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Abstract 

 

The Impotent Toolkit: 
Challenges and Limitations of Co-Design Practice for Societal Value in 
Southeast Louisiana’s Landscapes of African American Dispossession 

 

Robin Boeun McDowell, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Gloria Lee 

 

This report details a reflexive practice that lies in the emerging field of co-design 

for societal value. This territory marks a move from user participation to equal 

empowerment of stakeholders—that is, designers, users, and other project constituents 

defining objectives and working through design processes together via a shared vision for 

more just and sustainable ways of living. The body of design work examined in this 

report is a combination of traditional products of graphic design, participatory design 

methods, and ethnography. Initiated around a physically demolished and institutionally 

repressed history of enslaved Africans in St. Charles Parish, Louisiana, the value of this 

work is not found in formal qualities of designed objects or in a groundbreaking process 

model, but in detailed documentation of consistent reflection on the role of the designer 

as outsider. This broadened analysis offers an expansion of the repertoire of co-design 

case studies. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

I am a socially engaged graphic designer. I work with an institutionally repressed 

history of enslaved persons of African descent in the physical landscape of St. Charles 

Parish, Louisiana. The work detailed in this report exists in three forms: (1) A body of 

historical research that relies on oral traditions, original investigation, and critical 

examination of archival materials that resists a dominant tourism-focused narrative of 

Southeast Louisiana’s cultural landscape; (2) Traditional graphic design products that 

give visual form to a community-based movement for commemoration and recovery of 

silenced stories; (3) Documentation of a reflexive design practice in which the disparity 

between my sociopolitical awareness and the experience of working with a community in 

struggle instigated personal value shifts and the development of new critical mindsets. 

This ongoing project offers an expansion of what I currently see as a narrow repertoire of 

case studies in the territory of co-design.1 

Co-design, historically speaking, is a Eurocentric practice, derived from 

participatory design methodology. Participatory design originated in Scandinavian policy 

work with skilled labor in the 1960s, and found new applications in workplaces of the 

United States in the late 1970s—namely software development companies and 

community planning firms.2 Participatory design further evolved into the emerging field 

of co-design, and the two are often conflated. Co-design moves from user participation to 

equal empowerment of stakeholders. Designers, users, and other project constituents 

                                                
1 See IDEO’s “Human Centered Design Toolkit” http://www.hcdconnect.org/toolkit/en and “SEED: Social 
Economic Environmental Design” http://www.seed-network.org/network/ for examples of dominant 
approaches to and documentation of co-design project scenarios. See also the “Design Research Map” in 
Sanders, Elizabeth and Pieter Jan Stappers. The Convivial Toolbox: Generative Research for the Front End 
of Design. (Amsterdam: BIS Publishers, 2012), p. 21. 
2 Greenbaum, Joan. “A Design of One’s Own: Towards Participatory Design in the US.” DAIMI Report 
Series 20, no. 375 (December 1, 1991). 
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define objectives and work through design processes together via a shared vision. In 

many instances, the design project and its stakeholders operate within a culturally and 

racially homogenous demographic and produce results within a limited scope of risk or 

personal growth for the designer. Frequently, designers, art directors, creative directors, 

and other project managers practice co-design in business contexts with a fairly narrow 

rhetoric of use and with an ultimate focus on product and revenue. Designer Liz Sanders 

defines three values of co-design: Monetary value (“making money in new, more 

efficient ways”), user/experience value (“companies’ desires to transform consumers into 

users…so that the products and services they design, produce, and sell will better meet 

people’s wants and needs”), and societal value (“aspirations for longer-term and more 

sustainable ways of living”).3 My focus lies in the area of co-design for societal value. 

Figure 1: Liz Sanders’ mapping of the 
three values of co-design throughout a 
traditional design development process. 
From Elizabeth Sanders and Pieter Jan 
Stappers, The Convivial Toolbox: 
Generative Research for the Front End 
of Design (Amsterdam: BIS Publishers, 
2012), p. 26. 

