felt to their 

cause, the disability rights activists’ efforts were largely ignored.   

Not until the early 1950s did a society accustomed to life without 

accommodations for people with disabilities begin considering the notion of 

reintegration.  With injured soldiers returning from World War II requiring wheelchairs 

to participate in the promises of the G.I. Bill, the University of Illinois developed a 

program specifically geared to disabled students as early as 1948.  The University’s 

newly founded Division of Rehabilitation Education Services developed a sports program 

and an accessible paratransit system for the few portions of the campus that were not 

wheelchair accessible to ensure that all students had a rich, barrier-free educational 

experience (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001, p. 36).  Once the necessary independent 

living provisions were developed for these student-veterans, the University slowly 

became more accepting of a variety of disabilities. In 1962 the Guy M. Beckwith Living 

Center, a dorm operated for and by students with severe disabilities, opened its doors.   
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Despite these novel forays into reintegration, institutionalization was still a reality 

for most people with disabilities in the United States.  With the system so embedded into 

U.S. culture, the problem of transitioning the generation of citizens growing up in 

hospitals to independent life confounded all.  In 1958, New York City’s Goldwater 

Memorial Hospital chose one resident, Anne Emerman, as a test case for 

deinstitutionalization.  After graduating from high school, Ms. Emerman defied all odds 

and graduated from Columbia University with a Master’s in Social Work and later 

became the Director of the Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities in New York City 

(Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001, p. 33).  She was the first of many former institution 

residents to leave the hospital system and become a leader of the growing social 

movement.   

Although disability was still thought of a problem of medical care rather than of 

rights, early leaders like Helen Keller and President Roosevelt both contributed to a 

widening of the myopic perspective traditionally used to view the treatment of persons 

with disabilities in the U.S.  The paradigmatic shift required for the government to alter 

their management system for disabled persons from the legible, but socially segregated 

practice of institutionalization to the messy, but spatially just practice of reintegration 

should not be underestimated.  In fact, this generation of activists, raised in a world of 

segregation only to be liberated as they entered adulthood, empowered the movement to 

reframe their claims based on a language of rights. 

 

6.2 Claim/Identity Making 

 

Who are the disabled?  In addition to the familiar disabilities associated with 

congenital factors, birth trauma, disease and mental illness must be added the great 

number associated with industrial injury major and chronic illness, stress and 

advanced age.  It is no exaggeration to say that almost every one of us will feel the 

effect of a disabling condition, temporarily or long term in our lifetime.      

–Introduction to the World Institute on Disability Proposal Summary (1983) 
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In the early years of the DRM, the cause was referenced either as Civil Rights for 

Disabled People or the Independent Living Movement.  But even while the semantic 

tweaking of the movement’s title was still underway, the overarching definition of 

disability that would lead the DRM to success was already being employed.  As 

exemplified in the quote above from the introduction to the founding papers of the World 

Institute on Disability (WID) in 1983, the various sub-cultures within the DRM began to 

see themselves as fundamentally united by the shared values of the movement.  This is 

especially noteworthy when factoring the disparity in political clout between these 

groups.  Blind citizens in the U.S., for example, benefited from special tax advantages 

and employment opportunities to which other disabled groups were not privy.  This 

incongruence in political support was due, in part, to the lobbying of groups like the 

National Federation of the Blind, but also related to the broader cultural acceptance of 

blindness over other disabilities deemed less worthy of assistance by the general public 

(Scotch 2001, p.376).   

The humble unity between categories of disabled persons was due, at least in part, to 

the outstanding leadership of forward-thinking, charismatic figures like Ed Roberts.  At 

the age of fourteen polio left Roberts paralyzed and dependent on an iron lung.  He 

attended most of high school by phone, until he taught himself glossopharyngeal 

breathing so that he could attend his final year of high school in person.  This technique 

involves the swallowing of air, which allowed Roberts survive without the iron lung.  He 

was determined to pursue political science at the University of California at Berkeley, 

despite being told by the administration “we tried cripples, and they don’t work” (Oda 

1995, p. 3).  After successfully suing the University, Roberts was housed in the Berkeley 

Infirmary at Cowell Hospital because the dorms were not accessible and could not 

accommodate his eight hundred pound iron lung.   However, his lawsuit made national 

news, and other disabled students empowered by his story soon joined Roberts.  This 

growing group of disabled students was involved with the People’s Park demonstrations 

on campus in 1964, and they were empowered by their participation in these events.  

Roberts recalls his participation in early free speech demonstrations as primary to his 

development as a civil agitator:  
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John Hessler (another Cowell resident) and I used to roll right up to the front of the 

demonstrations and stare down the police.  What could they do?  When they 

threatened to arrest us, we just asked them, “How are you going to get us in there?  

Do you have an iron lung in your prison?”  That’s one drawback of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act I guess, because they didn’t have accessible jails back then, 

which meant they didn’t arrest us. (Oda, 4) 

 

Roberts had a wonderful sense of humor and in his speeches he shared his own struggles 

in a candid and personal, but inclusive way— humanizing the greater movement to the 

point where his calls for unity seemed like the only reasonable path. After his graduation 

from the University in the late 1960s, Roberts created the Disabled Students Program at 

Berkeley, which attended to common needs of wheelchair-bound students such as 

accessible housing, wheelchair repair, and attendant care.  Roberts and his colleagues 

also started a political group called the Rolling Quads, who worked towards making 

Berkeley a barrier-free campus.  He would later point to this spatial agenda as pivotal to 

the greater paradigmatic change that took place as the movement gained momentum. 

“Over a period of years, we literally transformed the U.C. campus and the City of 

Berkeley. We changed the architecture and we changed attitudes (Roberts 1980).”  

Berkeley became the literal testing ground for many techniques that would later 

constitute the spatial regulations mandated in the Americans with Disabilities Act.  It was 

through this process that movement leaders understood the powerful metaphorical value 

that more accessible spaces provided for the parallel goals of social acceptance of persons 

with disabilities.   

In 1972, Roberts broadened his gaze past the campus to create the first Center for 

Independent Living (CIL) in Berkeley, California and he quickly became an international 

leader organizing by and for people with disabilities.  From this national stage, Roberts 

was able to proliferate his message, the contextualized version of which is quoted at the 

opening of this chapter— when others speak for you, you lose.  Later this concept would 

be further popularized on an international scale by the slogan: Nothing about Us Without 

Us is for Us.  And it is this underlying theme of control that empowered an international 
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movement of profoundly oppressed people to overcome this stigma of dependency 

(Charlton 1998).   

 

6.3 Campaigns and Strategies 

 

My experiences in Berkeley taught me a number of invaluable lessons. One of our 

most critical strategic decisions was to join forces with persons with other types of 

disabilities. None of us wanted this to be simply a wheelchair crusade. We enlisted 

the support of deaf students, blind students, and students with epilepsy and others. 

We quickly learned the value and strength of coalition politics. As the years went by, 

our struggle moved from city to county to state to national politics. We found that we 

also had many common issues with the elderly and began to form coalitions. We 

knew that institutionalization made no sense either for a disabled or elderly person. 

We knew that the medical model based on illness made no sense. We knew we had 

to move toward models based on human potential. (Roberts 1980) 

 

Although colleges like U.C. Berkeley were quickly learning how to accommodate and 

even support their physically disabled students, it was unclear how these students would 

avoid reinstitutionalization after college because of all the barriers to independent living 

they faced off campus.  Roberts and his colleagues from the University founded the first 

Center for Independent Living (CIL) in Berkeley in 1972.  The by-laws stated that at least 

51 percent of staff and board members had to be disabled persons, although the definition 

of disability was already quite broad.  Roberts “saw CIL as a model for joining all the 

splintered factions of different disability organizations…this was the vision we had for 

the future of the movement” (Oda, p. 6).  The CIL definition of disability related to a self-

help mentality, working to replace the perception of people with disabilities as dependent 

with one of empowerment.  Within a few years, the CIL was providing peer counseling, 

job development, health maintenance, and legal assistance—even offering a degree 

program focused on the psychology of disability (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001, p. 
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39).  This model was quickly replicated in other major cities across the globe, with over 

400 CILs founded worldwide by 1995 (Pelka 1997, p. 62).   

One important wing of the Berkeley CIL housed its Disabled Paralegal Advocacy 

Program.  This legal aid program for disabled persons grew into its own organization, the 

Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund (DREDF), by 1979.  The DREDF operates 

for the DRM much like the NAACP functioned for the CRM, working to defend and 

expand the rights of its constituencies.  DREDF staff often served as the lawyers for 

major disability rights cases and acted as consultants on every case that dealt with these 

issues.  When federal policy issues became points of contention for the movement, as will 

be discussed in the next section, leaders of the DREDF were also key organizers of any 

related campaigns to protest or protect certain legislation.  As the more professionalized 

wing of the Movement, the DREDF was heavily involved in the organizing of interest 

groups and the drafting of legislation, but left the more radical protests to their grassroots 

partners.  One such radical group, Americans Disabled for Attendant Programs Today 

(ADAPT) began in 1978 when they made national news employing nonviolent civil 

disobedient protest methods to block the Denver bus system from operating until 

authorities agreed to make the system more accessible.  Today there is a City plaque at 

the demonstration site honoring these fearless protestors (Pelka, p. 12).  This group 

employed what they referred to as nonviolent “street fighting tactics” to make their 

points, often climbing out of wheelchairs and laying their disabled bodies on the street as 

dramatic gestures to heighten the issues and to garner the media attention necessary to 

change the public’s minds.  Groups like ADAPT saw themselves as outside of the 

mainstream DRM not only because of their radical demonstration tactics, but also 

because of the more severely disabled population for which they advocated.  Yet in the 

end, the CIL often trained future members of ADAPT, and so, not surprisingly, the stages 

of their approach: “letter writing, followed by demonstrations, and lawsuits only as a last 

resort,” were basically the same (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001, p.83). 

 Before moving on to the federal regulations and the contention surrounding them, 

two more campaign strategies must be mentioned.  After switching his position in the 

professional advocacy world in 1975 to serve as the Director of the California 

Department of Vocational Rehabilitation, Ed Roberts left the government post in 1983 to 
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found the World Institute on Disability (WID).   This organization was meant to 

“stimulate a more realistic societal view toward disability and the development of a 

coherent and comprehensive body of policy on disability” internationally (WID Archive).  

The WID employed the parallel strategies of program and policy development and public 

awareness, nurturing fruitful leadership training programs and engaging the media to 

further the movement’s cognitive praxis.  Developed by Eyerman and Jamison (1991) in 

order to understand the paradigm shifts social movements often precipitate, cognitive 

praxis as a concept means to capture the knowledge-making brought on through the 

confluence of social values, technological innovations and associated policies that 

fundamentally alter the way society considers the issues.  The DRM is especially adept at 

the knowledge-building aspect of social movement organizing, developing a myriad of 

programs all uniquely contributing to the discourse in ways that informed both the 

professional and the grassroots, the radical and the mainstream activists.  This universal 

process of knowledge dissemination maintains coherent frames of collective action for 

the movement that keep otherwise disparate entities aligned with one another’s goals.   

One such training program, Partners in Policymaking (PIP), began in 1987 in 

Minnesota and with the support of the WID, quickly became a national phenomenon for 

DRM grassroots leadership development.  Focusing on underserved disabled populations, 

this organization teaches disenfranchised people with developmental disabilities three 

important skills: First, PIP teaches its trainees how to gain access to the services they 

need including family support, case management and post-secondary education.  Second, 

these often-unheard citizens are schools on the effective utilization of a variety of media 

outlets to educate others about the tenets of the movement.  And third, PIP empowers its 

trainees to effectively engage with the political system through both traditional and 

radical means.  This amazing national network of grassroots and political leaders allowed 

for the mobilization of hundreds of thousands of people in critical political moments of 

the DRM that lead to the successful reframing of the perception of disability and the 

eventual transformation of the urban landscape.   
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6.4 The Architectural Barriers Act(s) 

As previously mentioned, when waves of injured veterans returned from World War II 

ready to utilize the educational benefits promised to them by the G.I. Bill, university 

campuses first began grappling with the issue of architectural accessibility.  The U.S. 

Veteran’s Administration published a set of construction criteria for universities receiving 

funds under the G.I. Bill, although the implementation of these criteria was not enforced.  

That document did become the foundation for the American Standard Specifications for 

Making Buildings Accessible to, and Usable by, the Physically Handicapped in 1961, 

which served as the basis for all subsequent related legislation (Pelka, p. 26).   

Gaining traction from recent civil rights legislation and the rising number of 

disenfranchised veterans returning from the Vietnam War, the first major legislative 

victory for the DRM was the Architectural Barriers Act (ABA) of 1968 (Longmore 

2001).  ABA requires that buildings built with federal funds be accessible to persons with 

disabilities, but this only addressed facility accessibility, not programmatic accessibility 

(Cannon 1989).  Often, there was no way to regulate these buildings or to provide their 

designers with training to ensure proper application of the Act’s requirements.  In short, 

the legislation had no “teeth”.  When an attempt to add disabilities to the interests groups 

protected under the Civil Rights Act in 1972 failed, some legislators postulated that this 

language could possibly be tacked on to another bill. However, no one, including DRM 

advocates, saw this as a viable possibility at the time and no lobbying was done to that 

effect (Shapiro 1993, p. 65).  In 1973, the legislature passed the Rehabilitation Act to 

address the ABA’s gaps in implementation; and the issue of disabilities was treated as a 

medical concern instead of a problem of rights in every section of the bill but one— 

section 504 (Roberts 1978).  

Much to the surprise of disability rights advocates, who had not requested such language 

to be put into the bill, wording for section 504 came, almost verbatim, from Title VI of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  When later asked, congressional aides could not recall who 

inserted the civil rights language into the bill (Scotch 1984, p. 52).   
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The Ford administration quickly realized the potential impact of Section 504, 

estimating that its compliance would take billions of dollars to administer.   

Implementation of the regulation stalled until the Carter administration took office.  In his 

campaign, Jimmy Carter had made promises to the DRM.  But Carter and his new Health, 

Education and Welfare Department (HEW) Director, Joseph Califano, further stalled the 

signing of the regulations once they understood its grand effects.  At this point, the 

American Coalition of Citizens with Disabilities, a newly formed “coalition of 

coalitions,” made the signing of these regulations the focus of their efforts (Pelka, p. 10).  

Three hundred people took over Califano’s office, but were denied food and access to 

telephones, and the protestors left within 28 hours.  Meanwhile, at the nexus of the DRM 

in San Francisco, hundreds of severely disabled protestors held their ground at great risk 

of their health—occupying the regional offices of the HEW for 25 days (Shapiro, p. 66).  

Roberts, the state Director of Rehabilitation at the time, came and spoke in support of the 

protest— remarking on the widespread support from outside civil rights groups like the 

Black Panthers, who brought an Easter dinner for the protestors during their occupation:  

Many of you here have championed for black rights, women's rights, chicano 

rights, senior citizen's rights and others. We share common enemies — 

discrimination, fear, ignorance and the basic reluctance on the part of the 

establishment to extend us our rights because it would be too expensive. Strong 

504 regulations could permit us to attend any university or college, and to use 

every program or agency supported by federal funds. It would literally open doors 

for employment, education and recreation; without it we are second-class citizens, 

living on the fringe of society, unable to participate and devalued. (Roberts 1976) 

 

Historian Joseph Shapiro refers to this event as the “political coming of age of the 

disability rights movement…a mini-Woodstock” where people with different disabilities 

were forced to not only join together, but also to actually live in close proximity for a 

month and survive together (1993, p. 68).  Participants fell in love, found self-worth, and 

the collective identity that had only been discussed in theory was created through practice 

during their occupation.    On April 28th Califano signed the regulations, and two days 

later the newly solidified DRM marched in the streets chanting, “We Have Overcome.”   
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But the backlash against these regulations experienced around the country was 

profound.  Enforcing disability rights legislation meant higher costs (although these 

projected costs were often hyperbolized), which was very different from the cost-saving 

measures resulting from integration during the CRM.  Despite the backlash, two other 

major successes were won in the years just following the ratification of Section 504.  

First, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 guaranteed the right of 

children with disabilities to attend public schools in an integrated environment, to the 

greatest extent possible.  Second, Congress awarded the federal Department of 

Rehabilitation Services funds to operate CILs across the country.   

This network of CILs would serve to empower and educate thousands of disabled 

citizens, but their reliance on federal funds also removed some of the advocacy power of 

these organizations.  This situation strongly paralleled the funding/advocacy predicament 

the CDCs found themselves in with municipal governments in the early 1970s.  But 

unlike the CRM, the DRM’s primary organizations were able to work together to 

properly resituate their roles to best support the greater movement goals in the face of this 

new challenge.  In 1979 the DREDF left the Berkeley CIL and became its own national 

entity in order to fill these advocacy gaps.  When Reagan threatened to weaken Section 

504 regulations in 1981, the DREDF mobilized 40,000 citizens to write letters to the 

White House in protest (Zames Fleischer and Zames 2001, p.78).  Although these 

protests did raise the awareness of then Vice President George H. W. Bush, the terms 

“reasonable accommodation,” “reasonable modification,” and undue burden” would be 

discussed in the courts until the enactment of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

in 1990.   

The Reagan administration was a quiet time for the DRM, with several scholars 

claiming during those years that 1978 was the peak of the movement (Scotch 1984).  

Enforcement of the Section 504 was inconsistent at best.  And the justice system, which 

was in charge of ensuring compliance, did not further the implementation of these 

regulations.  For instance, in Grove City College v. Bell (1984) the Supreme Court ruled 

that only entities directly receiving federal funding (in this case, a single University 

department instead of the entire campus) had to comply with Section 504 regulations 

(Pelka, p. 279).  In addition, the implications of the bill presented an enormous learning 
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curve for disabled activists, and the DREDF held workshops to train advocates on how to 

help enforce 504 regulations.  But thanks to the efforts of the 1970s DRM participants, 

the next generation of disabled activists was educated in a public school system to which 

their predecessors never had access. These children grew up in a world where ramps, 

curb cuts, and accessible bathrooms were not only tangible goals, but also civil rights to 

which they were entitled.  By the late 1980s, these young activists reenergized existing 

advocacy groups to enact the watershed legislation of the movement, with a more aware 

George Bush Sr. now in office.    

Although many activists felt frustrated with the spotty enforcement of Section 

504, a team of leaders from the National Council on the Handicapped began arguing for 

this sort of legislation in 1983.  In 1988, a comprehensive bill entitled the Americans with 

Disabilities Act “prohibiting discrimination on the basis of handicap” won the 

endorsement of presidential candidate George H. W. Bush and several members of 

Congress, but it died at the session’s end.  Re-drafted in 1989 by staff of Senators Edward 

Kennedy (D-MA) and Thomas Harkin (D-IA) with the help of a committee of disability 

rights attorneys coordinated by the DREDF, the new version of the bill omitted 

requirements for the retrofit of older structures and or higher standards for insurance 

companies, but expanded the regulations regarding public accommodations and public 

transportation. The DREDF also coordinated the lobbying efforts of roughly 75 national 

advocacy organizations (Pelka, p. 20).  Deborah Kaplan, the Executive Director of the 

World Institute for Disability, saw the movement’s cohesion as pivotal to the political 

successes of the early 1990s—“Passing the (ADA) was a real lobbying effort that brought 

together every part of the disability movement: blind groups, deaf groups, people with 

AIDS, independent living centers, ADAPT, everybody unified (Kaplan 1998).”  Evoking 

the more expansive frame for the DRM espoused by Roberts decades before and 

solidified during the Berkeley 504 sit-ins, movement leaders garnered endorsement for 

the bill from over 180 national organizations.  Around the country, persons with 

disabilities sent diaries describing the struggles of their daily lives to their representatives 

in Congress.  Congressional attempts to weaken the bill were met with organized phone 

campaigns or protests.  “Coalitions… developed between the AIDS lobby, women’s 

organizations and ‘grey power’, while, more recently their lobbying for civil rights 
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legislation for disability has sought to interlink a radical, left, politics, with the social and 

political concerns of the right wing in America (Imrie 1996, p. 63).”  ADAPT 

coordinated a Wheels of Justice march on Washington that included a short occupation of 

the Capitol rotunda.  Efforts to remove antidiscrimination protection for HIV positive 

food handlers drove the Director of the DREDF to tell White House staff that she would 

rather let the bill die than to pass a version of it that excluded rights for those with 

HIV/AIDS (Pelka, p. 20). During the congressional hearings before the ratification of 

ADA, senators went so far as to employ right-wing economic logic, moving away from a 

pure rights argument to a hybrid frame based upon labor market efficiency and welfare 

reform.   

On 26 July 1990, President H. W. Bush signed the ADA, which “prohibits 

discrimination in private employment, public accommodation, and telecommunications,” 

into law (Scotch 2001, p. 384).  The ADA definition of disability is based on the one 

provided in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and thus also draws language 

from the Civil Rights Act of 1964.   DREDF co-founder, Mary Lou Breslin, 

acknowledges that this sort of federal legislation did not just materialize on its own, but 

was pulled from a myriad of state-laws and pushed through by the strength of the entire 

civil rights community: 

It's not like somebody just dreamed up the idea of applying civil rights coverage 

to all these entities because a few states had done some of it already. If you 

looked at all the states and took all the best practices and policies and cludged 

them all together, you came up with about 60 percent of what the ADA was 

about. This was a process; it's not like the ADA hatched out of somebody's head 

full-blown. It was a complex process that built on experience over time.  (Breslin 

1996-1998) 

 

The ADA sat at the apex of a pyramid that was socially constructed over decades— some 

were the bricks of past triumphs in the state legislatures and some were issues still 

plaguing the daily life of thousands of citizens.  Concepts upon which to build in the 

ADA came from the everyday experiences of clients at the CIL, trainees at Partners in 
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Policymaking, radicals at ADAPT, alcoholics, AIDS patients, clergy members, the 

institutionalized, and the elderly.  In a defining moment for the DRM, Reverend Harold 

Wilke, a movement leader and one of the first American parish ministers with a severe 

disability, accepted the pen from President George Bush Sr. with which he signed the bill 

with his foot, as he had no arms.  And this Act had teeth.  With the financial and judicial 

support of the federal government behind it, implementation of the bill was a realistic 

goal for advocates regardless of the immediate costs it might impose on the business 

community.  For the first time, the DRM was able to successfully push their argument 

beyond the limits of trade-off theories, positing disability rights as a moral imperative 

that superseded market deficiencies and created socio-technical space for new solutions 

to develop (Feenberg 2010).   

This incremental legislation fundamentally altered the urban form of the U.S., 

with accessible design standards such as curbs, ramps, sidewalks, workplace 

accommodations and restrooms now mandated for all publicly funded commercial 

spaces.  The architectural design and construction industries now consider these 

accessibility standards to be commonplace, and the costs of building more accessible 

places have lowered as building habits change.  Space has been made for these concepts 

within the cognitive praxis of our society, at least in its understanding of the commercial 

spheres of the built world.  Public buildings and other commercial locales, which were 

relatively simple spaces from which to remove architectural barriers, quickly conformed 

to the standards mandated by the ADA.  Less physically pliable spaces like underground 

rail systems, and spaces falling within the private residential sphere where ADA does not 

apply both prove to have more obdurate technological momentum.  And true to their 

proactive and flexible nature, DRM activists now work aggressively to equalize these 

spaces as well, instead of being content with the only partial access to participate in the 

built world provided by the ADA.   