My work calls for a broader view and analysis of co-design for societal value in 

communities where user-testing and brainstorming exercises do not grant the designer 

trust or even personal safety, let alone results. The value of my work is not found in the 

formal qualities of the design projects, nor in innovative uses of materials and 

technologies, nor in a groundbreaking and replicable process model, but in 

documentation of consistent reflection that strengthens my ability to engage with a 

community and deepens my understanding of Southeast Louisiana’s landscapes of 
                                                
3 The Convivial Toolbox: Generative Research for the Front End of Design, p. 26 
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dispossession. I hope these insights prove valuable for future designers who wish to 

engage communities in which they are considered outsiders, and that they are inspired to 

do so with an intensified sense of empathy that begins with embodied humility and 

openness.  
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Chapter 2: Social Design Handbooks and Universal Methods 

Liz Sanders asks important questions of the current popularity and interest in co-

creation4 in design: 

Is it yet another method with an interesting collection of tools that can be called 
upon in the design process? Or is co-creation much larger than that? Is it a 
mindset or a worldview that changes how the entire design development process 
is seen and takes place?5 

According to Sanders, co-design is a tool when it is used as “just another option in the 

toolbox of all tools and techniques that can be used in the processes of design, 

development, marketing, and/or distribution.” Co-design acts as a method when it is a 

“collection of tools and techniques that are often compared to other collections of 

methods.” And finally, the co-design mindset is the “broadest and longest-ranging 

perspective” that is best practiced by very experienced generative researchers or “young 

intuitive” designers.6 Though I place myself in the latter category, I still find myself in 

problematic company. Contemporary design researchers in this territory present tools, 

methods and mindsets that are misleading and even harmful, as they contribute to a gross 

imbalance of power already at play by the nature of researcher-subject relationships. 

Bella Martin and Bruce Hangington’s Universal Methods of Design offers “100 

ways to research complex problems, develop innovative ideas, and design effective 

solutions.” Some of these methods include card sorting, role-playing, questionnaires, 

design workshops, and in particular, design ethnography that “approximates the 

immersion methods of traditional ethnography to deeply experience and understand the 

user’s world for design empathy and insight.”7 My work casts a great deal of doubt on 

                                                
4 Sanders uses Co-creation and Co-design interchangeably. 
5 The Convivial Toolbox: Generative Research for the Front End of Design, p. 31. 
6 Ibid, p. 32. 
7 Universal Methods of Design, p. 60. 
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aspirational claims of comprehensive insights gained from approximations of traditional 

ethnography. For example, eavesdropping, or as Martin and Hangington call the “Fly-On-

The-Wall” method, privileges the observations of the individual designer on a micro-

scale, without taking into account larger, systemic, or more complex influences. 

Observing may not be enough. Is the designer sensitive not just to what we witness, but 

the voices and bodies we are not? Do we take into account researcher positionality when 

framing such observations or findings from questionnaires, role-playing, and card sorting 

exercises as “data?” And what if a designer attempts to engage a community 

characterized by such prolonged and systemic oppression or violence, that bringing out a 

survey or stack of Post-Its is inappropriate, alarming, and potentially hurtful or insulting? 

This literature legitimizes the practice of sampling from a buffet of harmful or insensitive 

methods—many of which are only appropriate in business or professionalized contexts. 

The Design Activist’s Handbook, on the other hand, goes straight for the end 

game, applauding examples of self-published brochures and flyers, and brandishing tips 

for how to be an activist and still get paid (tools). One section, titled in graffiti style 

typography, hails “the power of a brochure”8 without offering rigorous criteria for 

researching, authoring, procuring, or vetting content. The focus is on production of cheap 

multiples and getting your designs out in the world. The touting of design’s power to 

“change the world” should raise eyebrows. This handbook is an optimistic yet misguided 

tool that flattens the idea of “change” to finished projects, produced cheaply and en 

masse. Scalin and Taute evaluate many projects in terms of economic sensibility for the 

                                                
8 Scalin, Noah and Michelle Taute. The Design Activist's Handbook: How to Change the World (Or at 
Least Your Part of It) with Socially Conscious Design. (New York: HOW Books, 2012), p. 36. 
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professional designer, and trumpet an activist “aesthetic,” rather than a mindset and 

approach to praxis. 9 

Figure 2: Both the checklist and handbook format encourage formulas that flatten 
approaches to co-design for societal value. From Andrew Shea, Designing 
for Social Change: Strategies for Community-Based Graphic Design (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2012) and Noah Scalin and Michelle 
Taute, The Design Activist's Handbook: How to Change the World (Or at 
Least Your Part of It) with Socially Conscious Design (New York: HOW 
Books, 2012). 

Andrew Shea’s widely adopted publication Designing for Social Change: 

Strategies for Community-Based Graphic Design, provides a handy checklist for 

improving the lives of communities in need by “building trust” and remembering that “as 

a designer you are equipped with a proven problem solving process and can tackle the 

issue with a fresh perspective.”10 The idea of a “proven problem solving process” is 
                                                
9 See again The Design Activist's Handbook: How to Change the World (Or at Least Your Part of It) with 
Socially Conscious Design, p. 12. 
10 Shea, Andrew. Designing for Social Change: Strategies for Community-Based Graphic Design. (New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2012), p. 55. 
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glaringly suspect. While Shea adopts the idea of societal value as mindset, his mindset is 

still frighteningly narrow in its positivistic trumpeting of canonical design process and 

distillation of researcher-subject relationships to “tips.” Shea’s rhetoric encourages 

designers to charge forward and “create an emotional tie with the general public by 

representing them [communities in need] with dignity”11 instead of taking time to 

question if the community wants to be represented to “the general public” and by whom. 

Or if the designer is equipped, in terms of biography, knowledge, and experience, to 

effectively grapple with the unresolvable complexity of social issues like poverty, racism, 

and domestic and state violence. The most dubious part of this work is the list of tips 

found in the appendix. Under the “Build Trust” checklist item, one tip suggests preparing 

food and giving gifts to key members of marginalized communities.” If I used Shea’s 

framework to engage a community of descendants of enslaved Africans, seeking to be 

acknowledged as human beings despite state practices of oppression, I would not be 

writing this report because there would be no project. I was an “outsider” to a spiritual 

and political community. The work needed to be done was much more difficult, 

prolonged, and thoughtful than showing up with a casserole. Shea’s framework reinforces 

a mindset of condescension and pity and re-inscribes what journalist Teju Cole calls the 

“white savior industrial complex”12 or black feminist scholar M. Jacqui Alexander’s 

concept of “heteropatriarchy.”13 

 

                                                
11 Ibid, p. 83. 
12 Cole, Teju. “The White-Savior Industrial Complex.” The Atlantic, March 21, 2012. 
http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/the-white-savior-industrial-complex/254843/ 
13 Alexander, M. Jacqui. Pedagogies Of Crossing: Meditations On Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, 
And The Sacred. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), p. 24. 
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Chapter 3: The Underbelly of The Katrina Moment 

Sustaining a research interest in repressed histories requires fortitude and a strong 

stomach—the same traits required of those who challenge canonical literature of their 

discipline. People ask me, “What kind of design do you do?” and I reply, “I chase ghosts 

along the Mississippi.” I credit an incredibly special man by the name of Mr. Leon A. 

Waters—an activist, educator, and historian—for opening his heart, challenging me to 

acknowledge the real ghosts of Southeast Louisiana, and showing me the kind of courage 

needed to chase them. This story rightfully begins and concludes with Mr. Leon (as I 

refer to him for the remainder of this report), but to understand the full scope of our 

adventure, we first must take a journey through Southeast Louisiana on a different kind 

of deadline than that of a graphic designer. 