 

6.5 Realizing Access 

The movement still advocates disability rights through political lobbying, civic education, 

and strategic alliances that combat forces of normative prejudice from different angles.  
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On a basic level, the local realities of enforcing abstract mandates still keep disability 

rights advocates busy (Chan, 2005; Marshall, 2008; Neuman, 2008).  A national 

campaign led by a group called Concrete Change continues to fight for small, but 

significant, spatial changes in the form of “visitability” standards that provide access to 

residential properties not covered under the ADA.  Working with accessibility-oriented 

community design centers, a phenomenon of the Spatial Justice Movement that will be 

discussed later, Concrete Change identified three small architectural changes that could 

be made in every home to make them accessible for visitation by a person with 

disabilities.  These small changes do not require large infrastructural alterations or 

monetary commitments, but are more of an educational hurdle to overcome.  Many cities 

have begun to incentivize or even mandate visitability standards in new residential 

properties within the local building codes, but efforts to alter building codes in this 

manner often are met with massive resistance from the residential real estate lobby.   

 One mandate upheld by the ADA, but struggling in terms of enforcement, is 

accessible public transit.  Although elevators have been built into the New York City 

subway system, for instance, their poor upkeep makes them an unreliable and sometimes 

even terrifying way to utilize the public transit system.  In 2008, one of every six 

elevators and escalators in the NYC subway system remained out of service for more 

than a month and two thirds of the elevators broke with someone trapped inside of them 

at least once (Neuman 2008).  The transit authority willingly admits that this is primarily 

a maintenance staff training issue, more than an issue with the technologies themselves.   

In fact, technological solutions to solve access-associated architectural issues have 

become quite advanced since the ratification of the ADA.  Technologies developed in 

accordance with the “subversive rationalization” of social movements co-evolve with the 

movements that precipitated them (Feenberg 1995).  As discussed in chapter 2, co-

evolution implies more than just a causal relationship between the social movements and 

the technologies they create (McDaniel and Lanham 2010).  In this cyclical model, 

technologies and societies operate in a continuous state of reflective co-evolution in their 

optimal relationship.  And in the case of the DRM, the movement leaders continue to 

remain active participants in this dialectic between society, technology, and policy.   
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Based on recent socio-technical innovations, roughly a decade after the ADA 

ratification, a proposal was put before the administration of President George Bush Jr. 

that refined and updated the ADA to heighten regulations for courts, theaters, swimming 

pools, golf courses and other public venues.  This proposal also clarified the definition of 

“disability” according to the law, which was previously defined so stringently that the 

ADA actually protected.  With the U.S. Chamber of Commerce positing that these 

amendments would be onerous and DRM advocates arguing its insufficiency, the chief of 

the disability rights section of the Justice Department, John L. Wodatch, captured the 

enlightened federal opinion of the bill in saying:  “Disability is inherent in the human 

condition. The vast majority of individuals who are fortunate enough to reach an 

advanced age will benefit from the proposed requirements (Pear 2008).”  The ADA 

Amendments Act went into effect on January 1, 2009.  

The most effective strategies for the DRM continue to be related to the 

movement’s aptitude for coalition building.  Originally harshly criticizing the Congress 

for New Urbanism (CNU) for their glorification of the front stoop as part of the 

quintessential American housing typology, the DRM and the CNU have now become 

unlikely allies.  The CNU is a member organization of architects, planners, and other 

professionals advocating the “restructuring of public policy and development practices to 

support the restoration of existing urban centers and towns within coherent metropolitan 

regions… real neighborhoods and diverse districts, the conservation of natural 

environments, and the preservation of our built legacy”  (CNU History).  To support this 

agenda, the CNU developed a Smart Code that assists urban planners and policy makers 

in implementing form based codes that perpetuate a certain aesthetic in different zones of 

the built environment, depending on their density, uses, et cetera.  The mission of the 

CNU is to create historically inspired urban forms that engender walkable city centers 

and the preservation of open space.   

Initially, the design standards for the “built legacy” espoused by the CNU 

included the iconic image of the raised front stoop as a major design feature.   DRM 

advocates strongly critiqued this hagiographic view of the front stoop, as well as other 

inaccessible housing design features supported by the CNU. Eleanor Smith, founder of 

Concrete Change, asked that visitability standards at least be presented as an option in 
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CNU rhetoric, focusing on the zero-step entrance and an accessible half-bathroom on the 

first floor of any multi-story residence as easy, inclusive alternatives to the CNU 

aesthetics (New Urban News 2004).  CNU leaders responded positively to the critique, 

and within a few years an antagonistic relationship became an unlikely alliance against 

sprawl— a pattern of development not suited for persons who do not drive.  This alliance 

produced new language, making joint presentations on the importance of developing 

“lifelong communities” – educating practitioners interested in the ethics of either group 

on the importance “designing for a pluralist population.”   

Not to say that every project built in the style of New Urbanism is now fully 

accessible and well conceived—even those that attempt to do so.  For instance, ASSIST 

was the first Community Design Center in the nation to specialize in design for 

physically disabled persons. ASSIST recently developed a relationship with a New 

Urbanist builder in Utah who is interested in accessibility standards primarily because of 

their appeal to the aging population.  As a result of discussions with ASSIST, the builder 

agreed to make all of the model homes for their next New Urbanist development 

visitable.  There was little discussion, however, about exactly how visitability capabilities 

would be addressed in the community.  Figure 2, below, is a photo of a wheel chair 

bound architect at the grand opening of this New Urbanist community.  Upon inquiring, 

the architect learned that if he wanted to enter the home, he needed to travel down the 

block and enter the house from the alleyway behind (Roger Borgenicht, personal 

correspondence, June 30, 2008).  Nevertheless, the acknowledgement of this perspective 

among the cannon of frames of reference constitutes an enormous victory for the DRM.   

This sort of inclusive, diverse rhetoric opens the door for new, spatially just movement 

initiatives, and as a result new types of cognitive praxis, to form.   
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Figure 2: Disability rights designer-activist at “visitable” New Urbanist model home; 

Photo Credit: Roger Borgenicht 
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The disability rights movement has been successful for three parallel reasons.  

First, it resisted the hubristic tendencies of many special interest groups and privileged 

the greater DRM mission over the agenda of any specific organization or definition of 

disability.  Edward Roberts ingrained his philosophy of unification into the wide 

spectrum of early DRM leaders through his infectious rhetoric:  

When I was fourteen, I got polio. When the doctor took my parents aside, my 

mother asked, "Will he live?" The doctor looked at her and said, "You should 

probably hope he dies, because if he lives he will be nothing more than a 

vegetable for the rest of his life." Well, I'm here today as an artichoke. You know 

they're a little prickly on the outside with a big heart and I'd like to call on all the 

vegetables of the world to unite. (Roberts 1983) 

 

The dogma of inclusion was posited by Ed Roberts, operationalized during the 504 

protests, and upheld by future generations during the ADA ratification campaigns.  This 

ethic strengthened, expanded and legitimized the movement at every turn.  For instance, 

by never abandoning their allies in the AIDS Lobby during the final hours of the ADA 

negotiations, the DRM was able to prove their solid commitment to the tenets of the 

cause and continue to build from a platform of inclusivity in future struggles. 

Secondly, their continued use of a grassroots/professional hybrid approach to their 

quest for value institutionalization provides resiliency and depth perspective to the 

movement that are vital elements to the ultimate success of their fight for civil rights.  

Grassroots knowledge-building institutions developed at pivotal moments in the 

Movement’s trajectory.  As discussed in Chapter 2, these knowledge building and 

brokering institutions prove critical for the diffusion of innovation through any society— 

and certainly for innovations that require radical change in the built world (Rogers 2003, 

Kioski 2010).  For instance, CILs, as centers of education and advocacy around 

Movement issues, formed in a viral fashion in order to empower disabled persons across 

the country to fight for their rights as the Movement gained its initial momentum.  When 

the CILs became dependent on federal money, and thus lost their ability to effectively 

advocate for the Movement, the DREDF was founded to fill that void and to allow the 

CILs a sharpened focus on education.   
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This organizational malleability stands in stark contrast to that of the CRM, who 

began competing with one another for funding instead of finding ways collectively to 

address the broad range of issues within the movement from different venues.  Also 

probably stemming from the DRM’s ability to push past the hubris of specific 

organizational missions for the greater good of the collective whole, the alignment of 

radical grassroots organizations like ADAPT with the professional lobbying activities of 

the movement’s more mainstream entities provides a united front not easily divided or 

overcome.  

And third, its leaders were inclusive and receptive to the multiple frames of 

interpretation required to constructing a just code. Rather than employ a single frame 

derived from their own personal experience or a single political strategy, they collaged 

together a more expansive framework that spoke to the collective will of the public.  

When the DRM engaged right-wing economists to make arguments about why the federal 

government could not afford to keep people with disabilities out of the job market, this 

expansive overlaying of various frames of understanding created an evocative web of 

reasoning for the ratification of ADA.  The recent alliance of Concrete Change and other 

visitability-oriented organizations with the CNU offers a powerful example of the sort of 

hybrid, open approach to coalition-building that provides for the creative reinventing of 

spatial frameworks; these in turn allow new opportunities to emerge from the dialogue.   

By resisting the hubristic urge to essentialize the movement into one or two 

specific disabilities, such as deafness or paralysis, disability rights advocates were able to 

cast their inclusive web so broadly that it touched every citizen’s sensibilities.   Through 

the engagement of both grassroots radicals and savvy lobbyists, of militant protests and 

persuasive rhetoric, of right-wing economists, social service providers and liberal 

clergymen, a richer platform to argue for paradigmatic change was built.  DRM activists 

drew from their daily struggles to climb a set of stairs or to utilize their City’s public 

transportation system. But from these singular experiences, a litany of regulatory 

stipulations fused together that created a holistic framework for an accessible built world.   

The universality of physical accessibility was a source of strength for the DRM. 

Through an inclusive, rights-based frame, disability was redefined as an environmental 

limitation instead of a medical handicap.  Other contemporary movements, however, still 
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struggle to agree upon universal metrics with which to gauge spatial justice.  One of those 

movements evolving concurrently with the DRM was the environment movement. And 

although an appreciation for “nature” was a unifying theme for this movement, all its 

founding leaders did not agree upon the reasons behind this appreciation for the land or 

even on the very definition of nature itself.  Furthermore, attempting to organize a 

national movement around an intensely local issue would prove challenging as well.  

Once ecological modernization provided a platform for the notions of sustainable 

development to mobilize in the 1990s, green building metrics derived as market-driven 

strategies to institutionalize the movement’s values into a voluntary code meant to certify 

or discredit buildings touted to be “green.”  It is the environmental movement and its 

voluntary green building assessment systems on which Chapter 7 will focus.  
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Chapter 7: The Environmental Movement—Industry 

 

Human progress has always depended on our technical ingenuity and a capacity 

for cooperative action. These qualities have often been used constructively to 

achieve development and environmental progress: in air and water pollution 

control, for example, and in increasing the efficiency of material and energy 

use…But this is not enough. Failures to manage the environment and to sustain 

development threaten to overwhelm all countries. Environment and development 

are not separate challenges; they are inexorably linked. Development cannot 

subsist upon a deteriorating environmental resource base; the environment cannot 

be protected when growth leaves out of account the costs of environmental 

destruction. These problems cannot be treated separately by fragmented 

institutions and policies. They are linked in a complex system of cause and effect. 

(Our Common Future 1987, p. 40) 

 

The environmental movement (EM) has not always been as well unified as the disability 

rights movement, and its relationship with the marketplace has been fraught with 

contradictions.  Yet, among its varied successes lays the development of the most 

influential voluntary building assessment systems yet accepted into the industry.  

Although almost every strand of the environmental movement, from the creation of the 

national park system to grassroots environmental justice efforts, directly impacts the built 

world, this study focuses on the rhetoric of sustainable development and the related green 

building certification systems that have so persuasively infiltrated the U.S. building 

culture.  Because, as articulated in the above quote from the 1983 Brundtland Report, the 

sustainable development of the built world is one of the major challenges facing the EM 

(WCED 1987).  Recent government reports estimate that the building industry is 

responsible for 50.1% of US annual energy consumption (Rawlins and Paterson 2010), 

the use of 12.2% of all potable water (Solley, 1995), the utilization of 40% raw materials 

globally, and roughly half of the greenhouse gas emissions each year (Lenssen, 1995).  
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Thus, any alteration in the practices of the building sector has the potential to yield 

incredible influence in the mitigation of environmental degradation.   

Green building rating systems are voluntary, market-driven metrics, but they have 

been so well indoctrinated into the practices of the building industry that many predict 

their eventual assimilation into our regulatory building codes. Whether they begin to set 

the bar for building codes or continue to hover slightly above it, these green building 

metrics currently embody the most pervasive tools attempting to institutionalize the 

values of the EM into the built world (Moore and Engstrom 2007, Haapio and Viitaniemi 

2007, Dammann and Elle 2006, and Retzlaff 2009).  This chapter will investigate how 

the predominant green building assessment systems represent the values of the 

environmental movement and its related tenets of sustainable development.  It is argued 

below that although these building assessment systems and the organizations that 

perpetuate them do have value as “knowledge brokers” regarding the institutionalization 

of green building tenets into the industry, their efficacy at integrating the full cadre of 

environmental ethics into the built world is insufficient (Koski 2010).  But first, a bit 

more background on the larger movement is required to properly situate this smaller, 

green building strain of environmentalism within the larger movement.   

 

7.1 Origins of the Movement 

 

If a war of races should occur between the wild beasts and Lord Man, I would be 

tempted to sympathize with the bears. (Muir 1912, p. 324) 

 

The environmental movement’s history in the United States can be thought of as many 

movements coalesced through time, beginning with an interest in land conservation for 

game and for forests, and preservation of an idealized “nature” that was quickly 

disappearing in the industrial age.  Preservationists saw nature as a spiritual resource, 

while conservationists viewed it more as an economic resource.  However different, by 

1920 these groups were condensed into one unit, and commonly known as the 

conservation movement (Brulle 2000, p. 133).  It took another forty years for the 
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conservation movement to recognize that it shared common concerns with the advocates 

of the public health movement.  It was out of this latent fusion that the field of urban 

ecology emerged in the mid 20th century.  In what follows, I briefly trace this intellectual 

history. 

 

7.1.1 Preservationism 

Early preservation can be linked to the transcendentalist writings of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, who saw nature as a spiritual antecedent to the evils 

of industrial society (Taylor 1992, p.15).  However, these transcendental inclinations 

were not effectively mobilized around collective social action until John Muir founded 

the Sierra Club in 1892 to 

explore, enjoy, and preserve the Sierra Nevada and other scenic resources of the 

United States, and its forests, waters, wildlife, and wilderness; to undertake and to 

publish scientific, literary, and educational studies, to educate the people with 

regard to the national and state forests, parks, monuments, and other natural 

resources of especial scenic beauty and to enlist public interest and cooperation in 

protecting them (Sierra Club Articles of Incorporation, June 4, 1984).   

 

Similar clubs had formed in other regions of the U.S. as early as 1863, but John Muir 

quickly became a national figure for the spiritual preservation of nature’s resources.  

After the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco, preservationists and conservationists found 

themselves on opposite sides of a debate about the construction of Hetch Hetchy Valley 

Dam in order to create another public water source (Righter, 2005).  The dam was built in 

1913, but by 1916 Muir and his preservationist allies helped establish the National Park 

Service and solidify a set of regulations regarding their protection and proper use; this 

group continues to fight for the deconstruction of this dam today (Brulle, p. 168).  

Preservationists continue to espouse an eco-centrism that sees the needs of natural 

systems as paramount to those of humans, and it is this privilege of nature over man that 

separates this camp from the environmental conservationists.   

 

7.1.2 Conservationism 
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Early environmental conservation focused around the anthropocentric desires to conserve 

and manage both the forests and the wildlife within them, but not for the spiritual 

reasoning of the preservationists.  The interest in “game protection,” a British practice in 

which the limitation of hunting access controlled scarce animal populations, became a 

major issue for the U.S. upper class in the late 19th century.  Similarly, the discipline of 

forestry, stemming from the German interest in natural resource management, was 

concerned with the scarcity of natural resources on which human’s depend.  Theodore 

Roosevelt was a proponent of both, and as President, his Chief Forrester Gifford Pinchot 

founded the U.S. Forest Service and espoused a “wise utilization” policy that gave the 

tenets of conservation national prominence (Brulle, p. 152).  This “fiscal lens,” by which 

the forests were valued by their monetary worth instead of a spiritual or intrinsic 

appreciation, that separated the preservationists from the conservationists in their desire 

to govern the use of the U.S. wilderness (Scott 1998, p. 13). Shortly after the creation of 

the Forest Service in 1905, tensions began to develop between the preservationists and 

conservationists over the Hetch Hetchy Valley Dam, which culminated in the founding of 

the National Park Service by 1916.   

But as the park system was realized, the two realms of environmentalism found 

more common ground.  The languages of preservation and conservation began to align, 

as they realized that their interests were not mutually exclusive.  Even Muir, the 

staunchest of preservationist, began to see the business of logging as parallel to his 

interests—noting “the state woodlands (should) produce as much timber as possible 

without spoiling them (Muir 1917, p.363).”  President Theodore Roosevelt, who was also 

a founding member of an elite hunting club called the Boone and Crocket Club, told 

Congress in 1901 that “the preservation of our forests is an imperative business necessity 

(Gottlieb 2005).”  

However, the establishment of the Park system did not come without its own 

socio-political problems. The advent of the national park system precipitated the removal 

of many impoverished residents living on what had to be preserved as “untouched” 

nature (Jacoby 2003).  The messy process of ecological gentrification, which displaced 

those residents too poor to effectively argue for their rights to the land on which they 

lived, foreshadowed a conflicted relationship between man and nature that would 
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continue to have class connotations throughout the recent history of the United States 

(Mitchell 2003, Heynen, Kaika and Swyngedouw 2006, Dooling 2009).  Man’s 

historically antagonistic relationship with the land is hyperbolized by this dichotomy 

between the Conservationists and the Preservationists, where there seems to be no space 

for a stance that maintains an equal respect for man and nature (Harrison 1993). 

The early EM, led by mostly rich white men, was perceived as elitist because of 

its privilege of land conservation over the immediate needs of the surrounding (typically 

impoverished) human population (Jacoby 2003, Klingle and Taylor 2006). Two related 

values embodied this elitist tendency: 1) the avoidance of urban issues, as the discourse 

situated the movement’s energies primarily on the preservation of wilderness landscapes, 

and 2) the economic discourse often employed alongside early arguments for 

environmental conservation. Of course many early environmentalists did not see the rural 

landscape as a pallet for economic growth or understand nature to be totally removed 

from the social sphere, but this public perception aided the polarity of the 

environmentalists from their brethren in the public health field.   

 

7.1.3 Public Health 

Because environmentalism was originally considered a movement of the Caucasian elite, 

the early public health movement’s focus on the poverty-stricken kept the two 

movements at odds. But Environmental Historian, Robert Gottlieb, cites Alice Hamilton 

as “this country’s first great urban/industrial environmentalist (Gottleib 2005, p. 83).”   A 

professor of medicine at Northwestern University in the 1890’s, Hamilton lived at the 

Hull House in Chicago.  The Hull House was a settlement house founded by Jane 

Addams with a mission to “aid in the solutions of life in a great city, to help our 

neighbors build responsible, self-sufficient lives for themselves and their families.”  

Encountering a myriad of public health issues and the talented professionals grappling 

with them at this settlement house, Hamilton became very interested in occupational 

health reform. Hamilton’s approach foreshadowed the race- and class-based turn that the 

Environmental justice advocates espoused for environmentalism the following century, 

attributing her sensitivity to marginalized populations and her ability to ascertain 

information from workers that they were afraid to share with other medical professionals 
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to her gender.  After groundbreaking work in the field of lead poisoning and occupational 

safety techniques, she was appointed assistant professor of industrial medicine at Harvard 

University in 1919. Her appointment was especially noteworthy, not only because such a 

program did not previously exist in the U.S., but also because Harvard did not admit 

women as students at the time, much less hire them as professors (Gottlieb 2005, p.87). 

The following year, she published the classic text in the emerging field of public health, 

Industrial Poisons in the United States.  Hamilton had quickly become the foremost 

expert on the environmental consequences of the industrial society. Her consistent 

connection to the Hull House throughout her career kept her abreast of current issues 

plaguing city dwellers— such as the rising concerns for water quality in the industrialized 

city.   

When industrialization began contaminating the rivers that provided drinking 

water to several major northeastern cities during the progressive era, professionally 

oriented groups banned together as “sanitarians” to establish municipal boards of health 

and associated national public health and environmental agencies.  These groups focused 

on what we now qualify as “public utilities,” including rudimentary garbage collection, 

sewer systems and the distribution of water and waste-water throughout the city (Melosi 

2008).  The well-established British sanitarian platform for public health reform served as 

a model for these practitioners, who based their logic on Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian 

principle of policy-making that employed statistical analysis to identify solutions that 

achieve the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people (Bentham 1978, Rosen 

1958). The U.S. public health movement was also science-based, expertise-driven 

initiatives related to the notion of conservationism, with President Theodore Roosevelt’s 

National Conservation Commission referring to human health as “the grandest of our 

resources (Fisher 1910, p. 329).”  Although the professionalization of water treatment 

secured this connection between water, the sewage system, and public health, the 

specialized nature of water quality sciences removed it from the general sphere of 

environmental ethics all together (Gottlieb 2005).  Despite the humanitarian, social 

justice leanings of some of the U.S. public health movement founders, its science-based 

and professionalized frame prevented the forming of grassroots connections to the lower 

income populations most affected by inadequate sanitation.  This disconnect hindered the 
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potential partnerships between advocates of national public health movement and the 

environmental justice groups forming to fight localized instances of environmental 

injustice.   

 

7.1.4       Human Ecology  

There were other urban realms where the budding notion of human ecology was taking 

root.  Frederick Law Olmstead, often considered the father of landscape architecture, 

designed the New York City Central Park in the mid-1850s to reflect tenets of the 

Preservation movement.  Olmstead posited that the City could be a place of morality and 

character building if its citizenry experienced the beautiful alignment of architecture and 

nature within the urban form.  Lewis Mumford and other urban thinkers of the early 

twentieth century would build on this concept of the city as a part of a larger system, but 

these parallel movements never truly converged in their early forms.  

The New Deal Era facilitated thousands of public utility projects through the 

Work Projects Administration, including new dams, roads, bridges, and parks, all with 

the primary focus of job creation.  Programs like the Tennessee Valley Authority were 

government-owned businesses overseeing the development of a network of dams and 

hydroelectric plants meant to provide power, control floods, and most importantly, 

employ thousands of hungry families. In fact it was during the late 1930s, when the New 

Deal administration focused on “giving enough help to the lower classes to keep them 

from turning a rebellion into a revolution,” that many important labor laws regarding 

minimum wages and child labor were enacted (Zinn 2003, p. 393).  And because at this 

time the environmental movement remained a fledging cause compared to the Labor 

movement, the weight of poverty during the Great Depression overpowered 

Environmental concerns in the administration of New Deal policy except when couched 

firmly in the economic frame of resource conservation.  