New Orleans, Louisiana gained international media attention as the disaster of 

Hurricane Katrina unfolded in 2006. Iconic images from this time—black bodies trapped 

on roofs surrounded by surging storm waters, begging for help, forsaken by their 

government—shined the spotlight, if only for a short time, on an unfathomable tragedy of 

race, class, geography, and environment. The words of Black studies scholar Clyde 

Woods do the most justice here: 

The picture of twenty thousand slowly dying African Americans chanting "we 
want help" outside of New Orleans s Convention Center was a blues moment. It 
disrupted the molecular structure of a wide array of carefully constructed social 
relations and narratives on race, class, progress, competency, and humanity. In the 
blink of an eye, African Americans, an identity fraught with ambiguity, were 
transformed back into black people, a highly politicized identity.14 

While the events of Hurricane Katrina, as narrated by national media, played very 

much into a raised consciousness of race and class issues in Southeast Louisiana, it was 

                                                
14 Woods, Clyde Adrian. “Do You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans?: Katrina, Trap Economics, 
and the Rebirth of the Blues.” American Quarterly 57, no. 4 (2005): 1005–18. 
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but one vignette in a long story of repression, dispossession, and erasure of black bodies 

in the region. 

Figure 3: Diagram of Project Design Flood, showing 
the Bonnet Carré Spillway as the last outlet for river 
control before New Orleans, 1958 updated 2011. 
From America’s Wetland Foundation and Loyola 
University, 
http://www.americaswetlandresources.com/backgroun
d_facts/detailedstory/LouisianaRiverControl.html 

Practices of erasure and control occur both 

within and outside of state entities. Centuries of holes 

in the archive hold social, political, economic, and 

spiritual struggles of Africans and African Americans. 

These heavy holes line the underbelly of the more 

visible the “Katrina Moment.” Hurricane Katrina was a “blues moment”15 in a long, slow 

song of suffering in the Mississippi delta. This chapter illuminates this oppressive cycle 

of erasure and control, with each natural disaster or human atrocity supplanting the next 

and obscuring the voices of so many African and African American communities. A 

more contemporary example is the Deepwater Horizon (BP) Oil Spill of 2010, seemingly 

following on the heels of “The Katrina Moment,” placing Louisiana back on the national 

media map, and birthing a parallel consciousness of environmental resilience and 

wetlands salvation. However, this “new” wetlands narrative also clouds and conceals 

complex social histories by supplanting images of race and class-based loss and violence 

with sleek maps of coastal loss and more palatable landscape photography.16  

                                                
15 Ibid. 
16 Rich, Nathaniel. “The Most Ambitious Environmental Lawsuit Ever.” The New York Times, October 3, 
2014. http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/10/02/magazine/mag-oil-lawsuit.html. 
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The particular story of erasure and control in which I am invested has no true 

beginning or end, but I choose to open with The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 that 

devastated both New Orleans and the River Parishes.17 Over the next two decades, The 

U.S. government responded with massive engineering projects to control the Mississippi 

River—all part of a plan known as “Project Design Flood” (See Figure 3). Among other 

methods of more localized flood control, such as levees and pumping stations, New 

Orleans is physically protected by a series of spillways that proactively control the level 

of the Mississippi River. The Bonnet Carré Spillway, constructed from 1928 to 1935 and 

located in St. Charles Parish (county) upriver from New Orleans, serves as a safety valve 

between the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain. The U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers, New Orleans District (USACE) manages the project. The USACE opens the 

spillway about every ten years in response to dangerously high water levels. 
 

Figure 4: The Bonnet Carré 
Spillway looking east from 
Montz, Louisiana with 
Shell refinery in 
background, July 2014. 
Photo by author. 

                                                
17 For a far richer historical contextualization of this event and subsequent national projects, see especially 
Barry, John M. Rising Tide: The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America. (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1997). 
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Figure 5: The Bonnet Carré Spillway opening in on May 9, 2011, looking west from 
Norco, Louisiana. Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonnet_Carr%C3%A9_Spillway#/media/File
:BonnetCarreOpeningDay.jpg. 

Control of the river came with the erasure of human history. St. Charles Parish 

was at the heart of chattel slavery in Louisiana during the antebellum period (1800s). 