After the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, World War II became the industrial 

focus in the U.S., precipitating the need for new weaponry, new machinery, and a new 

workforce that would further agitate the nation’s easily distracted state from its domestic 

problems.  Still consumed with the war in 1943, an air pollution incident in downtown 

Los Angeles known as ‘Black Monday,’ during which many people fell ill and visibility 
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was limited to less than three blocks, garnered limited national attention.  Instead, this 

incident heralded the coming of what the country would later know to be smog.   

World War II and the subsequent Cold War held the nation’s focus on issues of 

national security until the wave of political unrest beginning with the civil rights 

movement captured the media’s attention in the early 1960s.  However, by this time the 

chemical warfare industry developed during WWII had found new applications in the 

growing suburban lawn care business, which elevated both the public health and 

environmental concerns to epidemic levels (Robbins 2007).  Unfortunately, the various 

sects of the EM had not yet found a collective frame with which to speculate their claims.  

Without a common identity or plan for collective action, the EM forged ahead as a 

loosely associated group of activists aligned only by shared respect for the environment.   

 

7.2 Claim/Identity Making 

 

If the Bill of Rights contains no guarantee that a citizen shall be secure against lethal 

poisons distributed either by private individuals or by public officials, it is surely 

only because our forefathers, despite their considerable wisdom and foresight, could 

conceive of no such problem. (Carson 1962, p. 40) 

 

Because of the schizophrenic nature of the early environmental movement, its separate 

frames of understanding did not truly begin to fuse as the contemporary environmental 

movement until the early 1970s.  The 1960s EM manifesto Silent Spring provided many 

of these established environmental groups with a common language and a common set of 

industrial enemies on which a platform for collective action could be built.  But as 

preservationists, conservationists and sanitarians finally found a common frame of 

collective action around the first Earth Day celebration in 1970, the EM began to sprout 

other, disconnected growths.  These new strands of the EM, namely the modernized, 

globalized realms of sustainable development and green building, and the diametrically 

opposed, intensely local environmental justice movement, all play major roles in the 
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engagement of the EM with the building industry.  These contemporary EM discourses 

are the focus of the rest of the chapter. 

 

7.2.1 Modern Environmentalism 

The post-war U.S. landscape faced new challenges. It watched as warfare chemicals 

found new uses on the lawns of the newly suburbanized citizenry, whose auto-dependent 

lifestyle increased air pollution and prioritized highway access ramps over funding city 

parks (Robbins 2007).  Silent Spring was published by Rachael Carson in 1962 as an 

indictment of the widespread domestic use of DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane), an 

insecticide developed during WWII to fight malaria and then employed with abandon by 

municipalities and farmers as a household bug repellant.  Carson’s book was the first 

popularly acknowledged account of the carcinogenic properties of many commonly used 

chemicals and their effects on the environment.  It was, however, highly controversial 

and strongly disputed by chemical manufacturer when originally released and lacked the 

organized backing of mobilized activist organizations to make immediate, substantial 

change.   

Ralph Nader appeared as a major player in the anti-corporate environmental 

world in the 1970s, creating organizational networks such as Public Interest Research 

Groups (PIRG) that focused the energy of young college students for civic empowerment 

and against corporate power.  The first major environmental leader to consistently argue 

for a multi-issue approach that connected different constituencies, Nader was the first 

environmental leader to suggest a beneficial relationship between the labor unions and 

environmental activists (Gottlieb 2005, p.229).  However, with little traction from either 

of the mainstream coalitions representing these interests, not much came of Nader’s 

proposed alliances.  The creation of a green political party marginalized this faction of 

the movement because of the strong two-party system already in place in the United 

States.  

The catastrophes of Love Canal at Niagara Falls, the burning of the Cuyahoga 

river and other environmental scandals in the mid-1970s brought about widespread 

concern for environmental risk.  The eventual, if only partial, fusion of the public health 

and environmental conservation movements can best be understood as the consequence 
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of thousands of middle class citizens experiencing the horrific effects of pollution.  As a 

result, the rise of the hybrid discourses of environmental justice and sustainable 

development emerged (Moore and Engstrom 2005). 

 

7.2.2 Environmental Justice 

By the early 1980s, inertia was also building in the same southern, African American 

churches that facilitated much of the civil rights movement; this time the movement was 

focused on the inequity of environmental risk—and would become what is now known as 

the environmental justice (EJ) movement (Cole and Foster 2001, Bullard 1993, Camacho 

1998, Pellow and Brulle 2005).  This was the first human rights focuse environmental 

movement, and its anthropocentric, class and race-based claim-making strategies set it 

apart from the largely Caucasian, upper class mainstream environmental movement.  The 

early EJ movement primarily focused on fighting against the inequity of existing 

environmental ills. For instance, concentrating on the remediation of toxins that were 

directly impacting people’s health, instead of working with industry leaders to find new 

techniques to develop more sustainable practices (Hess 2008).    

EJ activists fixated on intensely localized issues with immediately detrimental 

health effects on their families, and this strain of the movement did not see a direct 

connection between their struggles and the international discourse of sustainable 

development being created by global leaders contemporaneously (Pulido 1993).  

Therefore, although the story escorts us back to the tenets of EJ before the conclusion of 

the chapter, the initial description of the strategies employed by the larger EM that lead to 

the maturation of sustainable development and the corresponding green building 

movement will remain the focal point for the next section of the text. 

 

7.2.3 Sustainable Development 

As is discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2, and as will be discussed in depth 

below, by the 1980s, the global community had become aware of the impact its 

development practices had on its natural resources and its citizenry. This international 

focus allowed conservationists, anti-pollution advocates and industry leaders to identify 

shared goals and values that refocused their collective efforts.  In 1983, the United 
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Nations convened the World Commission on Environment and Development, known 

popularly by the Chair of the Commission’s last name as the Brundtland Commission.  

The Brundtland Commission, the proceedings of which were published as a book entitled 

Our Common Future, codified the language of sustainable development.  Sustainable 

development is defined as development that “meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” and 

encompasses the balance of the three Es: Economy, Ecology, and Equity (WCED 1987).  

This language informs the later push towards an environmentalism focused on the built 

world, although the power inherent in the theoretical balance of the three Es is mitigated 

in practice by many layers of cost-benefit analysis constantly at play in the U.S. neo-

liberal building industry.   

 

7.3 Campaigns and Strategies 

 

I was satisfied that if we could tap into the environmental concerns of the general 

public and infuse the student anti-war energy into the environmental cause, we 

could generate a demonstration that would force this issue onto the political 

agenda. 

-Senator Gaylord Nelson, Founder of Earth Day 

Many environmentalists pinpoint the first Earth Day on April 22nd, 1970 as the birth of 

the modern environmental movement (Gottlieb 2005).  The first Earth Day celebration 

witnessed 20 million Americans take to the streets to protest a shared set of claims 

defending the Earth against any and all human degradation.  “Groups that had been 

fighting against oil spills, polluting factories and power plants, raw sewage, toxic dumps, 

pesticides, freeways, the loss of wilderness, and the extinction of wildlife suddenly 

realized they shared common values (Earth Day Network History).”  This very public 

series of demonstrations and other claim-making events put the EM on a national stage, 

and helped facilitate the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency, the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1970, the Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972, the 

Endangered Species Act of 1973 and the Federal Pesticide Control Act of 1974.   
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But these acts only scratched the surface of environmental degradation and did 

not encompass the human rights notions inherent in the environmental justice portion of 

the campaign.  To make matters more difficult, the hundreds of groups forming to fight 

specific environmental battles quickly found themselves battling against one another in 

order to gain political clout for their tiny version of environmental protection instead of 

joining forces for the larger cause (Brulle 2000).  Environmental theorist Andrew 

Jamison defines this as a period of “differentiation” that ended in the mid-1980s, when 

the movement fused its environment and public health concerns and turned toward 

“internationalization” with a focus on larger projects that set global goals (Jamison 2001).   

In the wake of the publishing of Our Common Future and the Rio de Janeiro 

Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 and building upon the budding 

concept of sustainable development, the United Nations published Agenda 21, a global 

action plan with plans for implementation on a variety of development issues. Few U.S. 

environmental justice groups were at the table during these United Nations-organized 

events, as this global focus felt alien to the grassroots, localized organizations that 

populated this strain of the larger movement (Gottlieb 2005, p.20).  Also, possibly 

because of this global focus, many development professionals found practical application 

of this enormous set of abstract plans difficult.  As a result of this abstraction, Agenda 21 

has had little impact in the United States in the years directly after its publication 

(McDonald 1996, 228).  This international conference did honor the first green building 

rating system, the Austin Green Building Program, the coverage of which is said to have 

spurred the creation of the LEED Green Building Rating System by its founders at the 

USGBC (USGBC 2008).   

 

7.3.1 Ecological Modernization 

This stage in the movement also marks the development of many technology-oriented 

strands within the movement, as technological innovation was increasingly seen as a 

prerequisite for regulatory compliance within a competitive global marketplace.  The 

concept of eco-innovation, where trade-offs are superseded by new inventions that solve 

multiple problems with a single, cost-effective and eco-friendly solution, became popular 

in the marketplace.   Several books by renowned environmentalists published in this stage 
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argued for a marketable version of sustainability.  Natural Capitalism became bedside 

reading for the CEOs of many large corporations because of its persuasive argument that 

environmentally friendly business can be profitable (Hawken, Lovins and Lovins 1999).  

Hawken et al argue for a new system of production based on the concept of “natural 

capital.”  This reinvention of the market involves four main elements: 1) radical resource 

productivity, 2) biomimicry, 3) service and flow economy, 4) and reinvesting in natural 

capital.  Although these four elements do touch on the most wasteful practices in 

contemporary American culture, many of their analysis of best practices stems from a 

very shallow perspective.  These eco-innovations often have unintended consequences 

which create new problems (Hess 2008, p. 83).  For instance, in Natural Capitalism, 

Curitiba, Brazil is praised as the ideal city, without alluding to undemocratic process 

through which the policies to build this “sustainable city” were developed (Moore 2007).  

Nonetheless, the book did open the eyes of many businessmen to the unsustainable and 

shortsighted nature of our current market system.  

The most influential outcome of this focus on sustainable development is the rise 

of certification systems meant to encourage “green design.”  Jamison argues that these 

sorts of “entrepreneurial processes” mark a period of “ecological modernization” as the 

movement’s tenets are integrated into mainstream society (Jamison, 2001, p. 96).  The 

turn towards ecological modernization and its intensified focus on technology- and 

product-oriented movements that sought to change the marketplace also yielded 

important implications for the building industry. Increased regulation was rejected as the 

perpetuation of mediocrity because of the low, obscure nature of the standards accepted 

into the marketplace (McDonough and Braungart 2002). Most of these tools are green 

building rating systems intended as “market driven strategies to accelerate the adoption of 

green building practices (Gowri, 2004, p. 57).”  But rating systems, which are now an 

international craze, had humble, local beginnings.   

 

7.4 Green Building Assessment Systems 

In an effort to weave “green” ethics into the cognitive praxis of the building industry, 

many cities began adopting voluntary green building assessment systems in the 1990s.  
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Building codes vary wildly from state to state, with some states lacking any code at all, 

while others are grossly inadequate to tackle the environmental challenges the U.S. 

currently faces (Rawlins and Paterson 2010).  In response to this gap, progressive local 

municipalities, homebuilders associations, utility providers, and local environmental 

organizations have sponsored green building assessment systems that often focused on 

energy and resource conservation in the building industry.  Austin, Texas pioneered one 

of these programs in 1990, with Denver, Colorado and Santa Barbara County adopting 

similar systems within the next five years (Green Building Comes Home 2004, p. 34).  

By 2006, the National Association of Homebuilders (NAHB) counted over 61,000 homes 

certified under local green building systems— with the numbers beginning to rise 

exponentially around 2005 (Williams and Bourland 2008, p.108). Many of these local 

programs employ other assessment systems, such as the EPA Energy Star rating system, 

and use existing building codes to set benchmarks for energy and water usage that exceed 

these minimums.   

The power of these local assessment systems lies in their deep connection to the 

social, political, and ecological climates in their respective regions.  These systems often 

connect to training centers specifically catered to the requirements of the localized 

metrics, funded by the modest fees brought in for system participation.  In many of these 

cities, the programs are associated with rebates and development fee waivers that make 

participation appealing.  Participants would benefit from both the marketing potential of 

the local green building stamp of approval as well as the reduction in utility bills and 

improved health of residents.  Initially, the NAHB contentedly watched their local 

affiliates benefit from their municipal green building systems.  However, when a 

“sleeping giant began to stir” on the stage of national green building assessment in the 

beginning of the last decade, the NAHB got nervous about the potential for any system to 

morph into something regulatory in nature (Green Building Comes Home 2004, p. 34).   

Historians and practitioners alike have argued that these assessment systems 

“foreshadow North American building codes of the twenty-first century” This potential 

for green building metrics to become mandatory led the NAHB to enter into the code-

making discussion (Moore and Engstrom 2005, p. 51).  In 2008, the NAHB began its 

own green building certification system- NAHBgreen, which certified its 500th house in 
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the fall of 2009 (NAHB Green Building News, October 14, 2009).  But they were too late 

to gain control of the Green Building movement, as the United States Green Building 

Council’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) Program had already 

become a hegemonic force in the building industry.   

 

7.4.1 Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 

The United States Green Building Council (USGBC) was founded by Rick Fedrizzi, 

Mike Italiano and David Gottfried in 1993 to be a “national-reaching council, one that 

was comprehensive, open and included bankers, builders, architects and designers, 

manufacturers, environmentalists, government and utilities all in the same conversation” 

(USGBC Annual Report, 2008). The Austin Green Building Program, created by local 

green building experts Pliny Fisk III and Gail Vittori at the Center for Maximum 

Building Potential Systems, received international recognition at the 1992 Earth Summit 

in Rio, and was fresh in the minds of the three founders of the USGBC as they sought to 

create a national model for green building.  With the help of the American Institute of 

Architects, the first USGBC council meeting attracted sixty organizations and 

architecture firms in April of 1993. They proposed an “open and balanced coalition of the 

entire building industry that (would) manage its own green building rating system,” 

which would be funded by membership fees of $10,000- 15,000 depending on the size of 

the company (USGBC Annual Report “The First Council Meeting”, 2008).  Fusing 

elements of the Austin, Texas Green Building Rating System with Brittan’s recently 

adopted national model, Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment 

Method (BREEAM), the USGBC industry membership created and sanctioned LEED. 

Their intent was to foster the premier U.S. national green building certification system. 

In the LEED certification system, a building accrues points based on the 

implementation of energy and resource saving features in the areas of site planning, water 

management, energy management, material use, indoor environmental air quality, and 

innovation and design process.  By June 2007, over 1000 buildings had been certified, 

with “upwards of 13,000 commercial buildings and homes in the pipeline” under the 

auspices of LEED standards.  Originally created to regulate solely new commercial 

construction, LEED’s expanded system now accounts for existing buildings, commercial 
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interiors, neighborhoods, site development projects, schools, health care facilities, 

building core and shell and residential structures.  As of 2007, over 100 cities, 38 

universities, 25 states, and 13 federal agencies in the United States had adopted some sort 

of LEED related initiative (USGBC 2007).   

Other green building rating systems have been developed for the United States, 

including a U.S. version of BREEAM, CASBEE (Comprehensive Assessment System for 

Building Environmental Efficiency), GBTool, and Green Globes U.S.  The LEED tool 

has, however, quickly becoming the industry standard in the United States, as well as 

other countries.  Although originally based on local green building programs, LEED has 

grown into an international industry standard, asking buildings all over the world to 

conform to the same basic stipulations regardless of their climatic or cultural conditions.  

Many critics argue that this system has become too abstract, too point-driven, too 

time-consuming, too prone to greenwashing and too expensive (Schendler 2005). Often 

citizens complain that the buildings produced are aesthetically displeasing and/or out of 

character for their local context.  For an internationally applied point system, the evenly 

weighted criteria did not equate with sound building priorities for many climactic zones.  

Thus, practitioners quickly realized that many good design decisions would be 

compromised in the quest for points. Raphael Sperry, a LEED certified architect and 

President of Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility, sees the system to 

have increasing value, but argues that the weighting on the scorecard is still problematic:  

USGBC has pushed past fad.  They are focused on setting standards— pushing 

principals on a project-by-project level where they can operationalize the values.  

They’ve been working on weighting their credits and they've made it better, but 

they are still not accurate.  They haven't really addressed the incommensurate 

items on the scorecard— how much is green house gas pollution worth compared 

to minimizing toxicity to human health? (Sperry 2009).  

 

Because the USGBC is composed of contributing membership organizations and firms, 

most of which are primarily from the building industries, environmental groups argue 

that many of the requirements favor industry prerogatives over environmental benefits 

(Moore 2003).    
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Many environmental justice advocates push the critique further, finding fault in 

the lack of a focus on equity in the rating system (Oden 2010).  Leslie Moody, Executive 

Director for the Partnership for Working Families, worries about the track LEED seems 

to be on, that it  

could fly forward and make a great impact on carbon footprint of all these 

developments and leave tons of workers and tons of community members behind.  

Because who has access to the jobs, who helps maintain these systems once they 

are built?  There is definitely a push from all of our organizations that 

environment without equity is greenwashing poverty (2009).  

 

Critics hold that the certification process requires too much paperwork for nonprofit 

organizations with limited capacity and the testing costs related to the certification 

process often prevented many LEED designed buildings from actually getting certified.  

Some municipalities only require use of the LEED assessment checklist, but not actually 

the completion commissioning process in order to avoid assuming the extra costs 

associated with this process (Retzlaff 2009, p. 70).  LEED supporters argue that the 

commissioning process is vital to ensuring the productivity of the green building features 

post-building installation.  However, with most LEED buildings adding a premium of an 

average of 5% to the project costs, developments with limited budgets often have to cut 

other costs or social programs to fund this green premium (Yudelson 2008, p. 45).  So, 

for those without subsidy, the desire for LEED certification can supersede other values of 

sustainable development (economy, ecology, and equity) that the system claims to 

espouse.   

With so many complaints, most systems would surely break under the weight of 

such criticism.  But, the USGBC continues to remain true to their open framework, in 

which public comment is not only heard, but also acted upon with each revision of the 

metric and the organizational structure supporting it. The LEED consensus process 

includes self-proclaimed “balanced and transparent committee structure, technical 

advisory groups that ensure scientific consistency and rigor, opportunities for stakeholder 

comment and review, member ballot of new rating systems, and a fair and open appeals 

process”  (USGBC, LEED Rating Systems).  In order to remain contact with fresh, 
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relevant thinkers, term limits have been put into place for all governing board members; 

meanwhile 74 local chapter organizations provide constant feedback on the local 

conditions affected by LEED to maintain its relevance as the industry evolves.  

The niche that the USGBC fills most effectively for the movement is that of 

“knowledge broker” for ecological design techniques (Kioski 2010).  As discussed in 

Chapter 2, knowledge brokers are essential entities in any process of socio-political 

change that connects emerging research and technological innovation to practical policy 

applications (Rogers 2003).  Serving as the cheerleader for important ideas that might 

otherwise get lost in the political negotiation process, a knowledge broker provides a 

platform for public discussion regarding policy innovations as they are proposed, refined 

and adopted across the political landscape (Thompson, Estabrooks, & Degner, 2006).  

Because knowledge brokers have the power to frame the discourse as it enters the public 

domain, they are exceptionally influential.   

In this role, the USGBC developed a structure for education and political 

advocacy that successfully posits the tenets of green building within legislative 

discussions that otherwise might continue to ignore this realm of the Environmental 

Movement.  For instance, in order to streamline the certification process, the USGBC 

helped create the Green Building Certification Institute in 2008, which now serves as a 

third-party certification body both for the LEED projects themselves and for the 

accreditation of those professionals approved to guide these LEED projects through the 

design, development and certification stages.  The checklist now includes a more flexible 

point system that gives more weight to certain points in certain regions.   

The USGBC advocates an integrated design process that acknowledges the 

limitations of the tool as a creative guide, allowing participants to “agree on a vision that 

affirms their values, on a process for employing the tool, and then a path to look beyond 

it” (Vittori 2009).  Based on Rogers’ (2003) model of the Innovation-Decision Process 

outlined in Chapter 2, ideally the LEED checklist would be part of the knowledge-

building stage of any design process.  Engaging the tool at this early state in the decision-

making process would allow for competent technocrats to further craft their own opinions 

about each technology and subsequently adopt or reject those that prove inadequate as the 

project matures. The LEED certification system does not yet provide enough space 
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within its metric to encourage the creative decision-making processes that lead to design 

innovation.  In terms of its role as a knowledge-builder in the building trades regarding 

green building technologies, however, LEED certification systems and their associated 

training programs do serve a valuable purpose. 

In response to the critiques that LEED ignores issues of social equity, the USGBC 

created an affordable housing program that “rewards the intrinsic resource efficiencies of 

affordable housing in the LEED for Homes rating system” (Overview of Initiative for 

Affordable Housing, USGBC).  Funded by the Home Depot Foundation, this program 

was initially created solely to provide grants for affordable housing projects to become 

LEED certified. It also now administers outreach, education, and grants to cover 

registration, verification and certification fees associated with LEED certification for 

affordable housing projects.  USGBC Affordable Housing Initiative Coordinator Casius 

Pealer organizes a free affordable housing summit prior to Greenbuild (the annual 

meeting of the USGBC), coordinates a grants program in conjunction with the Home 

Depot and Enterprise Community Foundations, works with policymakers to push the 

boundaries of relevant regulatory issues, and helps the USGBC work the tenets of social 

equity into all levels of their organization (as it is expressed in their recent strategic plan).   

Pealer argues that one reason that environmental values are so well represented in 

most “sustainable” policies is because they are so easy to measure. He is working hard in 

his new role to make new sustainable policies more balanced.  

We often get green building bills where everything in it is about energy and we 

have to remind them that there is a lot more at play.  We need to better articulate 

it— it is a lot harder to monetize indoor air quality than energy and water 

efficiencies.  We can't make specific statements about direct improvements on 

health, although we know that it would have a huge effect on the nation's health if 

more measures were taken to improve it (Pealer, personal correspondence, 

October 29, 2009).   

 

But he points out that weaving social equity into the metrics themselves is such a difficult 

process that the USGBC could continue to leave out of their green building metric system 

in any explicit manner— “the boundaries are so fuzzy, where does it end? Who is 
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included in the “community”?  And there are a whole lot of restrictions that already exist 

in the affordable housing context at least.”   

The USGBC recently reorganized a social equity committee, but many committee 

members predict that the fruits of this committee might only stretch as far as some sort of 

additional certificate, rather than a change in the primary metrics themselves.  For Pealer, 

affordable housing already is well represented within the larger green building program 

already. Out of 3000 units certified through the LEED for Homes program, 1000 are 

considered affordable by the federal government standards (Casius Pealer, personal 

correspondence, October 29, 2009).  The strong presence of affordable housing projects 

within the LEED for Homes portfolio is due, in part, to the Initiative’s new grants 

program.   

Many leaders in the USGBC governing structure argue that LEED need not bear 

the burdens of the entire EM, and that it might not even be the best venue to represent 

some of its values.  Gail Vittori, co-creator of the Austin Green Building Program and 

2008-2009 Chair of the USGBC Executive Committee at the time of the interview, 

pointed out that this tool represents the professional side of a much larger movement.  For 

Vittori, LEED’s focus on “market transfer is an effective way to cast the net broadly, but 

LEED does not frame the entire movement’s view of the world (Gail Vittori, personal 

correspondence, July 3, 2008).”  She argues that although it is the point of entry for many 

architectural professionals, the movement must continue to stretch well beyond the 

boundaries of LEED.  This turn in the larger architectural profession towards the “triple 

bottom line” ethic pushes the industries beyond the status quo now perpetuated by LEED, 

which will be a main point of discussion in the following chapter.  Within the EM, 

however, affordable housing remains the primary venue in which social justice values are 

represented.  In an effort to better incorporate affordable housing into the LEED rating 

system, the USGBC has partnered with Enterprise Community Partners.  Enterprise’s 

Green Communities Initiative is a well-respected green building assessment system 

tailored specifically to affordable housing developers.   

 

7.4.2 The Green Communities Initiative 
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The USGBC has partnered with Enterprise Community Partners (ECP) to widen the 

breadth of both organizations. As the USGBC benefits from ECP’s knowledge of the 

affordable housing community, the ECP can benefit from the widespread acceptance of 

the LEED metric.  Enterprise Community Partners (formerly the Enterprise Foundation) 

is a nonprofit organization that assists affordable housing developers with advocacy, 

financing and sustainable community development.  Their Green Communities Initiative 

(GCI) began in 2004 as the “first national framework for healthy, efficient, 

environmentally smart affordable homes” (GCI 2009).   

Stephen Goldsmith, who was the Director of the Rose Fellowship at the time of 

interview and a leading figure in the creation of the GCI, noted that the Initiative did not 

come about overnight.  After years as an advisory board member and then as a staff 

member arguing for the need for “the development of green building strategies for 

affordable housing that interconnected the meanings of Economy, Ecology, and Equity, it 

was not until the CEO of Enterprise read an article about building life cycle costs that he 

finally saw the benefits of what we were proposing (Goldsmith, personal correspondence, 

March 20, 2010).”  Goldsmith invited Gail Vittori, who helped develop the Austin Green 

Building Program, and a few other ECP staff members to Sundance, Utah for a long 

weekend of program development for this green, affordable housing framework.  

Initially, the primary document was a handbook of sorts that educated practitioners on the 

importance of weighing green building basics with a sensitive to materiality, climate, and 

culture.  The metric itself was built out of this primary document, through the 

collaborative efforts of a team of practitioners from Enterprise, the AIA, the American 

Planning Association, the National Resources Defense Council, Southface, Global Green 

USA, the Center for Maximum Potential Building Systems, and the National Center for 

Health Housing.  This carefully crafted checklist, much like the handbook on which it 

was based, was informed by the best practices from the existing metrics including the 

Austin Green Building Program, Seattle’s SeaGreen Program, and LEED (Williams and 

Bourland 2008, p.110).  

The GCI successfully pairs grant funding, loan programs, and technical assistance 

to affordable housing developers willing to comply with the Green Communities Criteria.  

The GCI criteria stresses the integrated design process above all other funding priorities, 
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in the hope of ensuring that the primary vision and the project team’s mission stay intact 

once the checklist begins to influence the decision-making process.  Infill development, 

access to transit, and walkability are major foci of the mandatory portion of the GCI 

metric, in addition to site, energy, water and other performance measures that all pair 

well with the LEED checklist.   

Together, these two checklists formed a new standard for development. Although 

many cities have mandated that publicly funded buildings comply with the LEED and 

GCI standards, Washington D.C. became the first city to require private developers to 

meet the LEED standard for commercial and the GCI standard for residential projects 

with the D.C. Green Building Act of 2007.  However, GCI funding is very competitive 

for affordable housing projects; most applicants only receive partial funding, if any at all. 

Many affordable housing projects still find themselves without the outside funding 

required to subsidize the sustainable features necessary to ensure that their projects are 

the most efficient, healthy, and environmentally friendly buildings they can be.   

Banks have begun to consider the widespread use of energy efficient mortgages 

and Congress has debated other methods of creative financing/incentivizing green 

affordable housing.  However, until financing for green features does not result in a 

reduction in the amount of affordable housing produced, the two realms will continue to 

be at odds when additional subsidy is not available.  Dana Bourland, Vice President of 

Green Initiatives at ECP, admits, “more resources are needed to provide education, 

training, and technical assistance” to grassroots affordable housing providers to ensure 

that an equitable amount of moderate and lower income families benefit from the green 

building movement (Williams and Bourland 2008, p. 118).  To date, these values have 

not been successfully represented as a common language through any green building 

metrics in the U.S., but such a thing is vital to institutionalizing the theories of sustainable 

development into built form (Dammann and Elle 2006). A growing number of 

professionals and underserved community members together are realizing the potential of 

fusing the tenets of the environmental movement with that of civil rights to favor “triple-

bottom line development” that truly balances the ethics of all three E’s within a single 

project.  
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7.5 Co-opting Industry 

 

If the desert is growing, forest disappearing, malnutrition increasing, and people 

in urban areas living in very bad conditions, it is not because we are lacking 

resources but the kind of policy implemented by our rulers, by the elite group. 

Denying people rights and peoples' interests is pushing us to a situation where it is 

only the poverty that has a very prosperous future in Africa… It is only free 

people, people who have rights, who are mature and responsible citizens, who 

then participate in the development and in the protection of the environment. 

(WCED Public Hearing, Nairobi, 23 September 1986) 

 

The USGBC has become an incredibly effective knowledge broker for environmental 

values and is poised to have increasing influence over future development patterns as its 

metrics institutionalize certain socio-technical patterns for the building industry. Yet, to 

date, they have not effectively found a venue to balance the equity dimensions of 

sustainability effectively in their regulatory framework.  As a leader speaking at the 

public hearings related to the Brundtland Commission expressed all too well in the quote 

above, any issue regarding humanity’s relationship to environmental resources 

encompasses issues of both environmental and civil rights.  But regardless of the sage 

wisdom of our world leaders over two decades ago when they codified the three tensions 

needing balance in order to achieve sustainable development, until very recently these 

movements remained largely separate entities.   

Unlike the disability rights movement, the environmental movement never 

managed to find a frame of collective action that did not involve some sort of 

irreconcilable tradeoff of other highly valued goals (Light 2010). The eco-centric ethics 

of preservationists privilege the preservation of nature over the needs of man.  In contrast, 

conservations and public health advocates hold more anthropocentric conceptions of 

environmental issues that focus on the benefits and consequences of various land uses for 

humanity.  This struggle continues just as strongly today as it did in the creation of our 

national park system more than a century ago.  Ecological modernists see the reform of 

industry on a global scale as primary to the EM, while EJ advocates remain focused on 
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the remediation of pollutants in their local communities.  Although it is widely argued 

that social equity is a necessity to any effort to improve the environment (WCED 1987, 

Hawken 2009, Oden 2010), social justice remains outside the scope of most claims to 

sustainable development.  The New York Times captured the debate in a recent Green 

Issue of their magazine by saying, “if a project generates less carbon but disrupts a local 

community, it forces the poor to take responsibility for the pollution of the rich and 

reinforces a model of development that created the problem of global warming in the first 

place (Taylor 2008).”  Many environmental historians see the future of the environmental 

movement as one of compromise and creativity— a reform environmentalism “that is 

democratic and inclusive, an environmentalism of equity and social justice, an 

environmentalism of linked natural and human elements, and environmentalism of 

transformation (Gottlieb 2005, p. 404).”  STS scholar David Hess (2007) argues that the 

environmental justice movement would benefit from the creation of its own technology-

engaged movement as it better articulates its goals, and the organizations constituting 

such a movement are already beginning to coalesce.   

In sum, although the EM benefits from a critical mass of claim-making entities 

including preservationists and environmental justice advocates, from strong knowledge-

brokering organizations like the USGBC, and from widespread public appreciation for 

the cause, the movement still lacks an integrated collective action frame to unify its 

efforts.  In this chapter I argue that without such an inclusive frame, the EM will not 

codify their values into civic urban form.  Like Gottlieb, I am positing that a holistic 

frame encapsulating the triple-bottom-line ethics of sustainability could successfully 

coalesce the spectrum of values represented within the EM.  However, until social justice 

advocates and environmental advocates receive equal room at the code-making table, a 

legitimate socio-environmental frame for urban development will not materialize.  

New hybrid coalitions, which successfully reframe the issues of the 

Environmental movement to include the priorities of civil rights activists and other 

interest groups focused on social justice, provide both movements with a stronger, united 

front.  The next chapter will focus on the formation and definition of these networks of 

hybrid coalitions, and their potential to impact the built environment as a new type of 

spatially just social movement.   
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Chapter 8: Spatial Justice Movement(s)—Same Songs, New Spaces 

 

There can be no green movement unless there is also a black, brown and copper 

movement… There is no question that the environmental movement is critical to 

our survival.  Our house is literally burning, and it is only logical that 

environmentalists expect the social justice movement to get on the environmental 

bus.  But it is the other way around; the only way we are going to put out the fire 

is to get on the social justice bus and heal our wounds, because in the end, there is 

only one bus…What will guide us is a living intelligence that creates miracles 

every second, carried forth by a movement with no name (Hawken 2007, p. 190). 

 

This chapter discusses what I refer to as spatial justice proto-movements.  They are 

constituted of the growing web of environmentalists, environmental justice advocates, 

disability rights advocates, civil rights advocates and others beginning to see the value of 

building coalitions with each other to fight for their collective values.  Spatial justice 

proto-movements are the most recent wave of hybrid movements that are skilled at 

reframing their interests as part of a larger whole in order to make real, lasting change in 

the built environment.   Some argue the new wave of movements exist due to the 

globalized nature of Internet Age communication (Melucci 1996).  Others, however, see 

a new understanding about the political will of coalition building.  In either case, old 

movements are finding new ways to reinvent themselves through strategic and very 

powerful alliances with previously adversarial interest groups.   

This collection of hybrid campaigns, propelled by national networks like Right to 

the City Alliance (RTTC) and the Partnership for Working Families (PWF), coalesce the 

concerns of activist, citizens, academics and practitioners in their claims for spatial 

justice.  This study takes particular interest in the ways many of these groups imagine 

how their values might become codified as physical space.  The PWF, for example, 

creates Community Benefit Agreements that ensure local development will be 

considerate of and beneficial to the communities in which they are built.  The Right to the 

City Alliance, for a second example, is working towards the development of a national 
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“People’s Platform” to encourage elected officials to better serve the needs of the 

citizenry. A third hybrid group, the Social, Economic, and Environmental Design (SEED) 

Network, is trying to create a system of supporting and empowering community-based 

design.  They are doing so by linking new agendas to current systems, like the U.S. Green 

Building Council’s LEED rating system, to include social equity as a balanced part of 

their framework for sustainable development.   

The outcome of SEED’s campaign is still to be determined, but efforts to refine 

and to revise the current LEED certification system are of great importance to the general 

trajectory of sustainable development.  As will be detailed in this chapter, there are a 

myriad of groups using a variety of tools to widen the definition of sustainable 

development to better include the notions of social equity on which it was originally 

built.  Although these groups have not yet united with enough force to build the 

widespread momentum of a true social movement, this constellation of organizations has 

the potential to make great change if they coordinate their efforts towards the realization 

of their shared goals (Hawken, 2007).   

 

8.1 Origins of the Movement(s) 

Pinpointing a place of origin for a movement that has barely articulated a collective 

vision, much less agreed on a set of boundaries, is a difficult business.  In Blessed Unrest, 

Paul Hawken estimates that there are “over one—and maybe even two—million 

organizations working toward ecological sustainability and social justice,” later going so 

far as to say that it is “the largest movement in human history”  (Hawken 2007, pp. 2-4).  

He is quick to point out that this is not a “movement” under any conventional definition.   

It appears to have no defined leaders, no manifesto, no standard model. However, outside 

the narratives often perpetuated by the media, social movements are neither linear in their 

development nor cleanly delineated from other types of activism.  The important factor is 

that some groups have the will to align their shared interests to make a stronger whole.  

But, if some groups have found ways to collaborate very well with their slightly different 

brethren, others still see themselves as ideologically unique in the fight for green, 

equitable development.  
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This disconnect between groups might be related to ideological lineage. Hybrid 

groups tend to see their roots as coming from a previous movement, whether it be civil 

rights, environmental justice, or the labor movement as discussed in Chapters 5-7.  Tilly 

would not argue that these groups must fuse missions, visions and identities in order to 

work effectively towards mutually beneficial goals as a larger movement.  Rather, he 

would agree with Hawken’s argument for more direct communication between these 

groups as a means to reframe old identities.  My argument is that, although the history of 

the spatial justice proto-movements as a singular movement is not yet written, these 

nascent, hybrid, grassroots collectives are worthy of further investigation.  Their 

collective mission has intrinsic worth and their potential worth as a synergistic whole is 

even greater.  

 

8.2 Claim (re)Making 

So, one might ask, how does one identify a social movement in formation?  Employing 

Charles Tilly’s term WUNC, defined in Chapter 1 as Worthiness, Unity, Numbers, and 

Commitment is a place to begin.  Employing these concepts to identify the noteworthy 

features of any constellation of groups, one can better grasp the boundaries of an 

amorphous collective. First, worthiness could easily be credited to for this proto-

movement.   Major foundations, like the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations, and of 

course, the Clinton Climate Initiative, all paired their interest in climate change with the 

needs of lower income populations most effected by this environmental degradation.  

Second, unity can be credited to the umbrella groups previously mentioned – the Right to 

the City Alliance (RTTC) and Partnership for Working Families (PWF).  Both groups 

serve to connect, align and organize their membership groups spread across the United 

States toward common goals.   The nature and strategies of these two aforementioned 

groups will be discussed later in this chapter.   

Third, Paul Hawken does a wonderful job of expressing the presence of this 

collective in numbers.  He goes so far as to create an international database of 

organizations called WiserEarth to which any interested organization can add itself.  But, 

fourth, as far as displays of collective commitment are concerned, the entire claim to 
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movement status begins to fall apart.  The aforementioned umbrella groups, for instance, 

each have just under 20 member organizations nation-wide, and both are working 

towards national platforms that express their goals.  But these two umbrella organizations 

do not necessarily see their interests as aligned in the way Hawken and myself might 

argue.  These groups are unwaveringly committed to their goals, whether they are green 

jobs or fighting gentrification.  But to date, they do not see a direct alignment with other, 

slightly different groups as pivotal to their collective success.  No collective action 

frames have been produced to capture the collaborative potential of this proto-movement.    

The design profession plays a particularly interesting role in this drama.  Many 

architects and planners of this generation choose their profession to champion the concept 

of sustainable development.  Frustrated with the imbalance between the three Es of 

sustainability, design professional have recently assumed a new attitude about their role 

in the mitigation of social and environmental ills.  Building from the civil rights legacy of 

the Community Design Center tradition, new design-based organizations have begun to 

develop a national and international humanitarian presence that fuses social ethics with 

the environmental ethic (Bell and Wakeford 2009).  National entities like the SEED 

Network and Architecture for Humanity and Public Architecture are among the nonprofit 

organizations that hope to empower underserved populations with the integrative tools of 

the design professions.  With savvy marketing skills and the knowledge-building 

expertise of entities like the USGBC in tow, these organizations have the intellectual 

capacity to galvanize the grassroots, hybrid networks by effectively arguing for one 

cohesive and collective force.  Professional strains of this spatial justice movement will 

be discussed further in this chapter, and compared with their grassroots, community-

based brethren.  

 

8.3 Campaigns and Strategies 

With so much internal collaboration already embedded in the very fabric of these 

organizations, it is not surprising that no external frame for collective action has 

materialized to date.  Umbrella organizations like RTTC, PWF and the SEED Network 

already bring together diverse organizations from across the country, typically advocating 



 134 

for spatial justice on a local scale.  These three umbrella organizations are best 

understood as rich networks of practitioners woven together by a few key staff members.  

It is dedicated staff who maintain the cyber space, organize periodic workshops through 

which member organizations connect, and further the development of a shared language. 

   

8.3.1 Umbrella Organizations 

Contemporary social movements are segmented, reticular, polysepalous networks 

(Melluci p.345). 

 

The modern social movement depends largely on constellations of networks that mobilize 

large groups of participants towards a particular set of goals meant to address a much 

broader array of issues.  Movements strive to be, at once, generally global and intensely 

situated (Mellucci 1996).  In the case of what Gottlieb referred to as reform 

environmentalism, several umbrella organizations play pivotal roles in the definition, 

organization, mobilization of movement ideals.  With the exception of the 

aforementioned organizations stemming from the design professions that will be 

discussed below, the Right to the City Alliance (RTTC) and the Partnership for Working 

Families (PWF) are the most spatially oriented of these networks.  Associations of local, 

grassroots organizations founded both the RTTC and the PWF in realization that lasting 

local change required resource mobilization and policy development on a national scale.  

Because umbrella networks must translate the situated experiences of their constituencies 

into a shared language to set their national agendas, groups like the RTTC and PWF are 

also critical alliance building entities for the movement.   

 

8.3.1.1 Right to the City Alliance 

RTTC was founded as a national alliance by three localized organizations: Tenants and 

Workers United in Northern Virginia, Strategic Action for a Just Economy in Los 

Angeles, and the Miami Workers Center.   Building on the 2004 World Social Forum’s 

Right to the City Charter, these three organizations sought to “introduce a broader 

framework that looked beyond one subset of issues or neighborhoods to grapple with the 

basic principals on what the right to the city means- around the rights of urban dwellers to 
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healthy living, shelter, food, democratic participation and power (Valerie Taing, personal 

correspondence, October 29, 2008).” 

After a few years of discussion, in January 2007 these three organizations invited 

20 groups doing similar work from a similar approach to a confernce.  The conference 

focused on leadership development, political development in low-income communities of 

color, challenging neoliberal policies, and actively building a base of power to challenge 

unwanted policies.  By June of that year, over 300 grassroots organizers from seven 

major cities convened during the U.S. Social Forum to ratify the RTTC Alliance.  Valerie 

Taing, the Alliance’s National Coordinator, recalls that the idea began as a  

space to share best practices and challenges in the work- and how this frame 

resonated in people's work- and out of that formed this national alliance with the 

understanding that while these issues happen on a local level (disinvestment and 

public infrastructure and what not) they were also happening on regional, state, 

federal, and international levels. (personal correspondence, October 29, 2008) 

 

And although Taing agrees that the network does use a race and class analysis 

reminiscent of the environmental justice movement, she notes that their environmental 

justice workgroup is still new and that the RTTC interests stretch much beyond one issue.  

She reasoned that, “We are larger than that. We are working towards an urban social 

movement that connects these struggles around racial, economic, indigenous, and 

environmental justice, as well as health, housing, privatization, representation, etcetera 

(Taing, personal correspondence, October 29, 2008).”   

 The structure of the Alliance is relatively simple, with core members as the 

organization’s governing body.  A formal core region must have at least three core 

member organizations and an allied member organization or research ally. New 

organizations must be actively involved in leadership building and base building in low 

income communities or communities of color.  Each city and region functions 

autonomously, meaning that they are free to build their network how they see fit.  A 

steering committee comprised of one chosen representative from each of the official 

regions comprises the national leadership.  The membership organizations, through their 

national representatives, then propose workgroups that focus the network’s efforts.  
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These workgroups constantly evolve, but include topics like post-Katrina New Orleans, 

tenant organizing, best practices, civic engagement, and most recently, Environmental 

Justice.  

 A major distinction between RTTC and other base-building organizations is their 

engagement with intellectuals.  Academics of the highest caliber, including the originator 

of much of the theory on spatial inequity, Geographer David Harvey, work alongside 

lawyers, activists and community members to identify the best methods to institutionalize 

learning and analysis into their work.  But, even with the support of storied intellectuals, 

the conundrum of how to organize these local grassroots organizations towards national 

action did not prove easy to solve.  The decision-making structure for the larger Alliance 

seems difficult to solidify, with so many regional priorities to balance.  When interviewed 

in the fall of 2008, Ms. Taing said that the RTTC Alliance was undergoing an 

organizational process to understand what a national platform should include.   

In the two years after its inception, the Alliance solicited and selected several 

proposals from their member cities for collective action.  The first was a jazz funeral 

march, held during the U.S. Conference of Mayors in June 2008 in Miami.  This action 

also included an alternative People’s State of the City Summit, which included an urban 

strategies round table.  At the roundtable, “the idea was to challenge (the) members and 

participating leaders to think through more strategically on how we do this work and 

what we need to win as a national alliance (Valerie Taing, personal correspondence, 

October 29, 2008).”  The second action was regional in scope, involving a set of 

coordinated actions across the gulf coast on August 29th (the anniversary of Hurricane 

Katrina).  This action attempted to “connect local demands with national demands 

because rebuilding efforts in New Orleans have been described as ‘gentrification on 

steroids’ (Valerie Taing, personal correspondence, October 29, 2008).” 

Discussions of an urban platform have begun; however to date, only New York 

City has developed a citywide anti-gentrification network trying to expand a citywide 

urban platform.  Nonetheless, within the first 18 months of existence, this organization 

doubled in size, both geographically and institutionally.  The infectious nature with which 

organizations, activists and intellectuals flocked to the Alliance is indicative of its 

potential power to engage, organize and mobilize local advocacy groups toward national 



 137 

urban issues in an unprecedented and deeply valuable way.  The groups associated 

through the RTTC vary wildly in terms of the tactics employed, or even constituencies 

represented. What all RTTC member organizations and their allies do share is a genuine 

interest in disarming neo-liberal policies in order to re-position minorities and lower 

income communities as key local development decision-makers.  In sum, the RTTC can 

be characterized as an alliance of grassroots organizations that provides a national 

platform for the democratic claims of its membership.   

Although there are very few models to which the RTTC Alliance could look for 

inspiration, the Partnership for Working Families is a rare example from which to learn.  

It is a mature, hybrid national network that supports alliances between environmental and 

social justice advocates.   

 

8.3.1.2 Partnership for Working Families 

In the last decade of the 20th century, a group of local nonprofit organizations, all rooted 

in the principles of the labor movement, came together to formally collaborate on fund 

raising and to share best practices.  What developed was the Partnership for Working 

Families, a national network of community-based organizations 

dedicated to building power and reshaping the economy and urban environment 

for workers and communities. (The) movement shares a commitment to 

expanding and connecting community and worker organizing for quality jobs, 

affordable housing, shared prosperity, and a healthy environment (PWF About 

Us).  

 

Now comprised of sixteen local organizations and a national staff operating across three 

states, the Partnership for Working Families (PWF) provides legal, political, and financial 

advice to its member organizations.  Unlike the RTTC Alliance, which takes direction 

from its member organizations, the PWF forwards a national agenda to its membership. 

However, this agenda is still based in the challenges and successes of the local partners.  

Much like the Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund functioned for the disability 

rights movement, the PWF also operates a Community Benefits Law Center (CBLC).  

The CBLC helps local agencies negotiate community benefit agreements, draft the 
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binding contracts that codify agreements, and push policies that further the goals of the 

organization and its members.  The CBLC’s primary raison d'être is knowledge building.  

Much like their parent organization, the CBLC’s goal is to “build a national network of 

attorneys with expertise in the community benefits field, giving individual attorneys the 

ability to share strategies, advise each other, work collaboratively, and build on each 

others’ victories in communities across the country (CBLC about us).”  The PWF and the 

CBLC work together to hold conferences that train member organizations and their 

collaborators from law, policy, and grassroots organizations in the most effective 

methods to institutionalize real change.  More accomplished, older organizations such as 

the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy (LAANE), and the East Bay Alliance for a 

Sustainable Economy (EBASE) are matched with smaller, less seasoned member 

organizations with similar political composition to ensure the most direct and effective 

knowledge transfer.    