Portuguese, British, Dutch, Spanish, and French traders forcibly enslaved persons from 

the African continent and Caribbean Islands and brought them to the United States under 

unthinkably inhumane shipping conditions to be sold as property (chattel) to white 

plantation owners in several large exchanges or arcades in the current day French 

Quarter.18 Here, they were groomed and “packaged”19 for sale then “hectored into line at 

the beginning of every day” where “there were no husbands or wives apparent among 

                                                
18 DeMers, John. French Quarter Royalty: The Tumultuous Life and Times of the Omni Royal Orleans 
Hotel. [New Orleans]: Omni Royal Orleans Hotel, 1993. 
19 Johnson, Walter. Soul by Soul: Life inside the Antebellum Slave Market. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1999, p. 120. (This book provides a much deeper and richer perspective on the New 
Orleans slave market.) 
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them, no old lovers or new friends; there were only men and women, field hands and 

house servants, Negro, Griffe, and Mulatto, tall, medium, and short.”20 

Figure 6: Diagram of 
Bonnet Carré Spillway, 
showing its location 
between the Mississippi 
River and Lake 
Ponchartrain. From Fred 
Bowerman Kniffen, 
Louisiana; Its Land and 
People. (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University 
Press, 1968), p. 153. 

 

Figure 7: Image from Google 
Maps highlighting location of 
St. Charles Parish. Screenshot 
courtesy of author, Accessed 
April 22, 2015, 
https://goo.gl/maps/F7Y7i. 

These captive persons 

would endure lives of 

backbreaking physical labor, 

often severed from kin, and 

subjected to torturous physical, 

psychological, and spiritual punishment, routine sexual assault, and malnutrition at the 

hands of owners and overseers. After the Civil War, many formerly enslaved people 

                                                
20 Ibid, p. 123. 
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stayed on the plantations, engaging in sharecropping, an oppressive labor system 

designed to keep formerly enslaved persons indebted to plantation owners for seed, tools, 

land, and housing. 

Figure 8: An 1858 map of 
plantations in St. Charles 
Parish showing the spillway 
area. From Jill-Karen 
Yakubik, United States, 
Army, Corps of Engineers, 
New Orleans District, and 
R. Christopher Goodwin and 
Associates. Cultural 
Resources Inventory of the 
Bonnet Carre ́Spillway, St. 
Charles Parish, Louisiana. 
(New Orleans, LA, 1986), 
Figure 10. 

By the 1900s, Roseland, Myrtleland (Hermitage), and Trepagnier plantations, 

became the townships of Montz and Sellers (later renamed Norco after the arrival of the 

Northern Oil Refinery Company). Most residents found employment as skilled labor. 

When construction began on the Bonnet Carré Spillway in 1928, the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers demolished these two towns to make room for the spillway’s flood plain. 

Homes, churches, and two cemeteries were plowed under. The erasure of black bodies 

and black histories was now a physical practice. For decades, these rural communities 

invoked ancestral histories through storytelling and the fellowship of two Baptist 

churches. 21 These churches—Good Hope Baptist Church in Norco, Louisiana and 

                                                
21 See especially Thrasher, Albert. On to New Orleans!: Louisiana’s Heroic 1811 Slave Revolt. New 
Orleans, LA.: Cypress Press, 1996.  Mr. Leon Waters and oral history passed down from his cousin Clara is 
featured in this impressively and sensitively researched volume. 
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Providence Baptist Church in Montz, Louisiana—were relocated during Spillway 

construction, and remain open today. 

Figure 9: An unearthed coffin, in situ, known as “Burial 1” from Kenner Cemetery From 
Jill-Karen Yakubik, United States, Army, Corps of Engineers, New Orleans 
District, and R. Christopher Goodwin and Associates. Cultural Resources 
Inventory of the Bonnet Carre ́Spillway, St. Charles Parish, Louisiana. 
(New Orleans, LA, 1986), Figure 82. 