Although labor unions have a strong heritage that is distinct from their anti-

growth (and thus anti-job) environmental activist counterparts, umbrella organizations 

like PWF have helped to bring these groups together.  Locally rooted coalitions between 

the (traditionally antagonistic) environmentalist and labor unions have formed all over 

the country, employing their collective political powers to reach shared goals.  In fact, the 

power of the coalition formed between environmentalists and the LAANE, one of the 

strongest of PWF’s member organizations, drove reporters at the L.A. Times to refer to 

them as the “Unholy Alliance” because of the force of their collective power against 

industry.  LAANE’s Executive Director, Madeline Janis, sees this collaboration as an 

“inside/outside strategy” that holds the best formula for real change.  “Using zoning 

powers in lots of creative ways,” these sorts of coalitions are reclaiming traditional land 

use regulations and using them to recreate space in patterns that they see as more just 

(Janis, personal correspondence, August 13, 2008). 

Leslie Moody, Executive Director of PWF, is well suited to grapple with this sort 

of unlikely alliance building.  She began her career in the world of environmental 

organizing, only to move later to the world of labor activism.  Although now she very 

much sits on the side of the labor activists, she sees this alliance building as critical to the 

success of both movements.  She holds that, 
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We are working with NRC and the Sierra Club, as well as regional environmental 

justice groups, and the work bears even bigger fruit than just working with the 

labor movement alliances.  If you make the table bigger and bigger, the asks can 

be bigger and bigger and the momentum behind it becomes stronger.  The labor 

movement has been isolated from the nonprofit world, so we feel like there is 

space at the table for us to come in and represent those values. (Moody 2009) 

 

The labor unions are well versed in the negotiation tactics required to find common 

ground with community developers, while environmental activists can use the newfound 

support of mainstream society to mobilize the media and community groups to speak in 

support of their cause.  The pairing seems perfect.   

Of course, fusing the interests of these groups has not been seamless.  Advocates 

experience an inherent fear of losing ground when you embark on a negotiation process 

that includes another marginalized party’s interests.  Trust building is a critical aspect of 

this process, but in some cases, the notion of trade-offs still hampers an otherwise 

creative process regardless of the trust between the groups (Feeberg 2009). Moody recalls 

the early attempts of these two groups to join forces from her experience as the head of 

the Denver AFL-CIO: 

About ten years ago, we had some big fights in (Denver) with the environmental 

movement about the way to go with public investment.  We had a $5 billion 

public investment and we viewed the major hubs as sites where we could focus 

our interests on housing and jobs— you know, just an opportunity for the City to 

create a housing economy through public investment, and the enviros were scared 

that this would scare off smart growth developers and push everyone outside the 

city.  So we really experienced that pitting of interests, you know, their interests 

was greening the climate, reducing auto emissions, and creating urban infill, and 

that is our interest too, but more so it is that new infrastructure should support 

working class families that otherwise have to drive sixty miles because they don't 

make enough money to buy a Prius. Negotiating and navigating that relationship 

is tricky… And now it is to the point where the enviros are really looking to 
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develop relationships with us around green jobs. (personal correspondence, July 

29, 2009) 

 

Despite their disagreements, the labor- environmental, or Blue-Green, Alliance now 

shares two very compelling paradigms.  Green Jobs, or “blue collar employment that has 

been upgraded to better respect the environment,” has benefited from widespread media 

attention and lip service from politicians (Jones 2008, p. vi).  President Obama has 

committed much of the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding to 

weatherization projects that give energy efficiency a down-home image.  Van Jones, just 

as he was moving into his short term in the Obama Administration, exclaimed that we 

would save the planet, not with “a solar powered ray gun, but a caulk gun (Van Jones 

2009).”  Foundations also have begun identifying this paradigm as a wonderful 

opportunity to fund something integrative; in response to this influx of funding, green 

retrofitting programs are cropping up all over the country.  The recent interest in greening 

existing homes also offers another opportunity for collaboration between the various 

sectors of the EM and social justice advocates. The public health concerns inherent in 

sealing up an old, and possibly moldy house, must be considered in tandem with any 

technological fix like the retrofitting of old home.   

The other hybrid tool employed by the PWF, Community Benefit Agreements, 

receives less media attention, but has been effectively executed in many different venues.  

It has arguably yielded a much wider impact on physical landscape and its citizenry than 

the concept of Green Jobs has had to date.   

 

Community Benefit Agreements 

When promises are not enforceable, community groups that care about those 

promises are justly skeptical as to whether they will be kept—and are wise to take 

that into account when considering whether to support or oppose a project. This 

concern has been part of the impetus toward CBAs, which are only one of several 

viable legal mechanisms that can create private enforcement rights with regard to 

community benefits commitments. (Gross 2008, p. 36) 
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Community Benefit Agreements (CBA) are binding contracts which define the 

responsiblities of a wide array of community stakeholders associated with development 

projects in the community. The stakeholders include environmental advocates, 

environmental justice advocates, housing advocates and worker advocates, as well as 

governmental leaders and relevant financial institutions.  PWF and its legal arm, CBLC, 

share concern over the recent co-optation of this tool to brand projects that include only a 

surface level of political negotiation or engagement.  With the rise in popularity of the 

tool, several recent projects with either limited authentic involvement from the 

community, or where the agreements produced were not enforceable still claimed to be 

CBAs: 

Developers in these cities have a long history of negotiating with residents around 

building codes, zoning issues, traffic and construction- you know, things that are 

really simple- and that is not a CBA.  That is just a developer listening to the 

needs of his community. Developers want to call it one now, they want to say, ‘oh 

yea, we are doing that- we are your friends.’  But it is really about going beyond 

one issue- it is about the comprehensive impact of the project, and not just the 

development itself, but the impact on the tax base.  Is it taking money away from 

protective services or education or other critical city services?  Do you have a 

plan to ameliorate that?  Continually asking those types of questions.  Because 

we've seen CBAs in New York City where the developer gets his deal and he 

gives $500K to some community organization to do local hires, and that is not 

really a CBA.  That is a transactional relationship— that is a shakedown (laughs).  

We are very clear that money should not be changing hands as part of that 

negotiation.  It doesn't mean that money can't be put in a pot that the City then 

allocates or would be allocated by some other process, but it shouldn't be done by 

any player at the table (Leslie Moody, personal correspondence, July 29, 2009). 

 

What distinguishes a true CBA from imposters is inclusivity in the process, 

accountability and enforceability of the outcomes, and an ethical framework of checks 

and balances throughout the effort on all parties involved (Gross 2008).  Not every 

interest group will want to negotiate through the official CBA process, but there needs to 
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be “a broader base present that can actually purport to be advocating for the whole 

community or a broad enough array of interests that they do not just represent one 

interest group or one neighborhood silo (Leslie Moody, personal correspondence, July 

29, 2009).”  Demonstrated effort towards building that base for any CBA is critical in 

order to get the official blessing of the PWF for a project.   

 This conglomeration of ethics, inclusive grassroots/professional partnerships, and 

a willingness to rationally negotiate with the development community and government 

leaders sets the PWF model of CBAs apart from other similar tools.  The PWF is the first 

to point out, as illustrated in the opening sub-section quote, that other equally viable tools 

might ensure the inclusion of a balance of social and environmental responsibility into 

any development project.  PolicyLink is “a national research and action institute 

advancing economic and social equity by Lifting Up What Works (PolicyLink About 

Us).”  They created an Equitable Development Toolkit to highlight the larger box of tools 

potentially applicable to any development project.  However, PolicyLink has not 

explicitly integrated ecological notions of sustainability into their framework like other 

“triple-bottom-line” metrics have done.   

Dr. Janet Hammer, Program Director for Portland State’s Social Equity and 

Opportunity Forum, inventoried the existing “triple bottom line” assessment frameworks 

applied to date.  For Hammer, effective triple bottom line assessment frameworks address 

legitimate community needs, encourage healthy lifestyles, strengthen and expand the 

existing community fabric, contribute to the community economy, and fairly balance 

both the benefits and the strains of growth (2009).  Hammer posits “triple bottom line 

reporting must account for financial, environmental, and social performance of 

investment decisions.  It is suggested as a useful tool because it provides a way to more 

accurately account for the full impact of investment decisions and assess our performance 

with respect to sustainability objectives (2009, p. 9).”  Hammer is expanding her research 

by working with Portland’s development community. Together they are creating a 

language and a metric that reflects their definitions of a triple bottom line approach to 

community development; the process of consensus building with outside stakeholders 

will be a model from which other regions can learn.  However, to date, the PWF and their 
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allies serve as the primary knowledge brokers for community-based, triple bottom line 

development in the United States.   

PWF draws from the real life experiences of local organizations across the 

country with rich histories in successfully advocating for balanced, just spatial 

development, while simultaneously garnering national mobilization power as a prolific 

umbrella organization. This duality enhances and drives their ability to alter the cognitive 

praxis of the development community by changing habits project by project.  CBAs 

secure community buy-in for their projects and provide important community amenities 

to underserved neighborhoods.  Not surprisingly, this unique power has not gone 

unnoticed by the current federal government.   

In 2009 the PWF held a conference in the District of Columbia, where 500 leaders 

from fields as varied as construction, religion, finance, and law attended workshops 

related to their work.  Workshop participants began to think collectively about how new 

federal policy that captured the newly aligned interests of the labor and environmental 

advocates might look.  PWF leadership is aware of the power that a set of community 

development standards attached to the provision of federal money might yield.  “What if 

they attached the standards instead of us having to do it city by city, and then our job 

would be holding them accountable,” Moody asked?  “If they could raise the bar, then we 

could just echo what Obama says, how great would that be?  We'd suddenly be popular 

instead of the smelly kids in the room (Moody, personal correspondence, July 29, 2009).”  

During the conference, the Department of Labor, the Office of Management and Budget, 

and the White House Domestic Policy Council asked for a meeting with the public 

leaders brought in for the conference by PWF.  At this meeting, municipal public leaders 

shared their local experiences and expressed their frustrations with the lack of federal 

policy to support their efforts (Leslie Moody, personal correspondence, July 29, 2009).  

Just as the DRM leaders collected best practices from state and local policy efforts to 

develop the ADA, these government officials gleaned critical feedback from seasoned 

professionals who learned by actively engaging in local struggles.  After this critical 

meeting, the Department of Labor developed a webinar for their staff, with the help of 

PWF collaborators, that outlines lessons learned from the local struggles discussed.   For 

Moody, this is a huge step in the proper direction.  “Looking administratively instead of 
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legislatively is very promising for us.  And for our local groups, to know that things 

we've done are being taught to the federal government is the highest form of flattery 

(Moody, personal correspondence, July 29, 2009).”   

CBAs ensure that issues such as housing, jobs, and the surrounding environmental 

areas are discussed and solutions are developed creatively and collaboratively.  

Construction workers and the surrounding waterways, among other constituencies, are 

ensured full access to capitalize on their rights in the development process.  On the basis 

of this analysis it is fair to characterize PWF as an alliance builder, which uses CBAs to 

produce binding community development contracts that are in the interests of under-

served communities.  

One often-forgotten piece of the development puzzle, however, is the building 

itself and its effects on the community at large.  Urban planners have been known to 

engage with these processes because, as Moody pointed out, zoning codes and traffic 

issues have long been a part of the development negotiation process.  Previous 

discussions of the civil rights, disability rights, and environmental movements 

illuminated the important roles that the Legal and Medical professions played in U.S. 

social movements.  But, as was discussed in Chapter 5, architecture’s historic 

disengagement from social justice issues in the U.S. often leaves the profession without a 

seat at the table during pivotal negotiations about the development of the built world.  

The USGBC’s decision to ignore complex social justice issues in the creation of their 

metric did little to dispel this myth.  When asked directly, Moody recalled a brief contact 

made with a volunteer from the USGBC, but expressed frustration with their lack of 

genuine interest in the issues.  She reported that  

(The USGBC) had this whole conversation about equity, but I guess it never went 

anywhere?  They never contacted us, but a professional ally was asking us for 

advice, but we could never get any substance to give him advice— there was just 

a line on a website and a committee meeting that never happened— I don't know 

(personal correspondence, July 29, 2009). 

 

There is, however, one small sector of the architectural and planning professions has 

proven to effectively serve as a conduit between social justice advocates, the 
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environmentalists, and the development community.  Community Design Centers (CDC), 

as discussed above in the context of the civil rights movement, are a small subculture of 

the architecture profession working to address social justice issues by employing design 

techniques.  CDCs have a storied history of advocating for the interests of the 

traditionally unheard.  By listening to the voices of the communities they serve and 

applying design thinking to these community problems, CDCs can help positively 

influence spatial change.  In the past few decades, social justice has taken on an 

increasingly prominent place in the design disciplines, but CDCs have not yet aligned 

themselves with umbrella organizations like RTTC and PWF.  They have, however, been 

using other techniques to create civic urban form.  This wave of socially responsible 

design harbors the potential to develop shared frames of collective action that might unite 

otherwise disparate groups into one strong social movement.   

 

8.3.2 Public Architecture 

What concerns me most is that design and designers have failed to play the 

valuable role they could play in addressing the most critical social and economic 

issues of the world today.  In the United States, architects have been given an 

exclusive responsibility and right to practice through licensure through state 

governments, which in effect is a monopoly.  Just as the public allows only 

licensed doctors to practice medicine, or licensed lawyers to practice law, the 

public allows only architects to practice architecture.  In return for this monopoly, 

architects have the responsibility to create the physical world in a way that gives 

the best answers to improve conditions and make progress towards the greater 

public benefit.  And, in return for this monopoly, architects should serve all of the 

general public just as other professionals do.  Instead, the profession has focused on 

a small part of the population and a very limited set of issues…But there is an 

opportunity to change this now.  The Green Design movement has opened a door.  

The public has realized a critical link between design and the environment, and 

between design and the future of our planet. This realization, that design can play a 

role in addressing critical issues makes this a time to go further— to show how 

design can address other important issues as well, such as the impact design has on 
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the social and economical well-being of the built environment.  It is time for design 

and designers to realize their potential (Bryan Bell, personal correspondence, 

March 10, 2010). 

 

Architects envision themselves as problem solvers, many enter the field because of their 

interest in creating buildings harmonious with their environments.  The profession has 

been similarly empowered by the notion of sustainable development since its global 

definition in the early 1990s.  The profession’s interest in applying design thinking to 

solve social justice issues, however, stretches back much further.  The early modern 

utopian city planning proposals of Le Corbusier, for example, include the ideals of 

beautiful, affordable housing design.  Such socially conscious proposals were common in 

the period between the wars dominated by the Congress Internationale Architecture 

Moderne (CIAM) (Frampton 1992).   The main problem with these moments of social 

justice activism, however, was their tendency towards technological determinism. 

Archtects had enough hubris to assume that architecture alone could solve complex social 

ills (MacKenzie and Wajcman 2002).  These designers discussed society in a vacuum, 

typically without consulting the marginalized populations they sought to house.  And, as I 

argued in Chapter 2, all artifacts are inherently laden with politics (Winner 1989).  

Architectural deterministic is only a form of technological determinism.  It makes sense 

when one understands the power of design to single-handedly change people’s daily 

habits, the economic system, or even the cognitive praxis of the culture.  Fortunately, or 

unfortunately, the world cannot be saved by good design alone.   

 Anecdotal evidence provided from faculty at architecture schools suggests two 

things: First, that the majority of the youngest generation of architects instinctively 

understand the importance of community engagement in every stage of building design 

and development.  And second, young architects understand their role in the crafting of 

policies that constitute the built world.  And, because design practitioners generally serve 

as translators for the various actors participating within the building process, they are 

uniquely suited to help address the fusion of the three E’s of sustainable development.  

Groups like Architects/Designers/Planners for Social Responsibility (ADPSR), who 

emerged in 1980s as nonprofit organization “to promote nuclear disarmament and correct 
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the imbalances caused by military excesses overshadowing domestic needs,” now engage 

in the complicated business of marrying social and ecological issues in the built world.  

Aligning with entities like the Association for Community Design (ACD) and the 

community groups with which both organizations work, a collaborative, hybridized 

approach is becoming more common among socially-conscious designers.  I refer to this 

group as activists-designers.  Activist-designers, however, often stand slightly outside the 

mainstream profession, claiming to be social justice advocates that use the tools of the 

design profession to work for social and environmental change (Dorgan In publication).   

 Another emergent group of socially oriented designers consider themselves 

designers first.  This group chooses to use their artistic and problem-solving skills to 

further spatial justice.  I refer to this group as designer-activists.  Beginning with the 

widespread acknowledgement of the Rural Studio in Alabama as a valuable contribution 

to both the field of design and the realm of social activism, this sub-culture of the design 

profession began to gain relevance as a movement all its own (Oppenheimer, Dean & 

Hursely 2002, Pearson 2002, Palleroni 2004, Bell 2004, Architecture for Humanity 2006, 

Bell and Wakeford 2009, Cary 2010).  Using public health’s relationship to the medical 

profession as a model, the sub-field of public (interest) architecture has yet to settle on a 

definitive name.  At this moment, a handful of umbrella organizations define the field, 

intended to build knowledge within the profession in a similar fashion to the knowledge 

building work done by the PWF for labor and environmental advocates.  Three major 

organizations continue to perpetuate the mantra of this growing sub-culture: Public 

Architecture, Architecture for Humanity, and Design Corps.  Each privileges a different 

paradigm to engage designer-activists in socio-environmental activism. 

 

8.3.2.1 Pro Bono Design  

Public Architecture (PA) grew out of the private practice of Peterson Architects in 2002.  

PA was originally conceived as a nonprofit to broaden architecture in three ways: to go 

beyond the simple client/architect relationship; it strove to think about the impact of the 

building beyond the site; and “to put designers in the position of problem identification 

and solutions (John Peterson, personal correspondence, January 12, 2009).”  Engaging 

his small, private residential firm in a design experiment that addressed public open space 
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in a very diverse community near their offices in San Francisco.  John Peterson began 

looking for organizational precedents in the design community.  He found support from 

the local government, but was shocked to find that the profession was notably absent of 

such models:  

It was an incredibly simple and direct way of doing architecture.  I remembered 

asking what organizations were out there applying the designer mentality to issues 

that were maybe only partially identified- and when folks said nobody, I thought 

that was crazy- physicians and lawyers are out there finding problems and solving 

them all the time. We started looking at the pro bono world and it became clear 

that there were very few services to support pro bono activity within the 

profession and that the profession as a whole had no real institutionalized goals or 

process for doing pro bono work. That is how the 1% Solution started, we thought 

naively that it was an achievable goal to get the entire profession to commit 1% of 

their time to pro bono work if we provided support services that empowered 

offices to take advantage of program and make use of it.  We've probably been 

working on those first few questions for the last six years (Peterson, personal 

correspondence, January 12, 2009).  

 

Public Architecture’s The 1% (formerly referred to as the 1% Solution) is the 

major focal point of the organization.  Through it, PA asks design firms across the 

country to commit one percent of their time to pro bono work, and then matches these 

firms with worthy nonprofit clients requiring the services of capable designers.  Their 

math shows that  

based on a 40-hour workweek, one percent represents a modest 20 hours per year 

per person. Were all 240,000 architecture professionals in the U.S. to sign on, the 

collective resources would be the equivalent of a 2,500-person firm (the largest in 

the world) working full-time for the public good, totaling an estimated 5,000,000 

hours annually (Public Architecture The 1%).   

 

Since 2005, the 1% has helped over 95 nonprofits acquire high quality design solutions 

for critical needs that they otherwise could not have afforded (Cary 2010).  Public 
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Architecture oversees the 1%, which includes recruiting architects and nonprofits, vetting 

the participants, finding matches between nonprofits and architecture firms, and then 

tracking the process of these projects.  Public Architecture’s rationality for the 1% 

appeals to the pragmatic professional— “it is about efficiency, it is about the return on 

the investment we make to leverage our resources (Peterson, personal correspondence, 

January 12, 2009).”   

 Of course most design professionals conduct some form of pro bono design work 

during their careers, but the absence of any mechanism for coordinating, monitoring or 

promoting this work diminishes its impact.  John Cary, former Executive Director of 

Public Architecture, sees the alignment of this pro bono work with a larger agenda of 

social responsibility as critical to changing the cognitive praxis of the field.  "A lot of the 

pro bono work done to date has been done as favors, when a firm principal was 

approached by a cause they knew or cared about, and they'd quietly engage [only] a few 

employees and do the work. A lot of great work was done that way, but it also limited the 

kind of connection a firm would have with its broader pro bono agenda" (Miller 2010, p. 

2).  Cary, Peterson and their staff work to promote this agenda through media and 

educational outlets, including a book that will be published through Metropolis in the fall 

2010 entitled The Power of Pro Bono. 

On the other end of the spectrum, Public Architecture also conceives case study 

projects chosen for their “potential to enlighten others in and outside of the design 

community about how the built environment can have a positive role in communities 

(Peterson 2009).”  These projects aim to make people think more critically about 

pertinent social issues, using design as a venue for education. Peterson’s goal for the 

organization is to help raise the public’s expectations of the built environment to a higher 

level; doing so in a manner that would require the developers, design professionals, 

building industry leaders and politicians to deliver better, more thoughtful built work.  

Although the crux of Public Architecture’s work pushes the Pro Bono agenda, 

Peterson sees the mission of the organization to go beyond the one percent goal, and to 

insert the complex concepts of social justice into the discourse of the mainstream design 

community.  He holds that, 
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I don't want to set the bar too low— I am most interested in seeing architecture 

not afraid to embrace the deeply messy stuff of social justice, economic realities, 

political challenges... all the really messy stuff of what a city is, or what a 

community is, or what a building is…If you are designing something that isn't 

relevant to the community, to the city- then it isn't a good design.  Pro bono is a 

tiny speck of that, but it is measurable, valuable, and comes with effective 

components. It is a very significant part of our set of tools, but not the entire 

thing… So pro bono is just a doorway- it is just a frame of mind.  But it might 

also get something great done (Peterson, personal correspondence, January 12, 

2009). 

 

Public Architecture continues to push the conversation in mainstream architecture 

towards the messiness of social justice issues.  For instance, their award-winning Day 

Labor Station is a simple shelter for low paid workers as they wait in parking lots for jobs 

(figure 3).  But the design is eye catching and well marketed, and its visibility forces the 

public to deal with some complex questions.  When a student attending one of his 

lectures implied that this project perpetuated modern day slavery, Peterson felt vindicated 

because he wanted the project to provoke just these sorts of messy questions from which 

people normally shy away.  He wants students and citizens to ask, “What does it mean to 

be an American? What does it mean to be entrepreneurial immigrant?  To do what is in 

your means to help your family?” (John Peterson, personal correspondence, January 12, 

2009).  