In 1975, after nearly fifty years of operation, spillway workers discovered human 

bones and pieces of coffins rising out of the flooded mud. They stopped all work and 

reported it to administrators. In 1986, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers commissioned a 

series of extensive archaeological investigations on the history of the land and an 

inventory of the cemetery artifacts. These were bones of the enslaved from Roseland, 

Hermitage, and Trepagnier Plantations, Union Soldiers in the Corps d’Afrique, and other 
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free persons of color from the nearby parishes (counties). The USACE never shared these 

reports publicly, despite the recommendations of research team leader Dr. Jill-Karen 

Yakubik. In the conclusion of her reports, Yakubik recommended that the USACE share 

a “popular version” of her team’s findings with the public, via schools, churches, and 

libraries.22 Although these documents are unclassified, current USACE and state 

employees who are aware of these reports cite the prevention of grave robbing as the 

reason for secrecy. However, a publicly distributed map of fishing sites in the spillway 

distinctly marks the locations of both cemeteries. What does the USACE fear? A case for 

reparations? The discovery that the state never actually owned the land?23 The 

comprising of petrochemical corporation land acquisition interests from the Gulf of 

Mexico to Baton Rouge? Such investigations lie beyond the scope of the current report. 

State control of these documents and the policies surrounding their release further ensures 

the obscurity of this human history. In early 2012, the Army Corps of Engineers 

announced that the cemeteries were listed on the National Historic Register. This story 

received only moderate visibility via the Times-Picayune, a New Orleans daily 

newspaper, and was how I first became aware of the issue.24 

Quoted in this article was a man by the name of Mr. Leon A. Waters who traced 

his genealogy back to Hannibal and Emily, his great-great grandparents were enslaved on 

Roseland Plantation and interred in one of the spillway cemeteries. Mr. Leon A. Waters 

                                                
22 Yakubik, Jill-Karen, United States, Army, Corps of Engineers, New Orleans District, and R. Christopher 
Goodwin and Associates. Cultural Resources Inventory of the Bonnet Carre ́Spillway, St. Charles Parish, 
Louisiana. New Orleans, LA, 1986. A 360-page public document only known to be held by two libraries. 
23 See the battle for the Revilletown Cemetery in Plaquemine Parish. “African American Descendants Sue 
To Save Louisiana’s Revilletown Cemetery.” The Huffington Post. Accessed May 1, 2015. 
http://social.huffingtonpost.com/susan-buchanan/african-american-descenda_b_2457597.html. 
24 Scallan, Matt. “African-American Cemeteries Plowed Over For Spillway Now Recognized As 
Historic.” The Times-Picayune. 24 January 2012. 
Http://Www.Nola.Com/Environment/Index.Ssf/2012/01/Corps_To_Commemorate_African_A.Html 
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was a founding member of the Louisiana Museum of African American History 

(LMAAH), an organization with a history of activist work in New Orleans politics, 

education, and the arts to recover and publicize stories of African American heroes and 

ancestors since the 1970s. In 2012 he organized other descendants to put pressure on the 

USACE to further commemorate the cemeteries and share the history of the African 

American communities with the public. Later that year, in response, the USACE unveiled 

a plan for interpretive panels (See Figure 10) and a walking trail, called “Project Resting 

Place.”25 

Figure 10: Slide from 
USACE Community 
Meeting, February 
2012. From US Army 
Corps of Engineers, 
“Long-term 
Management of 
Historic Cemeteries in 
Bonnet Carre 
Spillway,” Presentation 
by Chris Brantley, St. 
Charles Borromeo 
Catholic Church, 
Destrehan, LA 
February 6, 2012), p. 
13. 

Thirty comment cards gathered from descendants and community members 

expressed disgust and disagreement with “Project Resting Place,” as the information 

along the interpretive trail was inaccurate and contained few details, and featured a flat, 

generalized narrative of the African American experience in Southeast Louisiana.  For 

example, the text refers to enslaved persons as “workers and residents” with no mention 
                                                
25 Chris Brantley, “Long-term Management of Historic Cemeteries in Bonnet Carre Spillway” 
(presentation, St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Church, Destrehan, LA February 6, 2012). 
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of slavery. One of the comment cards reads, “It feels like a war is still being fought over 

the right to exist.”26 Mr. Leon and The Louisiana Museum of African American History 

(LMAAH) proposed written revisions to the panels, detailing more specifically the 

system of oppression effecting the daily life for the enslaved, and distinct cultural and 

spiritual practices retained despite centuries of oppression. Mr. Leon and LMAAH also 

asked to revise the name of the cemeteries from Kenner and Kugler Cemetery (last names 

of the white plantation owners) to “African and African American Cemeteries in the 

Bonnet Carré Spillway.” 

Figure 11: Site of Kugler Cemetery, August 2014, looking north from River Road. Photo 
by author.  

                                                
26 “Long-term Management of Historic Cemeteries in Bonnet Carre Spillway Cultural Resource 
Management Comment Cards.” (New Orleans District US Army Corps of Engineers, New Orleans, 2012), 
p. 10, 22, and 30. 
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Figure 12: Artifacts recovered from Bonnet Carré Spillway African American Cemeteries 
From US Army Corps of Engineers, “Long-term Management of Historic 
Cemeteries in Bonnet Carre Spillway” (presentation by Chris Brantley, St. 
Charles Borromeo Catholic Church, Destrehan, LA February 6, 2012), p. 7. 

As of 2015, the USACE has not moved or returned the bones of these ancestors to 

the churches, nor properly commemorated their lives. They did not publish interpretive 

materials or incorporate the revisions from The Louisiana Museum of African American 

History. There have been no further iterations or movement on “Project Resting Place” 

and the whereabouts of the artifacts is undisclosed by both the USACE and State 

Department of Archaeology. The cemeteries remain unmarked and severely overgrown. 

Chattel slavery, followed by sharecropping, followed by contemporary institutional 

racism erase and re-write cultural landscapes, while state engineering projects do the 

same to physical landscapes. 
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Chapter 4: Meeting Mr. Leon A. Waters 

In July 2014 I wrote an email: “Dear Mr. Waters, My name is Robin McDowell. I 

am a student, and I would like to know more about what happened to the cemeteries in 

the Spillway.” He responded, “Miss McDowell. I may be able to assist you. Meet me at 

Treme Coffeehouse at 9 am on Saturday.” 

That Saturday, I sat nervously with a coffee in the “Treme Coffeehouse,” a 

shotgun home, painted in three different day-glo colors, converted into a small cafe. Mr. 

Leon arrived five minutes late. Although he is a short man with a compact frame, his 

presence seemed to the entire space at the moment of our first meeting. He wore loose-

fitting pressed khakis and a crisp neon orange oxford (an outfit I would come to 

recognize from a mile away). He moved confidently, slightly bent with age, but 

straightened immediately when I extended my hand in greeting. He ordered a day-old 

biscuit with butter and jelly and a cup of decaffeinated tea (another combination of which 

I would grow quite fond). He brought this simple breakfast over to my table and wasted 

no time in asking, “What are you doing running around the spillway? What is your deal? 

Why would you care about the ancestors of marginalized black people in St. Charles 

Parish?” 

My tentative voice filled the air. It was summer in New Orleans, and we were the 

only two people in the whole establishment. I rambled nervously about the possibility of 

designing signage for the spillway, and expressed my interest in typography on historic 

landmarks. Mr. Leon leaned forward confidently and cut me off mid-sentence. “Miss 

McDowell, I asked who you are, and why you’re in New Orleans right now?” Mr. Leon 

has a jarringly deep, clear voice. He speaks deliberately, each syllable wrapped in a thick 

New Orleans accent—a voice that knows its own power. When he asks something 
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important, he leans forward and looks me directly in the eye, unsmiling, unflinching. He 

takes his time when he speaks, letting long pauses hang between sentences. He self-

identifies as a griot—a West African storyteller, and simultaneous teacher and entertainer 

through whom ancestral voices can speak. Mr. Leon was not eating a stale biscuit in the 

Treme on a Saturday morning to learn about Times New Roman and Futura. Yet he never 

rolled his eyes, fidgeted, or communicated disinterest in any way. He knew exactly what 

he was doing—prodding me, little by little, and waiting for my truths to come rushing 

out. 

He asked where I got a last name like “McDowell,” where my family was from, 

and if I was around during Katrina. I told him that I was not here in 2006, but since then, 

I managed to lose my share of beloved possessions in town. Yet Louisiana is my “safe” 

haven. He talked a bit about his relationship to the spillway cemeteries—how he heard 

the stories of his ancestors as a child, the many brave men and women buried in the 

spillway. He never severed eye contact, his body tilted forward toward me the whole 

time, as he slowly chewed the jelly-covered biscuit. 