PA also considers green design to be a foundational tenet of their work.  But, 

because social justice is the lesser-discussed notion within the mainstream currents of the 

design professions, they promote this aspect of their work much more overtly. The desire 

to generate new, thoughtful dialogue that opens the boundaries of the field to socio-

environmental justice positions Public Architecture as a major knowledge-building 

organization in the budding movement.  
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Figure 3: Day Labor Station Component Diagram; Credits: Board Layout by Pentagram 

for Public Architecture, Base Rendering by Margot Lystra & Phoebe Schenker 

 

Architect and theorist Dr. Sharon Haar labels this type of organization as a Social 

Entrepreneurial Network (SEN).  By this she refers to “forms of social practice that 

advance the interests and scope of architecture through global networking and 

entrepreneurship (2010, p.1).”  Haar identifies both Public Architecture and Architecture 

for Humanity as primary SENs for the development of networks that apply the values of 

design to social justice issues.  While both organizations do make remarkably effective 

use of digital networks, the two organizations approach the issues from very different 

angles.   

Public Architecture uses the promotion of Pro Bono work and educational 

demonstrations on carefully selected topics to engage mainstream society in social issues.  

One issue not directly addressed by Public Architecture is that of disaster relief.  In the 

wake of Hurricane Katrina, however, almost every other socially oriented entity in the 

field struggled with this tragedy in some fashion.  Architecture for Humanity already 



 152 

generated designs for disaster relief, and became the face for many rebuilding efforts on 

the Gulf Coast.   

 

8.3.2.2 Disaster Relief  

Architecture for Humanity (AFH) was founded in 1999 as an international, 

nongovernmental organization that “seeks architectural solutions to humanitarian crises 

and brings design services to communities in need” (Architecture for Humanity 2006).  

Cameron Sinclair, an architect turned disaster relief spokesperson, and Kate Stohr, a 

freelance journalist and documentary producer, founded and co-direct this multi-million 

dollar nonprofit. In just in ten years AFH has grown from humble, volunteer beginnings 

to work on as many as 30 to 40 projects in countries across the globe.  Because of highly 

successful public relations tactics and incredibly effective use of the Internet to engage 

interested volunteers, the organization now also has chapter organizations in 60 cities 

around the world.  After winning the Technology, Entertainment, and Design (TED) 

Prize for his international work empowering people to contribute to disaster relief in 

places like Kosovo and Sri Lanka, Cameron Sinclair’s dreamed of creating an Open 

Architecture Network that develops a community online “that actively embraces open-

source design to generate innovative and sustainable living standards for all” (TED 2006 

Winners, Sinclair).  The Open Architecture Network (OAN) now connects over 20,000 

members with 4,000 designs that they share safely because of a creative commons license 

(OAN web).  Sinclair sees the sharing of mistakes just as vital as the sharing of best 

practices, and the OAN allows for the honest and liability-free distribution of these sorts 

of candid stories of engagement and social learning (Sinclair, personal correspondence, 

January 14, 2009). 

 

Model Homes and Model Programs 

Although Architecture for Humanity (AFH) often helps their local collaborators write 

grants and connect outside architects to crises in their projects, they rarely act as the 

primary organization conducting the work on the ground. In some cases this disconnect 

can lead to misunderstandings or inefficiencies that might not exist if they chose to focus 

deeply in one place.  In Biloxi, Mississippi, for instance, a primary focus of AFH’s work 
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was on the development of a Model Home Program to inform future building efforts.  

David Perkes, the Director of the Gulf Coast Community Design Center (GCCDC) in 

Biloxi, whose work on the Gulf Coast has included some of the greatest success stories of 

the post-Katrina rebuilding process, found his work with AFH to have mixed results:  

Their model home program in Biloxi has been successful, but frustrating.  

Successful because they are getting houses built, but frustrating because it has 

taken much longer and costs more money.  The way they ran that program was 

they got some funds to build seven houses- they identified properties, selected 

designers, and then there was a match-making process.  A little bit of work was 

then dedicated by the volunteer designer to cater the house to the owner, but it 

definitely favored the architect’s preferences.  We actually ended up doing two of 

them- one with Maurice Cox, because he knew going in that he didn’t have the 

capacity to do the construction drawings, and it is a good house.  The other house, 

one design, they just couldn’t get it to work budget-wise.  So they gave up and 

asked me if we’d like to do a house.  It is a great house and it did get built.  They 

have taken longer, because everything takes longer, and they cost more- which 

has been frustrating for the coordination center because they were told by AFH 

that these would be truly model homes- that they would be prototypes for future 

development, but non of them are in any way, have or would serve as prototypes.  

Even the one we did (David Perkes, personal correspondence, May 11, 2009).  

 

But making a set of building standards for a culturally diverse community, especially one 

recently devastated by disaster is an incredibly delicate process.  In the case of the Biloxi 

program, the designer sent into the community to develop the program was an incredibly 

sensitive practitioner.  Although the model program did not ultimately produce replicable 

house designs for the area, it did introduce a talented architect to the area. In turn, he was 

hired by the GCCDC to continue his work with the community in a more focused way.  

But other decimated communities on the Gulf Coast with which AFH engaged did not 

benefit quite as greatly from the work of the international humanitarian organization.   

 One of those organizations is the Lower 9th Ward Neighborhood Empowerment 

Network Association (NENA), a full service community-based development organization 
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that developed in the aftermath of Katrina.  The NENA offers housing development, case 

management, design assistance, and economic development assistance to lower income 

communities in New Orleans.  Early in the rebuilding process, AFH engaged with NENA 

and sent them a designer from Minnesota to help strengthen their architectural design 

repertoire and to create a set of building standards that could inform the building of 

sustainable homes in the area.  Although the two organizations disagree on exactly how 

the disconnect occurred, AFH and NENA could not find productive ways to collaborate 

and the partnership ultimately dissolved.  NENA was passionate about hiring locally, and 

ended up collaborating with a local architect, Clifton James from the Urban Design 

Research Center, to develop a plan book.  This book now serves as the starting point for 

many of the sustainable, affordable homes NENA’s clients build.  NENA’s staff also 

employs the plan book as a teaching tool to educate their clients about radiant barriers 

and other modern architectural features about which many community residents living in 

older homes are less familiar.  The home designs came from the first generation of homes 

NENA built after the storm, so that people can visit their neighbors for reassurance if 

they feel unsure about incorporating a certain design element into their homes.  

Developing trust is an important part of the rebuilding process; NENA’s staff case 

managers try to help translate the design process for their clients.  Patricia Jones, the 

Executive Director of NENA, acknowledges the importance of simultaneously educating 

and empowering local residents: 

We also do mediation between contractors and clients- most of which haven't 

built a house since 1940s- so some people have a perception that they have been 

taken for.  We help tell both sides the truth.  We also made sure that the plans in 

the plan book represent what the community actually wants.  Most of us residents 

participated in the planning process, and all of us don't want shotguns, even 

though that is what everybody thinks we want.  The Lower 9th has a little bit of 

everything on each block.  We are not trying to come back with a suburban look- 

we are trying to make sure everybody feels good when they see there house, feels 

good when they come inside (Jones, personal correspondence, December 22, 

2008). 
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Jones felt that the AFH model in New Orleans notably lacked attention to and deep 

respect for the local culture.  She did concede that although the model did not work well 

for the 9th Ward during its early rebuilding efforts, it probably meshes quite well in the 

third world countries AFH often operates.  Although further investigation of the AFH’s 

influence on design in the third world is not within the scope of this project, clearly AFH 

has improved the rebuilding efforts of many post-disaster communities in third world 

countries.  They have made an enormous contribution to disaster relief housing in a 

global scale, and their international presence as a humanitarian designer is without 

parallel.  

Possibly more important than their actually conducted work in the United States, 

however, is the power of their public relations campaigns.  AFH possesses an uncanny 

ability to excite previously uninterested people about their own ability to influence real 

change in a short period of time.  They have raised millions of dollars for humanitarian 

aid and educated thousands of people on the spatial justice issues plaguing the millions of 

poverty stricken people across the world.  AFH must include the work of their 

collaborators when quantifying the breadth of their impact (which in turn empowers 

funders to donate further to the work).  Not surprisingly, this also comes with a delicate 

set of internal politics with their collaborators.  David Perkes articulates this tension well 

by saying,  

One of the things I have to put up with AFH is that they like to lay claim to 

anything they touch.  As they get involved with something, they like to promote 

it, which allows them to go out and raise more money— which is what they do.  It 

is very sensible from the standpoint of fundraising, to really win over donors, but 

that is the part that people from the outside are critical of.  They look like they are 

laying claim to everything they touch in order to better raise money.  In some 

ways, I keep my distance because I don’t want there to be an issue about how our 

work relates to their work.  I will recognize that they have contributed to the work 

here, both financial and otherwise, but it wouldn’t have happened without Mike 

Grote (the excellent staff person they hired locally) and it wouldn’t have 

happened if I were not nearly as tolerant (Perkes, personal correspondence, May 

11, 2009). 
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The AFH model still contains flaws, but when properly paired with patient, thoughtful, 

humble community-based practitioners like David Perkes, the associations prove quite 

fruitful.  AFH attracts vital financial resources and media attention to community needs at 

their most critical and vulnerable, an incredibly daunting and important task.  Their role 

in the proto-movement is the potentially problematic aspect of resource mobilization.  

Their fearless engagement of communities across the globe at their most vulnerable and 

the rigor with which they promote the provision of aid to these disaster areas deserves 

ample commendation. 

  

Design and the Grieving Process 

AFH’s international media- and funding-centered model is a necessary component to the 

development of the movement.  However, many critics argue that to properly engage and 

respect the communities in which designers themselves connect requires a deeper 

connection to the community.  This process of building trust and respect between the 

design professional and the community with which they are engaged is even more critical 

when rebuilding after a disaster.  The GCCDC’s work on the Gulf Coast post-Katrina is 

deeply rooted in a community-centered approach, which is antithetical to, but sometimes 

synergistic with, the AFH model.  The difference between these two groups is the scope 

of their work.  The GCCDC is focused on direct service-provision to the Biloxi 

community, while the AFH model mobilizes resources for disaster-relief across the 

globe. 

 Before founding the GCCDC, Perkes managed another program through 

Mississippi State University in conjunction with a poor community in Jackson, 

Mississippi.  In his program, the students participated in community-based design/build 

studios in their final year of architecture school.  But Perkes felt a sense of responsibility 

to help the Mississippi Gulf Coast after Hurricane Katrina.  Biloxi did not receive as 

much media attention as communities in New Orleans, but the storm completely 

devastated their community.  After a year of transition and relationship building, the 

program moved to Biloxi, where early collaborations with a grassroots community 

nonprofit called the Hope Community Coordination Center developed into a strong 
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partnership.  Although it was acknowledged early on that the design skills of these 

architects could be employed in Biloxi rebuilding efforts, some confusion remained 

regarding what needed to be done with the thousands of damaged buildings.  Instead of 

instructing residents how to proceed, the GCCDC sought an advisory role that would be 

helpful, but not intrusive during this very painful process.   

We started looking at buildings, at what needed to be restored versus rebuilt, but 

there was lots of confusion about what should be done with the buildings.  So, we 

started out making maps. We made this grid map- sort of a reconnaissance map - 

and it became enormously helpful because you could tell a community group: 

‘okay, go out to grid 12’ and they knew what that was.  And for the community 

this was important because they had just been through this New Urbanist planning 

process that they were left out of it in many ways.  All the drawings of what east 

Biloxi could look like got lots of publicity, but the community felt like it was all 

done by outsiders without representing their interests at all.  It was nice for them 

to realize that we were a group of architects that did not want to come in and 

impose some sort of design brief for Biloxi- we were here to actually help and 

produce something real in this map.  It is interesting how well received that was, 

this basic thing that was needed.  And the whole idea of just being useful, it was 

something that came a bit of a surprise to the community— that we were actually 

here just to be useful and not to do things for our own sake (Perkes, personal 

communication, May 11, 2009). 

While the GCCDC humbly assisted with the early rebuilding process through the 

development and refinement of this grid map (Figure 4), their first architectural design 

project was for themselves.  The GCCDC re-purposed an old church space that stored 

relief materials after the storm, using the redesign of their own offices as an opportunity 

to further develop their community relationships: 
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Figure 4: Biloxi Grid Map made by GCCDC for Hurricane Katrina Relief Workers  

 

The process of going through this space redesign was a nice time to work closely 

with the coordinator center, for them to understand how we thought.  It really 

solidified our relationship with our partner.  They understood that there were 

aspects of design that were important to us.  And we built almost all of it 

ourselves in order to get them done right.  It was a design/build project out of 

necessity because we wanted things to be done a certain way.  It helped people 

envision our sense of value, not just in a utilitarian way, but in the way that people 

could trust us to put them in good houses— houses that they will really like and 

that the community would be real proud of (Perkes, personal communication, 

May 11, 2009). 

 

With this first project, the GCCDC created space to honor their design sensibilities as 

professional architects without using the local residents as guinea pigs.  They created safe 

venues for public dialogue about what aesthetic reflected the design sensibilities of the 

community, without compromising their own standards of design.  The GCCDC took the 

time to develop an aesthetic language with the residents of Biloxi.   
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Figure 5: GCDDC Homeowners in Front of New Home; Photo Credit: Alan Karchmer  

 

Although the GCCDC upholds the principals of smart growth and green design in 

every project they build, the primary focus of the GCCDC’s architectural design work is 

to build houses valued by the community.  In this vein, the GCCDC defines sustainability 

in slightly alternative terms from mainstream designers.  Every one of the fifty plus 

homes GCCDC built in Biloxi since Hurricane Katrina was uniquely designed with the 

participation of the owner, to insure that it reflected their needs and their tastes.  The 

photo above (figure 5) captures one of GCCDC’s proud clients in front of their new 

home.  Collaborators expressed frustration with this process because of its inherent 

inefficiencies, but the GCCDC remains staunchly committed to this approach. 

We've taken a consistent stance that the owner should have a large part in the 

design process.  They should be involved enough in the decision making process, 

so that the house is their house.  So that when they move in, it is a house that they 
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are so pleased with that they want to pass it on to their children, so they see it as 

being a permanent house.  We knew that even though people would be happy 

with a sort of generic house, after awhile they would feel like it wasn't just right 

and they would move or make it a rental property or something.  So part of 

sustainability to us is stabilizing the community by providing housing that people 

will want to live in for years to come.  We approach that, not by any financing 

requirement that they have to live in the house for a certain number of years, not 

that this is a bad approach, but instead that it is their house and they are pleased 

with it (Perkes, personal communication, May 11, 2009). 

 

The GCCDC strives to balance their own ethics as environmentally conscious designers, 

with the ethics and sensibilities of their community clients. They deeply respect the 

values and authentic aesthetics of the community.  Instead of “sweetening the vernacular, 

as New Urbanists try to do, (their) designs come right out of the vernacular of the place, 

so that it feels like home”  (Perkes, personal communication, May 11, 2009).  The 

GCCDC is a wonderful example of the potential role of designers in struggles of spatial 

justice.  Organizations like this one serve as both a best practice and moral compass that 

helps to correct the course of any other professional organization proclaiming it too hard 

to design for the community in a manner that passes a rigorous triple-bottom line 

evaluation.   

Of course, not all practitioners are as reflective and considerate as David Perkes.  In 

fact, many building designers, contractors, and developers are notorious for disrespecting 

or ignoring the poorer communities in which they build.  It is this exclusion of the lower 

income and minority populations in the building professions that inspired the founding of 

Design Corps and the Structures for Inclusion conference it organizes each year. 

 

8.3.2.3 Structures for Inclusion 

Design Corps was founded in 1991, and incorporated as a nonprofit in 1996 with the 

simple mission “to create positive change in communities by providing architecture and 

planning services” (Design Corps About).  Challenged by a statistic estimating that 

roughly 98% of the world population does not benefit from the services of architects, 
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Bryan Bell left the world of high design architecture to bring design to the underserved 

(Bell 2004). Design Corps has two very established programs that each renders a distinct 

and valuable contribution to the proto-movement.  First, The Design Corps Fellow 

program sends architecturally trained Americorps members to serve for typically one 

year in a lower income community as an architect, planner, translator and problem solver. 

Design Corps fellows are recent graduates hoping to gain the skills required to apply their 

architecture backgrounds to social justice issues.  Fellows typically design housing for 

migrant farm workers, but also work on other socially relevant projects when appropriate.   

Second, a few Design Corps Fellows help the permanent Design Corps staff 

engage University students from around the country to organize an annual conference 

entitled Structures For Inclusion (SFI).  This conference aims to empower recent 

graduates, discuss recent innovations in community-based design practices, and share 

best practices.  Unlike the ACD/ADPSR conference, which focuses primarily on the 

social justice issues with which designers can engage, SFI centers on the design 

techniques themselves to best engage the marginalized groups typically not privy to 

architectural services.  After several years of organized, focused discussion around these 

issues and the publication of two books on the subject, Bell started to discuss the ways in 

which the envelope of the design profession might be pushed even farther. He sought to 

incorporate the social justice ethic into its mainstream discourse.  At a dinner with three 

other leaders in the field: Maurice Cox, Kathy Dorgan, and Stephen Goldsmith, Bell and 

his colleagues began to map out a strategy for building a network that would support this 

emerging culture of socially responsible design.   

In the fall of 2005, this foursome convened a group of 30 architects, designers, 

and other experts interested in socially responsible design gathered for a roundtable at the 

Harvard Graduate School of Design. The goal of the meeting was to discuss how the 

design profession could more relevantly address the social, economic, and environmental 

issues faced by communities while strengthening their roles in communities where the 

need is greatest. The group represented more than 100 organizations, institutions, artists, 

practitioners, and activists, including the Association for Community Design, six major 

universities, and the U.S. General Services Administration. At the meeting, Karen Van 

Lengen, the dean of University of Virginia’s School of Architecture, asked a significant 
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question: How could this movement become integrated into popular discourse—how 

could the creation of inclusive, culturally appropriate, and just environments become a 

consideration to all designers, practitioners, and policy makers working with the built 

environment?   

Steve Lewis, who was an architect for the General Services Administration at the 

time, noted that he had an intern who had proposed a framework that would better 

balance the triple bottom line in design projects.  This intern, Kimberly Dowdell, read an 

article by architect and thinker Lance Hosey that highlights the missing equity aspect of 

the “triple bottom line” ethic of sustainability.  Hosey observed that some of the LEED 

metric even counteracts equity measures with its ecological and economic rating system 

(Hosey 2005).  She called her new, balanced metric SEED (Social, Environmental and 

Economic Design), which played off of the LEED moniker, but used the letters to better 

represent all three of the ethics that are supposedly valued equally in sustainable 

development.  This tool would be one of many employed by this new network of socially 

responsible designers and their academic and activist colleagues to better promote and 

support truly sustainable, community-centered design. 

 

The SEED Network 

From this discussion emerged the SEED Network, created to fulfill the movement’s need 

for a web of support and communication. Encouraging what SEED members refer to as a 

“more holistic ethic for building,” the group acknowledged the value of involving 

community members in the shaping of their built environment, while still honoring other 

aspects of thoughtful design.  SEED Network members hypothesized that incentivizing 

and popularizing socially-oriented design in the architectural realm might be satisfied 

through two complementary activities: 1) creating an evaluation system for socially 

responsible design and 2) encouraging architectural critics to acknowledge the 

importance of community-invested design in the built works they evaluate.  

At the initial meeting at Harvard in fall 2005, Reed Kroloff, then the dean of the 

Tulane School of Architecture, offered to host a follow-up meeting a few months later on 

Tulane’s campus. He hoped the group could further refine the SEED Network vision 

while also finding ways to use the collective will of the group to assist in hurricane-relief 
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efforts on the Gulf Coast.  Important collaborations were developed at this next meeting 

in New Orleans to address the needs of this community as they rebuilt. In addition, it was 

decided that the network would continue to meet, as it grew, in different cities across the 

country to help solve the problems of a specific locale while also addressing this national 

campaign.  

Like “shining an architectural bat signal into the sky,” SEED members envisioned 

the network as a place to which communities in distress could turn to find the most 

qualified team of creative thinkers and problem solvers.  Many participants originally 

envisioned the SEED Network as an open-source network, meaning that it would not be 

an organization that competed with the existing organizations for funding or fame, but 

instead would be a “convener of ideas, a builder of knowledge” (Goldsmith 2005). 

At the team’s next meeting in Baltimore in 2006, they decided that a national 

survey must be done to solidify a mission, vision and values for the Network.  Two 

hundred respondents to an online survey helped the SEED Network identify a mission 

and five basic principles.  The SEED Network's mission is to advance the right of every 

person to live in a socially, economically and environmentally healthy community.  Its 

five guiding principles are 1) to advocate with those who have a limited voice in public 

life; 2) to build structures for inclusion that engage stakeholders and allow communities 

to make decisions; 3) promote social equality through discourse that reflects a range of 

values and social identities; 4) to generate ideas that grow from place and build local 

capacity; and 5) to design to help conserve resources and minimize waste (SEED 

Network Home). 

Since 2006, a small handful of dedicated volunteers have been working to 

develop a supplementary system to “green” certification systems like LEED that would 

empower communities to articulate their needs and rights, while also providing designers 

with a framework for better evaluating their own design processes.  In January 2008, a 

symposium was held in Dallas with scholars, activists, and designers outside of SEED’s 

original web to critique and improve the proposed evaluation system.  A follow up 

meeting in Austin in the spring of 2009 began the development of a rough outline for a 

performative, community-driven metric.  This process illustrated that developing a 

community-based, grassroots metric with application on a national scale was an 
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incredibly difficult endeavor.  After three years of dedicated service, many of the 

volunteers helping to craft the SEED vision became weary of the time commitment 

required for such a daunting task.   

Although SEED supporters originally suggested that the SEED Network not 

become another 501(c)3 in order to avoid institutionalization and stagnancy, the 

foundations approached to fund further work on the metric would not support the 

endeavor without such tax status. With dwindling energy, no staff, and no plans for other 

meetings, there was little more than a set of principles, a list of attendees, and a website 

blog that had begun to collect spam.  Bryan Bell describs the dismal state of affair well 

when he says,  

two funding applications had been submitted to the National Endowment for the 

Arts by Design Corps with group approval to be the fiscal agent for SEED had 

been unsuccessful.  There were great principles, great potential, but nothing 

actionable. Two of the founding four members had excused themselves from 

further involvement due to other commitments. The Design Corps board of 

directors told me that I needed to protect intellectual property of the work we 

were doing.   

Bell called each member of the ad hoc SEED Steering Committee comprised of twenty or 

so who had sustained and asked if DC could become the legal administrator for SEED. 

The response was unanimous. In an effort to save the SEED Network concept from total 

dissolution, the Network became an official program of DesignCorps.   

With Design Corps at the helm, three things happened: 1) the volunteer group, 

that had all but abandoned the idea by this point in the pursuit of other projects, was no 

longer the governing body for the SEED Network; 2) because of this institutionalization, 

the SEED Network lost any hope of becoming an open-source operation; and 3) Bell 

could now more effectively use his energies, time, and programs to support the creation 

of a socially-inclusive metric.  Design Corps filed a service mark for the name and 

launched a new website.  The main feature on the website is a tool called the Evaluator, 

the structure of which was based on a napkin sketch during the dinner after the Dallas 

SEED network meeting.  The Evaluator, which is still in beta stages as I write this 
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chapter, is meant to serve a method to certify whether design projects furthered the SEED 

principles. 

The organic development of the SEED metric, however, continued after SEED 

became a Design Corps project.  The Structures for Inclusion Conferences in both 2009 

and 2010 have included working sessions and encouraged panelists to “try on” the metric 

as a venue to discuss their own work.  Bell continues to present, publish and promote the 

concept in most of his professional engagements.  Bell referred to Design Corps as the 

current "domestique" (using the tour de France definition for the metaphor) for the SEED 

concept— taking the lead and carrying the load for the larger movement until another 

group was willing to pick up the pace a few miles down the path (Dwell 2009).   With the 

help of Dr. Lisa Abendroth, a professor of communication and art at the Metropolitan 

State College of Denver and a talented graphic designer, Bell developed a working model 

for the SEED metric that was released on the web in conjunction with SFI 10.   

In order to make the metric as useful to communities as possible, the metric is 

based on the formulas that many foundations espouse.  There are lists of suggested 

outcomes and outputs for social, economic, and environmental design techniques, from 

which a project team can become educated or inspired.  The final chart produced from the 

answers provided by the project team will be compiled into something that resembles a 

logic model.  Logic models were originally developed by the Kellogg Foundation to paint 

“a picture of how your organization does its work – the theory and assumptions 

underlying the program. A logic model links program outcomes (both short- and long-

term) with program activities/processes and the theoretical assumptions/principles of the 

program” (Kellogg 2004, p.1).  Bell’s hoped by choosing this frame organizations would 

“leave this experience with the skills and knowledge to write a wonderful grant for their 

project” (2010).  In his estimation, this metric has three applications: to help collaborators 

clearly define the goals for their project, to help outside community members evaluate 

projects being developed in their neighborhoods, and to gain certification by a third party 

reviewer.  Only in the third case would the project pay the modest fee for the staff time 

required for processing the SEED review.  SEED review currently happens through a 

peer review process much like that of a federal grant, with experienced and trusted 

reviewers serving as objective third party evaluators.   
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Unlike LEED, there is no rating system attached to a SEED evaluation, no 

rankings, or Silver, Gold or Platinum status associations.  Instead, it is a pass/fail system 

based on reaching a threshold that satisfies full considerations of all five SEED principles 

throughout every stage of the project.  Bell says that this approach discourages the 

inclination for groups to over-promise just to receive certification.  The system focuses 

on promoting honesty, accountability, and inclusion in design.  Next year, SFI will fund 

each project chosen to present to employ the metric and discuss the outcomes at the 

conference.  After this further vetting of the tool, and a year of feedback from the beta 

version now accessible to anyone online, Design Corps will then hold a national contest 

to seek out best practices. They want submissions that can show the power of the SEED 

tool while also highlighting the work done by socially responsible design teams across 

the country.  At this point, however, Bell is still frustrated with the limited reception the 

tool has received from the public.   

Finding ways to broaden the network of stakeholders contributing to the 

refinement and sustainment of the SEED evaluator will be critical to its acceptance into 

the mainstream.  If the metric develops and refines with cyclical input from the multitude 

of stakeholder groups advocating for spatial justice, the SEED Network could serve as a 

vehicle through which the Spatial Justice movement and the technologies employed in 

the creation of the built world co-evolve.  The outcome of the SEED Network’s efforts is 

still to be determined, but efforts to refine and to revise the current certification system 

are of great importance to the trajectory of the movement as a whole.   

 

8.4 The Spatial Justice Movement(s) 

 

Design “is changing existing situations into preferred ones (Simon 1972, p. 55).” 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, spatial justice is an emerging term used in this study to 

describe the structures of inequity that are physically codified into the built environment.  

My reasoning is that only when structures of inequity are revealed as such, can we 

imagine how to reconfigure them in a manner consistent with emergent social values.  All 



 167 

of the various entities discussed in this chapter are now adopting this goal as primary to 

their work.  Although the methods often vary from grassroots base building efforts, to 

CBAs, to Pro Bono networks, to voluntary socio-environmental metrics, etc., the basic 

tenets on which each tool is based remain the same.  From my perspective, a collective 

will is gathering explicitly to fight for the marginalized underrepresented, but inalienable 

rights to the city.  But, as Charles Tilly taught us, not every fad constitutes a social 

movement.  As the table below indicates, although the values of the national 

organizations discussed above do overlap in fundamental ways, these groups have not yet 

identified a collective frame of action around which all of these groups might coalesce.   

 

Organization Spatial Tool Movement 
Role 

Focus of 
Claims 

Spatial Result 

Right to the 
city alliance 

People’s 
platform 
reasserting a 
right to the city 

Democratic 
claim maker 

Local 
municipalities 

Public displays 
of WUNC 

Partnership 
for Working 
Families 

Community 
benefit 
agreements 

Alliance 
builder 

Large 
development 
projects 

Cleaner 
environments 
& better jobs  

Public 
Architecture 

The 1% (Pro 
bono services) 

Knowledge 
broker 

Design 
professions  

Well designed 
communities 
for all 

AFH Media attention 
& project 
funding 

Resource 
mobilzer 

Foundations & 
donating 
public 

Housing for 
victims of 
disaster 

SEED Integrated 
building 
assessment 
system 

Hybrid code 
maker 

Making 
structures for 
inclusion 

Socially just, 
green buildings 

Table 2: Matrix of Spatial Justice Organizations 

 

8.4.1 A Movement of Movements 

Is this a movement?  Well, using this notion of WUNC to evaluate it… there is 

worthiness.  Katrina especially had worthiness, does that count?  Unity?  Now that 

is an interesting one, which seems to be still in flux...let’s just say it is dynamic.  

Numbers?  Well, there have been lots of books published… how many people have 

to be involved for it to count?  We’ve got at least a few thousand.  Commitment?  
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Yes, there is an entire generation of people wanting to commit to it.  That one is 

easy (John Peterson, personal correspondence, January 12, 2009). 

 

When asked if the push toward a place-based fusion of social and environmental justice 

constitutes a new social movement the practitioners interviewed above gave mixed 

responses.  Two issues seem to plague this loose association of spatially oriented social 

activists.  First, there is disagreement on who should lead such a spatially contingent 

movement.  RTTC advocates (and Charles Tilly) think that the marginalized populations 

whose rights are under discussion must lead any successful movement.  The RTTC 

Alliance’s focus on base building and leadership development focus exactly on this goal.  

The PWF’s concern, however, centers on building alliances with major social and 

environmental justice organizations, which they understand to be speaking for a certain 

set of marginalized interests.  Although the final goals align, the differences arise 

between their beliefs about process and representation.  It is difficult to ask groups with 

definitive convictions to collaborate with those espousing a different model of activism.  

The disability rights movement, if the reader recalls from Chapter 6, managed to align the 

protests of more radical groups, like ADAPT, with the lobbying efforts of more 

mainstream groups like DREDF, and the knowledge building efforts of organizations like 

the Centers for Independent Living.  Finding political space to share a larger platform, 

while remaining true to their primary interests and modes of representation allowed for a 

much more powerful collective will.  

Design-activists, alternatively, focus more internally on changing the conception 

of way architectural practice.  Even within this subset of practitioners, semantic 

disagreements keep the group from effectively uniting (Dammann and Elle 2006).  

Activist-designers see equitable design as a process done with the community, not for 

them (often directly citing the disability rights slogan- see figure 6, below, for an example 

of this slogan appropriation by a RTTC member organization).  This community would 

rather sacrifice good design for the desires of the larger populous.  The other camp of 

designer-activists sees it as their responsibility as designers to ensure that high-quality 

design is woven into the fabric of vulnerable communities.  
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Figure 6: People’s Hurricane Relief Fund and Oversight Coalition Poster 

This group wants to offer the same services to impoverished communities as to the 

wealthy clientele with which the profession historically engages.  John Peterson, a 

designer-activist, argues that a certain inequity lies in the community-driven model of 

design: 

The very first time that I spoke about Public Architecture I was in a breakout 

session where people were talking about the work they do.  Several designers 

going into small urban communities were proudly saying: ‘we don't design, it is 

the community that designs and we just draw it up.’  And they are good people 

and doing good work.  But, if I said that to my clients that paid a lot of money, 

they would fire me and they should.  The implication is that either (architects) are 

somehow incapable of knowing what (lower-income people) need, or that it is 
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degrading to them to design for them, yet we can tell the CEO of Nike what he 

needs and he says thank you very much and pays us.  Ostensibly, I believe in the 

concept (of participatory design), but there is an underlying message that the deal 

is different when working with underprivileged communities and that you have to 

serve them differently. People can be deeply involved in a design process and still 

get shafted.  It is really about taking concerns to heart, listening to people and 

learning about their needs and then applying your skills as a designer to solving 

the problem.  That is the real issue  (personal correspondence, January 12, 2009). 

 

Peterson’s colleague, David Perkes sees this issue in a different light.  Perkes, as a 

activist-designer, argues that the problems worthy of addressing in lower income 

communities, those messy problems of socio-environmental justice, are too large to be 

tackled through the traditional client-architect relationship.  Using the ever-popular 

metaphor of the medical field, Perkes posits that: 

There are some technical problems that can be dealt with by pills or a cast or 

something, but with problems where you have to change your way of life- like 

diabetes where you have to change your diet and exercise- and other problems 

where you are not going to make it you need something more. If you have 

terminal cancer, the doctor doesn’t say, ‘sorry my work is done here.’  The doctor 

does some incredibly important work to help you through that.  I believe that the 

most important community problems are not solved just by giving somebody a 

pill- these problems often require the community to make some changes as well, 

and I think the only way to do that is to spend time with the community.  You are 

not saying, ‘tell me what you want and I will give it to you.’  Instead, you are 

going to the community, figuring out what their problems are and how we might 

address them together.  Some can be addressed with architecture, and some can’t.  

There are values at play, and you must begin to figure out what the related 

problems are.  And these are the most important problems.  Architects cannot take 

the view that the problems are all technical problems, because they are not.  The 

technical answers do not address the real serious problems, the problems of 

poverty, of poor land use, unhealthy environments, people without jobs, and 
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generations of people that don’t have opportunities.  Those problems do land 

squarely within the work of architects, we have opportunities to really take them 

on- but acting as though a professional can just tell you what to do is missing the 

point (personsal correspondence, May 11, 2009). 

 

Of course, this style of deeply immersed community-design takes years of engagement, a 

luxury most communities in need could never afford.  The financial conundrum is the 

main reason why so many architects like Peterson see the pro bono model of engagement 

as a viable model for the profession.  In this model, the high prices the wealthy pay for 

their design consultants, subsidize the work done by practitioners for lower income 

communities.  In terms of educating mainstream design professionals about the value of 

designing for the underserved, this model does work quite well.  But for Perkes, the best 

solution for the lower income communities in crisis stems from what he refers to as a 

“Public Practice.”   

There is so much work that is already subsidized that gets built, and it makes 

sense to figure out how to work in sync with that built work.  Standard 

architectural practice doesn’t quite know how to do that.  In a similar way that law 

and medicine have figured out how to make a public practice, architects should 

figure out how to do that— and it shouldn’t be something that is done on the 

weekends.  It should be central to the work.  As much as I admire the 1% idea, I’d 

rather it be 100% of my practice.  I don’t want to do elitist work, houses for rich 

people, and then on the side I design a house for habitat.  I would much rather get 

good at addressing the needs of the community, that in fact, are already working 

in such a way that I can work with the other groups already helping and then 

figure out how to fit into the system  (personal correspondence, May 11, 2009). 

 

The GCCDC has managed to develop such a practice, which is primarily funded by 

disaster-relief funding still streaming into the region.  Leslie Moody of PWF, however, 

worries that most nonprofit organization’s dependence on the disposable wealth of the 

rich will continue to impede the best organizing.  Citing the recent critique of what 

Author Andrea Smith refers to as the “Nonprofit Industrial Complex” in The Revolution 
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Will Not Be Funded (2007), Moody noted that “some of the best organizing happened 

years ago without funding— when do we get angry enough to push back?  The state of 

affairs is so dismal around so many programs, and so many groups that purport to be 

bottom up are being directed in some ways by the money (personal correspondence, July 

29, 2009).”  But making this incredibly complex funding model function successfully in 

cities across the U.S. would require federal funding similar to the allotment set aside for 

the CILs in the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  And, as was illustrated by the civil rights 

movement’s attempts to secure federal funding for Community Development 

Corporations in 1970, the movement itself must be organized enough to speak in unison 

about the greater public need for such federal concessions; to date, these groups barely 

are aware of each other’s existence.  Because of these organizational issues, as well as a 

general lack of alliance building efforts between groups, most leaders in the various sub-

cultures do not see a collective movement emerging.  Nonetheless, many leaders do 

recognize the value that further collaboration would have to all parties involved.   

Raphael Sperry, the President of ADPSR and a LEED certified professional, sees 

the authentic alignment of green designers and social justice advocates as vital to the 

future of our built world.  For Sperry, this alignment is not probable because many green 

designers still think of  

“social justice as affordable housing.  It is sort of a subset of architecture- more of 

a project type. Architecture tends to ignore it because we are a very individualized 

profession.  Architects will be the last people brought into the blue-green alliance, 

because architects mostly get their news from each other and their clients 

(personal correspondence, January 13, 2009).”   

 

But Melucci would argue that with the help of the Internet and with the new SEN’s Haar 

as identified in the field of architecture, the insular approach to the profession could 

change (Melucci 2002, Haar 2010).   

Perkes asserts that the financial meltdown experienced in the U.S. in the past few 

years rendered the movement, while not new, more visible.  He does not think it is a 

movement operating solely within the profession of architecture; for Perkes “it is a 

response to what is happening in general.  We will see ways to make it into the 
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educational system as well (personal correspondence, May 11, 2009).”  The turn towards 

the revision of the architectural education system seems to be one thing upon which all of 

the various camps in the design field can agree.   

  Three models of alternative design education have already been developed or 

seriously proposed in the last year alone— 1) the GCCDC has a professional residency 

program through Mississippi Stat University that allows one full year of emersion in 

community-based design practice before entering the profession; 2) Public Architecture is 

proposing a masters of Public Architecture program (named in homage to the field of 

Pubic Health, not the organization itself) where citizens with or without previous 

background in design could learn how to employ design-thinking to spatially-rooted 

social problems; and 3) Design Corps is proposing a SEED Curriculum that would serve 

“as a ‘plug in’ curriculum or certificate program” to the existing Association of 

Collegiate Schools of Architecture benchmarks (Bell 2010).  Ideally, as these three 

related concepts mature, they will fuse into one powerful, inclusive whole to serve as a 

venue for design-activists and activist-designers to more effectively reach out to the blue-

green alliances with which they could collaborate. 

 The most provocative aspect about addressing this change through the educational 

system is its potential to deeply change the public’s cognitive praxis by making new 

language with which to define such complex relationships.  Stephen Goldsmith, the 

Former head of the ECP Rose Fellowship, Urban Planner and Academic, believes in the 

power of developing a “creative language that allows people to think differently, to 

express what they want— because until they have the language they can't ask for it 

(Goldsmith, personal correspondence, March 10, 2009).”   

Goldsmith sees the societal change documented here as “a movement of 

movements,” with the shared goal of being “responsive,” of listening to the previously 

unheard (personal correspondence, June 30, 2008). His hope is that these movements will 

“find teachable moments and capitalize on them, as opposed to having an end goal that 

we just take action to reach blindly. Because you can miss all sorts of opportunities and 

allies that you might draw in on the way.”  For Goldsmith, “rather than focusing on 

checklists that limit creative problem solving, we can learn to be flexible, to be 

increasingly inclusive, and not be afraid to make mistakes (personal correspondence, 
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June 30, 2008).”  Moody blames much of the resistance to collaboration with outside 

activists on unfounded assumptions about ethical differences.  Moody says that training is 

required to help these groups better articulate their shared interests. Using her own labor 

movement as an example, Moody argues that,  

If you are a mail handler and you get elected to union leadership, there is nothing 

in your background or training that makes you want to jump in bed with the 

enviros.  So there is something about leadership development in all the 

movements that is lacking.  And now at the federal level, there are a lot of 

relationships being built because of the opportunities within this administration.  

Again, the table isn't really big enough, but just attempting to work together is a 

big step in the right direction… That isn't really the typical nature of activist- they 

are like, find your target, do an action, make demands- and sometimes you just 

have to see where your allies can take it with negotiation…I mean, there are small 

pieces of movement but it isn't really a movement-it has a lot of moving pieces 

but it hasn't coagulated yet (personal correspondence, July 29, 2009). 

 

With the strides made by the Obama administration to support this sort of collaborative, 

spatially-oriented problem solving, social and environmental activists express an overt 

hopefulness.  There is a general desire to develop new language, to create new frames of 

discourse that allow the public to think differently about the spaces in which they live.  

And whether this language comes from a reform of the educational system, the regulatory 

frameworks that support the building industry or a combination of both, evidence of a 

proto-movement—or a movement of movements— is, in my view, afoot. 
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Chapter 9: Findings and Directions for Future Research   

 

The question of what kind of city we desire becomes inseparable from what kind of 

people we want to become (Harvey and Potter in Marcuse 2009, p.45).  

 

Social movements are a primary venue for the development of civic urban form.  The 

movements discussed above grapple explicitly with spatial injustices perpetuated by 

existing patterns of urban development in different ways.  Each case provides both 

unique and generalizable contributions to the overarching project of this dissertation.  

This concluding chapter will, then, re-evaluate each contribution in the context of the 

other cases to extrapolate patterns that help sketch out a theory of civic urban form.  The 

chapter is divided into two sections.  First, the patterns gleaned from the case studies of 

established movement are reflected upon, and compared to the emergent patterns found 

in proto-movement(s).  Through this process, I further refine both the concepts 

themselves and the emerging movement to which they are compared.  Second, the key 

components of social movements contributing to the successful development of civic 

codes identified within are reviewed and coalesced to propose a working theory of civic 

urban form.   

 

9.1 Case Study Conclusions  

 

Although not every lesson garnered from this research will apply to future social 

movements, three key concepts have emerged from the inquiry that contribute to the 

discourse of urban planning and to theories of spatial justice in the United States.  They 

include 1) the power of integrated frames of collective action, 2) the co-evolution of 

technologies and society in the making of cognitive praxis, and 3) the delicate pairing of 

grassroots values with professional knowledge building entities required to effectively 

codify civic urban form.  I will review each of these findings in turn. 
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9.1.1 Integrated Frames of Collective Action 

As Tarrow and others postulate, the development and constant refinement of collective 

action frames play a critical role in the definition and the advancement of social 

movements (McAdam 1982, Tarrow 1998, Dammann & Elle 2006).  I argue herein that 

collective action frames most successfully codify democratic values when they not only 

are inclusive, but also integrative and reflective (Moore and Wilson 2010).  But most 

movement activists are committed to a more specific agenda for change.  For these 

activists, the abstraction of ethics required to synthesize the wide spectrum of values 

represented in any social movement is difficult to accept.   

The difficulty found in integrating disparate interpretive frames is best seen in the 

case of the civil rights movement (CRM).  This hurdle eventually inhibited the 

codification of movement values in built form.  The CRM started off well, championing a 

universal discourse of inalienable rights drawn from the founding language of the United 

States.  The language of civil rights developed naturally out of the early litigious victories 

of the movement; its authentic message mobilized supporters, media outlets, benefactors, 

and other contributors into action in support of the movement.  

But the “big four” civil rights organizations, the National Association of the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 

Committee (SNCC), the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the 

Congress of Racial Equity (CORE), each thought the movement’s trajectory should 

follow very different paths. As discussed in Chapter 6, CORE and SNCC valued 

nonviolent protest over the goals of empowerment and fairness that drove the work of the 

NAACP and SCLC.  The perception of CORE as outsiders exacerbated the incongruence 

of their perspectives.  Affluent Caucasian intellectuals at the University of Chicago 

founded CORE decades after the development of the other three organizations. CORE 

also made strategic alliances with the federal government during critical movement 

negotiations that appeared suspect to the other groups (Morris 1984, McAdams 1999, 

Dudziak 2000).   

CORE did contribute greatly to the movement’s maturation, however, through the 

public relations skills of their membership.  CORE organized national demonstrations 
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that furthered public awareness, such as the Freedom Rides of the early 1960s, and 

mobilized resources that SNCC and others leveraged to support demonstrations like the 

Sit-ins that integrated various lunch counters in North Carolina, Tennessee and Texas 

(CORE 1960, Stanley 1962).  CORE’s role as a movement resource mobilzer is discussed 

further in the next section of this Chapter, and its importance to the movement should not 

be understated.   

Although CORE could successfully excite the sensibilities of young African 

American students, of the media, and of large sponsors, the organization never managed 

to win the trust of the other primary organizations within the movement.  The NAACP, 

SCLC and SNCC were more established movement organizations, all founded by the 

minorities for whom rights were being sought.  When CORE became the sponsoring 

agency for the bill that would allow financial independence for CDCs in the late 1960s, 

the other groups did not align with CORE to support the effort (Faux 1971). The “Big 

Four” preferred intellectual and ideological purity to successful action (Rorty 1999).  

In fact, by the late 1960s, the movement’s once strong and centralized nexus grew 

fragmented and weak. By 1970, the “Big Four organized only 15 percent of movement 

protests” whereas they collectively organized over 80 percent of movement events in 

1961 (McAdams 1999, p. 184).  When the movement suffered the losses of two critical 

leaders, Dr. Martin Luther King and Senator Robert Kennedy in 1968, its membership 

did not have the integrated framework in place to regain its collective strength.  

Movement organizations lost their ability to collaborate completely and devolved into a 

fragmented assortment of smaller, more localized initiatives (Goldman 1970). 

Nevertheless, the movement’s early successes created a foundation for the wave of 

collective action that characterized social change in the 1960s and 1970s.  The inertia 

precipitated by the CRM propelled other movements, such as the disability rights 

movement, into formation and served as a foundation for their success.  

Building from the inertia developed by, as well as the lessons learned from, the 

CRM, the disability rights movement (DRM) successfully reframed disability as an 

environmental limitation, instead of a medical condition.   The DRM developed a humble 

and inclusive ‘crip-politics’ (Imrie 1996) that celebrates the differences between the inner 

sub-cultures within the movement, while also maintaining a cohesive collective action 
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frame that integrates all the disparate interests represented therein.  Employing a broad 

definition of disability to frame the movement aligned the interests of the elderly, the 

blind, the deaf, the paraplegic, the addict, the AIDS patient, and even parents pushing 

strollers.  When tested on the strength and authenticity of their allegiances, the DRM 

remained true to their unified stance.  As discussed in Chapter 6, during the final stages 

of negotiation before the signing of the Americans with Disabilities Act, critics tried to 

remove language from the bill that protected food handlers with HIV from 

discrimination.  DRM lobbyists did not concede any principles in the face of this pressure 

and ultimately the bill was ratified with the language intact (Pelka 1997).  DRM activists 

understood that the whole of the movement was stronger than any of its parts.  The 

inclusive, integrated frame allowed the citizenry to understand how disability, as an 

environmental limitation, was a universal concern.   

The environmental movement (EM) has yet to articulate an integrated frame as 

inclusively as the one championed by the DRM.  As discussed in Chapter 7, the divergent 

worldviews of preservationists, conservationists, sanitarians, environmental justice 

advocates and ecological modernists in the EM have not found resolution within a 

coherent agenda for social change.  Nor have they constructed a common language.  For 

instance, at least in theory, both advocates of environmental justice and of sustainable 

development value social equity. In the U.S., however, environmental justice 

organizations have historically privileged localized scales of action, while policies 

espousing an equitable framework for sustainable development rarely transcend to 

developed countries (Pulido 1993).  I argue herein that the various sub-cultures vying for 

position within the larger EM need to find a successful way to integrate their values into 

one inclusive frame of collective action.   

Scholars have proposed several potentially viable solutions to the definition 

problem plaguing the EM.  Environmental philosopher Andrew Light claims that 

espousing a place-based civic environmentalism would unify the movement (2010). 

Others point to the nurturing of a “reform environmentalism” that incorporates social 

issues into the typically eco-centric worldview of the EM as how to unite the activist sub-

cultures around an integrated frame of action (Gottlieb 2005, Hawken 2007).  Based on 

the successful experiences of the DRM presented in Chapter 6 and the struggles of the 



 179 

EM outlined in Chapter 7, I support a third proposal that blends insights from STS 

scholars Andrew Feenberg and David Hess outlined in Chapter 2.  This proposal posits 

that the EM should reorient itself toward the conceptualization of new technologies (Hess 

2008) that allow the general populous to see past the limitations of trade off theories 

(Feenberg 2010).  Integrated problem solving is not contingent on the assimilation of 

divergent worldviews. Rather, integration only requires short-term agreement upon an 

action-oriented platform that proposes preferred conditions over existing ones (Simon 

1972).  Radical knowledge built by social movements helps society re-imagine their 

environment with hybrid frames that supersede cost/benefit analysis.  But, in order to 

proliferate a cognitive praxis that supplants traditional economic arguments, EM 

organizations must learn to collectively co-evolve with technological advances.   

In sum, I argue above that contemporary U.S. social movements produce the 

greatest effect when movement activists can agree upon a frame of collective action that 

integrates their values in an inclusive manner.  Further, movements that devise solution-

oriented, instead of opposition-oriented, frames of action tend to be more successful in 

institutionalizing their values into the built world, in contrast to those without such 

constructive agendas.  In order to alter the built world, which is also inherently dynamic 

and multifarious, social movements must co-evolve with the solutions proposed and the 

technologies produced in response to their actions.   

 

9.1.2 Socio-technical Co-evolution Toward Cognitive Praxis 

If the goal of urban social movements centers on changing the knowledge-making 

processes that frame the way values are reified in the built world, then social movements 

must evolve in tandem with the technological advances developed throughout their 

campaign. Without it they cannot develop relevant codes that perpetuate civic urban 

form.   

As mentioned above, the CRM was not able to co-evolve with the code 

development in response to its claims of civic empowerment.  After the initial passing of 

the Civil Rights Acts, which suffered from weak spatially oriented regulations, the CRM 

could not maintain its collective maturation long enough to effectively institutionalize 

their values in the built world.  Community Development Corporations (CDC) were 
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initially envisioned to empower disenfranchised citizens to take back their rights to the 

city; however, CRM organizations could not garner enough political will to secure 

financial autonomy for CDCs from the same local governments they intended to critique.  

Congress philosophically approved of the CDC model of community empowerment when 

they ratified the Special Impact Amendment to the Economic Opportunity Act in 1968 

(Perry 1973).  And, when the Community Self-Determination Act came before Congress 

only a few years later, some version of the bill quite possibly could have passed with the 

entire collective will of the CRM behind it.  But the rest of the movement leaders saw 

CORE as an inauthentic movement organization and a government puppet (Dudziak 

2000).  When the collective movement could not internally agree upon a solution, the bill 

lost momentum (Faux 1971).  The development of affordable housing by CDCs remains 

a vital contribution to the remediation of spatial injustice.  However, the original goals of 

community empowerment, engagement, and advocacy long have been abandoned by 

most CDCs still operating in the U.S.  Although the powerful rights-based discourse of 

the CRM began the dissolution of the geographical imaginaries perpetuating segregation, 

the “big four” groups guiding the movement could not collectively co-evolve with the 

newly developing regulations that allowed for substantial change in the built world.   

The DRM, in contrast, continues to successfully co-evolve with relevant regulatory 

and technological advances to push the movement ever forward.  Activists maintain 

pressure on the government to refine federal legislation as both technologies and cultural 

values change; meanwhile, new alliances continue to expand the cognitive praxis of the 

movement in inventive directions. The ADA Amendments Act of 2009, for example, 

further regulates publicly funded facilities like swimming pools and theaters that 

previously could have argued that accessibility standards placed an “undue burden” on 

their establishments.  Because the government fully adopted the DRM universal frame 

for disability, the regulations were seen as a natural progression of the law.  The 

government now sees “disability (as) inherent in the human condition (Pear 2008),” 

instead of as a public nuisance.   

Although the frames used to define the values of environmentalism remain 

fragmented, sectors of the EM working in the built world managed to develop a solution-

oriented dialogue with the building industry. But the green building assessment systems 
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developed with industry leaders by the partnership of ecological modernists tend to 

privilege industry priorities over the values of sustainability.  Sustainable development is 

widely understood as a balanced approach to building that equally values economy, 

ecology and social equity, but to date, this ‘triple bottom line” building ethic is very 

rarely achieved in practice.  Green building assessment systems, like the USGBC’s 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) voluntary certification system, 

hold only marginal value as a metric that codifies the triple bottom line of sustainability 

into the built world.  In the case of LEED, the dominant building assessment system 

currently employed in the U.S., industry interests still typically take priority over the 

interests of marginal communities.  Further, the international scope of the system inhibits 

a rich engagement with the situated political and environmental climates of a place.  The 

reflective system of public revision employed by LEED does, however, provide a 

platform for further co-evolution of the metric to better reflect movement values as it 

matures.   

LEED’s most important role in the larger EM is that of knowledge broker (Kioski 

2009).  The USGBC— the author of LEED—trained and educated thousands of 

designers, contractors, community members, media personnel, and foundation staff 

members on the variety of creative ways the built world can lessen its impact on the earth 

each year.  There is, of course, room for further expansion of LEED metrics to better 

represent the full spectrum of values embraced by the movement.  The certification 

system, nonetheless, provides an important contribution to the development of codes that 

explicitly embrace environmental values and contribute to the making of civic urban 

form.  If the movement can find a collective action frame to more democratically include 

the diverse values of its constituents, the movement will become stronger with 

knowledge brokers like the USGBC poised to disseminate the tenets of green building 

across the globe.   

 

9.1.3 Balancing the Professional and the Grassroots  

In order for the co-evolution of social movements and building codes to transpire, it 

requires a healthy balance between professional and grassroots models.  The early pairing 

of the NAACP’s professionalism with the SCLC’s grassroots connection to African 
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American church congregations led to the development of the extremely influential 

rights-based discourse on which the CRM is based.  But the precarious tie of professional 

and grassroots organizations grew complicated as the movement gained momentum.  In 

modern social movements, grassroots entities tend to slowly professionalize themselves 

as they build organizational capacity (McAdam 1999, Melucci 2002).  

Professionalization of a grassroots advocacy organization requires an increased 

dependency on outside funding, which puts these grassroots groups at risk of losing their 

direct connections to the underrepresented populations for which they speak (Smith 

2007). In the case of the CRM, the movement’s guiding organizations began pointing 

fingers at one another, instead of at the authorities they once collectively opposed, to 

sustain the large budgets on which these massive organizations depended (McAdam 

1999).   

Citing the abstraction of the civil rights cause from grassroots values, DRM 

leaders like Ed Roberts (1983) encouraged disability rights organizations to remain 

deeply connected to situated perspectives of the marginalized populations for which they 

were advocating.  Employing the South African slogan, Nothing about us, without us, is 

for us, the U.S. DRM drew from the lived experiences of persons with disabilities as the 

central core of their campaign (Charlton 2000).  From their organizational hiring 

practices, to the structure of the movement’s leadership training program, to the methods 

with which new regulations were crafted, the DRM privileged the perspective of its 

membership over all else.  The ability of the DRM to translate a myriad of complex 

concepts into simple, clear, common values can be attributed in part to their extensive 

network of knowledge brokering organizations.  Nationally networked, but locally rooted 

organizations like the Centers for Independent Living (CIL) work with other movement 

entities to teach people with disabilities how to advocate for their own needs, how to 

employ the media to get their message to the public, and how to articulate their concerns 

in public policy forums. Only through such public conversations can new codes 

institutionalize their values as built form.  As discussed in Chapter 6, the ADA is a 

regulation built on a fusion of grassroots and professional knowledges. Mary Lou Breslin, 

co-founder of the Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund, described the crafting 

of the ADA legislation as “a complex process that built on experience over time” (1996-
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1998). The lived experiences of thousands of CIL members across the country coalesced 

the abstract sub-agendas of the DRM around a single piece of legislation.   

Because of the place-based nature of many environmental issues, the EM has 

found it difficult to tie them to national policy in the same way that the DRM did.  

Historically, environmental justice advocates have focused on localized problems (Pulido 

1993), while professionals espousing the triple-bottom-line ethic of sustainable 

development focused on developing national and global scale industry partnerships.  The 

gap between their scales of action has appeared, to many activists, as too wide to bridge; 

as a result, very little shared strategizing has been done.  The USGBC is governed 

primarily by member organizations, most of which are industry leaders that have paid a 

fee to contribute to the evolution of this tool.  The strong industry presence within the 

USGBC membership, as the body governing the LEED metric, reflects in the substance 

of the certification system itself.  Without grassroots social equity advocates at the 

discussion table it is not likely that their values will be reflected in the LEED system.  

Although environmentalists have developed and refined systems to build equity into their 

claim-making strategies in the developing world (e.g. fair trade certified businesses) a 

corresponding system of ‘fair building’ has not been adopted for the complicated building 

practices of the developed world. Activists inside and outside of the EM, however, 

increasingly take issue with the movement’s avoidance of social issues in the built world.  

This hybrid wave of socio-environmental activism is referred to as the spatial justice 

proto-movement in Chapter 8, and is reviewed again in what follows to make deeper 

connections between this proto-movement and the established movements reflected upon 

above. 

 

9.2 Comparison to the Spatial Justice Proto-Movement 

 

Activists arguing for a ‘reform environmentalism’ (Gottlieb 2000) that embraces social 

justice as a prerequisite to environmental sustainability have adopted the notion of 

building assessment systems; they strive to encourage the codification of their values into 

the built world.  Chapter 8 outlines the proto-movement, or movement of movements, 
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related to spatial justice currently advocating for these issues in the U.S.  The Partnership 

for Working Families (PWF), a national umbrella organization coming out of the Labor 

movement, forged a fruitful bond with major Environmental organizations to form what 

is now commonly referred to as a blue-green alliance.  These alliances work locally, as 

well as nationally, to develop Community Benefit Agreements and other tools to codify 

spatial justice into development projects.  Simultaneously, national networks supporting 

grassroots advocacy groups like The Right to the City Alliance (RTTC) are effectively 

protesting socio-spatial ills like gentrification and pollution through more radically 

adversarial means.  The Community Design profession also draws from roots both in 

social and environmental justice.  But, as discussed in Chapter 8, these activist 

practitioners rarely interact with the types of aforementioned national networks also 

working to further socio-environmental justice in the U.S.   

I hypothesize that if movement leaders could pair the skills of hybrid activist 

networks like PWF and RTTC with the applied work currently being done in the design 

professions, innovative socio-technical change might emerge.  The necessary 

infrastructure for the development of civic urban form already exists. As I have 

demonstrated above, knowledge brokers like Public Architecture, resource mobilizers 

like Architecture for Humanity, and hybrid codes like the one developed by the SEED 

Network are already established.  What has not occurred yet, however, is the marrying of 

the activist design networks to more politically engaged grassroots networks like the 

PWF and RTTC.  If these types of similarly oriented, but previously unaligned, 

organizations can agree upon a collective action frame that focuses on the development 

of innovative solutions to their shared problems, this hybrid proto-movement harbors 

great potential to make positive change in the built world.  In an effort to assemble the 

various mechanisms at play in the creation of civic urban form, each theme identified 

above is re-evaluated below in terms of the organizations required to make such change 

in the built world.  

 

9.3 Toward a Theory of Civic Urban Form 
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Rules and regulations are part of a matrix of relations that influence the practices of 

architecture and they are embodied in different forms, including language, text, 

(construction) materials, drawings and, of course, buildings.  The shape of rules and 

their shaping of the practices of architecture, is part of a relational mixture of 

discursive practices and social and political processes…Regulations ought to be 

conceived of as much more than technical instruments or part of a non-creative 

process somehow removed from architects’ practice (or the practices of architecture).  

Rather, they are a constitutive element in the (re)production of urban space (Imrie 

and Street 2009, p. 2509). 

 

Building codes and other spatial regulations inform the development of every parcel of 

land in the United States.  As Imrie and Street posit above, rules and regulations play an 

important role in the production of urban space.  Historically, the employment of codes 

ensured the health and safety of the citizenry, created standards upon which building 

practices would be measured, and guaranteed that the built world reflected civic values.  

Building codes have been abstracted from their original intent as societal needs, networks 

and institutions all become more complex.   Civil society has both the capacity and the 

authority, if not the power, to demand that building regulations reflect their values.  

Social movements expose the inequities of current practices and argue for a spatially just 

alternative.  Successful social movements provide a venue for institutionalizing emergent 

civic values into built form. 

 

9.3.1 Contributing Elements in the Creation of Civic Urban Form 

Drawing from the research presented above, I suggest herein that four critical tasks will 

move the codification of civic urban form forward: Democratic claim making, knowledge 

brokering, resource mobilizing and alliance building. Each of these activities plays 

significant roles in the reformation of the built world to reflect social values.  When 

movement actors build these activities around an integrated frame of collective action and 

co-evolve with relevant socio-technological change, new types of civic urban form can be 

codified in the built world.  In what follows, each of these organizational types will be 

briefly analyzed in order to begin sketching out a theory of civic urban form. 



 186 

 

DEMOCRATIC CLAIM MAKERS: The most important aspect of a successful social 

movement is its democratizing power—providing a platform to amplify previously 

unheard voices (Tilly 2000).  Organizations that help not only define democratic claims, 

but also maintain the centrality of these claims within the evolving movement play a 

critical role in such success. In the CRM, for instance, the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference maintained the connection to the African American church networks that 

precipitated and reified the movement tenets.  Within the DRM, radical grassroots groups 

like ADAPT ensured that the more mainstream DRM organizations advocating the 

movement on Capitol Hill did not sway from its fundamental values.  And, as argued by 

many theorists (Lefebvre 1991, Hess 2008), hegemonic forces constantly attempt to co-

opt and assimilate growing social movements to maintain the existing social order.  

Without grassroots activists validating the integrity of the claims made by the movement 

as it grows and evolves, the efficacy of the movement may not remain intact.  But this 

internal auditing system, although critical to the substance of the movement, must remain 

focused on advocating for and empowering the underrepresented.  Other organizations 

are much more adept at building the critical alliances required to garner widespread 

support and resources for the movement.  Once collective action frames are identified 

that outline the movement’s critical claims and the associated claim-making 

performances, two important types of movement entities must emerge to further the 

movement goals: knowledge brokers and resource mobilizers (Rogers 2003, Melucci 

1988).   

 

KNOWLEDGE BROKERS: Knowledge brokers assist with the dissemination of 

cognitive praxis to the public, as well as the pairing of identified needs with innovative 

solutions. The DRM’s Centers for Independent Living are prime examples of knowledge 

brokering organizations. These centers teach interested citizens how to engage with the 

larger movement and how to influence policy in order to make lasting change.  The 

USGBC is a primary knowledge broker for the environmental movement, training 

professionals all over the world how to best use the tools inherent within LEED’s 

building assessment system in order to integrate new value-based technologies into the 
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purview of the building industry (Kioski 2009).  For the spatial justice proto-movement 

discussed in Chapter 8, Public Architecture serves as a knowledge broker— expanding 

common understanding of the concepts of spatial justice while also helping architects 

translate their professional skills into a venue for activism with their 1% Solution pro 

bono program.  Organizations like Public Architecture are adept at garnering the 

resources required to perpetuate their own work, but rarely do they successfully balance 

knowledge brokering activities with efforts to fundraise or garnering media attention for 

the larger movement.   

 

RESOURCE MOBILIZERS: Resource mobilizers are a unique type of organization that 

use their national or international media relationships to help smaller, grassroots 

organizations leverage outside funding and media attention to more effectively 

implement local change.  In the case of the CRM, the Congress of Racial Equity (CORE) 

often led the movement’s resource mobilization efforts.  Originated by Caucasian 

movement intellectuals with a talent for demonstration organization, CORE often 

recruited African American students from local universities to participate in their 

coordinated events. CORE skillfully organized several national demonstrations, such as 

the Freedom Rides and the lunch counter sit-ins of the early 1960s that brought the plight 

of the CRM to the attention of media outlets and wealthy foundations across the country 

(Stanley 1982, McAdams 1999).  Although CORE’s founding membership was not 

representative of the oppressed voices of minorities struggling for amplification in the 

CRM, their talents for resource mobilization provided additional funding and media 

attention to the larger cause.   

Another prime example of resource mobilization discussed above is the role that 

Architecture for Humanity (AFH) plays for the spatial justice proto-movement.  In the 

United States, AFH’s primary contribution to spatial justice has been the sharing of their 

incredible relationship to media and funding sources with other small organizations 

working on the gulf coast and elsewhere.  Focusing on disaster relief, the AFH garners 

critical resources for organizations that dedicate all their energies to rebuilding their 

communities after the storm.  When appropriately paired with grassroots organizations 

and overlaid with the larger collective action frame guiding the movement, both the 
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resource mobilzers and knowledge brokers can be vital support systems for the 

transformation of a radical social movement into a widely accepted cultural paradigm.  In 

order to successfully co-evolve with technological change, however, an urban social 

movement must continue to forge alliances that broaden the boundaries of its collective 

action frame. 

 

ALLIANCE BUILDERS: In order to develop an integrated, inclusive frame of collective 

action that influences the development of the built world, alliances must be constructed 

among seemingly divergent groups.   For instance, the recent unlikely alliance between 

DRM activists championing visitability standards and the Congress for New Urbansim 

(CNU) expanded and enriched the discourse of both groups.  The CNU previously upheld 

the front porch stoop as the quintessential iconic image of home.  But when DRM 

activists redefined the front stoop as a barrier to accessibility, the two opponents sought 

common values and worked to find an innovative solution that honored both sensibilities.  

This particular collaboration yielded the zero step entryway, a fully accessible covered 

portico that requires no change in elevation from the walkway, but maintains the feel of 

the iconic front porch.  Of course, without the openness to co-evolve with the new 

alliances developed throughout a movement’s maturation, these alliances do not 

contribute to the creation of civic urban form.   

 In sum, I suggest that movements attempting to codify their values in built form 

need to simultaneously negotiate the agendas of various entities working to restate 

grassroots claims, to broker knowledge with outside forces, to mobilize resources that 

support the ongoing work of the grassroots claim makers, and to make alliances with 

seemingly opposed outside groups.  The constellation of organizations comprising a 

social movement must find venues to integrate divergent values into a frame of collective 

action that co-evolves with social and technological change.  Today’s built world and the 

social movements operating within it are both complex organisms comprised of many 

cells; they must dialectically coexist to successfully inform one another’s development.  

Building codes are rigid, stagnant forces by nature.  I argue that they can also be a 

primary venue to institutionalize radical values into physical space.   
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9.3.2 Turning Emergent Values into Code 

When we were trying to create our first live workspaces here in Utah there was no 

zoning that would allow it.   And in order for it to be realized there had to be some 

sort of codification, because otherwise the fire department and the building code 

people couldn't make their assessments in terms of safety.  So each of the 

segregated practitioners: fire, zoning, building, etc needed permission to begin 

thinking differently.  So a dialogue began.  This dialogue was contentious at 

times, it was enthusiastic at times, but it was a public dialogue. And that 

institutional civic engagement led to a change in zoning code that enables others 

to make spatial changes.   These aren't necessarily chicken and egg questions, 

because this can happen from any number of motivators. But the fact of the matter 

is that (code development) begins with civic engagement from community 

activists and leads to the kinds of changes in whichever form of justice you are 

after.   The whole notion of "what could be?" is primary to the idea of regulatory 

change (Goldsmith 2008). 

 

The power of building regulation lies in its potential to codify ‘what could be’ in the built 

world. As planner, activist, and theorist Stephen Goldsmith points out in the quote above, 

the process of code-making requires a public discourse about what our cities could look 

like that rarely occurs otherwise. Modern building code enforcement is an expensive 

endeavor involving many governmental agencies in almost every U.S. municipality 

because the country collectively values safe, healthy, ordered spaces. Codes influence the 

process of designing, building, and operating the built world.  But once a code 

institutionalizes new habits into the building industry, these practices often develop an 

internal momentum that indemnifies them from further scrutiny (Hughes 2004).  Social 

movements have a unique ability to engender cognitive praxis that refashions the built 

world to reflect the emergent values of its citizenry.   

The theory of civic urban form proposed herein, although still hazy at this nascent 

stage in its development, contains all the critical features discussed above.  This theory 

posits that civic urban form is based around democratic claims, but it also includes 

knowledge brokering that engenders public acceptance, alliance building that expands the 
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frame of action, and the codification of hybrid codes that reflect this integrated collective 

frame.  Urban social movements, more specifically, work toward the development of 

cognitive praxis that alters the paradigms in which building decisions are made.  The 

intentionally messy diagram below sketches these amorphous relationships.   Cognitive 

praxis is relegated to the outskirts of the sphere; not because it is unimportant, but 

because the resulting knowledge accepted by the public is always an abstracted and 

slightly assimilated version of the original democratic claims posited by the grassroots 

movement leaders (Hess 2007, Jamison 2001).  Urban social movements should 

acknowledge this potential cooptation of movement values in the process of socio-

technical translation upfront, and continue to reposition their democratic claims as central 

to the effort throughout the process of technological co-evolution.   

 
Figure 7: Cellular Diagram of Activities Leading to Civic Urban Form 

If theorists are correct about the nature of our exponentially globalizing society, 

the socio-technical evolution of innovations will continue to increase both in speed and in 

scope (Melucci 2002, Castels 2000).  Social movements will expand their skill sets as 

virtual communication facilitates a more mechanized system for movement engagement. 

As these movements become more digitized in nature and more professional in scope, 

new techniques develop to maintain the centrality of democratic claim-making efforts to 
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these radical projects.  Future research is warranted on the challenges and opportunities 

facing urban social movements in our newly networked society to ensure that the built 

world continues to be a venue for social change. 

In conclusion, the fundamental argument made herein is that building codes 

always reflect values.  The issue is whose…the tacit values of technocrats or the 

emergent values of civil society.  Integrated, inclusive, and reflective frames of collective 

action lead to richer, hybridized code-making processes. Although cumbersome to 

develop, I argue that hybrid codes are a preferred method of value codification because 

the translation process requires the synthesis of diverse values into an innovative new 

frame.  As a result, hybrid codes tend to precipitate creative solutions to complex 

problems. Often, they better represent the values of the larger population than either 

interest group did independently. Hybrid codes also provide more leverage against 

hegemonic forces like the market and the state because of their widespread acceptance.  

Cultural appropriation of movement tenets typically does entail a partial abstraction of 

the original values.  Hybridized codes, however, also are more open to co-evolution than 

the codes of movements that have not yet experienced compromise.  The careful 

conversion of existing technocratic paradigms to emergent democratic values, through 

the development of new public discourses, facilitates civic urban form.  Regulations are 

typically seen as an obstacle to be overcome in the modern world, but when championed 

as a venue for civic urban formation, codes can become both a source of innovation and a 

watchdog for spatial justice.   
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