His voice suddenly grew stronger, more staccato, and angrier, possibly even hurt. 

He began to tell me the story of a young male student from Harvard University who took 

an interest in his “Hidden History Tours.” This student later stole and bastardized Mr. 

Leon’s research on Louisiana’s Slave Revolt of 1811 into a problematic piece of 

historical fiction for a book deal with a major national publisher. I told him I would never 

do that—I was not trying to get famous. I wanted to learn, not for anyone to know my 

name. After fielding a few more pointed questions about my identity (upper-middle-class 

Asian woman and current graduate student), personal history (adopted as an infant), and 

origins of my name (passed on to me by my Italian and Irish-American parents), I told 

him that I didn’t know anything about my ancestors. I couldn’t change that, I told him, 
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but someday I hoped to tell my children that I made a small contribution to something 

much larger than myself. I want to tell them that I asked questions I was ethically 

compelled to ask. Family was the greatest gift I would be able to give someday, and if 

there was an entire community severed from honoring their family and ancestors, then I 

could not be okay with that. I couldn’t love Louisiana and also be okay with that. Mr. 

Leon finally leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Miss McDowell, I think we 

understand one another. I hope this is the start of a long-term relationship.” 

I left the café with a firm handshake and a list of government-issued documents to 

track down and read: A test, I realize only now. I then sat silently in my car and cried. 

This was the first conversation I ever had in which I was asked to fully account for 

myself and my interest in Louisiana as a young adopted Korean woman with white 

parents from the Northeast. This was not the last time I would sit in my car and cry 

uncontrollably from the overwhelming and confusing emotions wrought by this work and 

my inquiries. 

The more I read and observed, I found that the USACE actively seeds and 

promotes a popular narrative of the spillway as a great feat of engineering that saves New 

Orleans and in more recent years, as a wetlands preserve and recreational area for ATVs 

and mountain bikes27.  This narrative comes at a cost—of humans and their cultural 

heritage. Institutional discrimination works in tandem with this narrative, ranging from 

the subtle to the overt. I witnessed this practice first hand, and at times, used it to my 

advantage in obtaining archival materials and transcripts of community meetings. I am a 

young woman. I am a graduate student. I am a benign graphic artist. I am a model 

minority. I enjoy class privilege. Sometimes, depending on aspects of my biography, I get 
                                                
27 This is a short informational film produced by the USACE New Orleans Project Team, shown to visitors 
in the project office on River Road in Norco, Louisiana The Bonnet Carre’ Spillway Story, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CcusARVzcY8&feature=youtube_gdata_player. 
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to go to places in Louisiana that other people can’t. And sometimes, as I have found, I do 

not get to go everywhere—at least not comfortably. 

But my vision was clouded by the initial excitement over playing secret agent and 

the unbridled optimism of social design literature (See Chapter 2). I proposed to address 

the problem with a re-branding campaign around the cemeteries, and “get the word out” 

with an eBook, brochures, and stationery. I wanted to hold a big community meeting with 

all the “stakeholders” and confront the USACE. I wanted to create a well-designed media 

kit for the descendants to take to the press! 

The proposal failed due to my insensitivity to the complexity of oppression in 

Louisiana and my ignorance of the work of Mr. Leon’s existing spiritual and political 

community. Mr. Leon did not respond to my correspondence and printed packet. He did 

not reply to my follow-up correspondence. I emailed again a month later, asking if he had 

any other ideas, if he could meet me to talk about the information I discovered in various 

local archives and libraries, and if he might need my skills. He finally replied, making 

absolutely no mention of the proposal, and invited me again to breakfast. This moment is 

of great significance to the trajectory of my work, because I received a second chance to 

learn. This time, before he even got a change to sit down with his breakfast, I blurted an 

apology for the overzealous proposal. He smiled widely and waved his hand. “Don’t 

worry about it, Miss McDowell. You’re learning. Now, down to business...” 

I am learning how to really listen, how to read, how to be silent, how to move 

slower. I learned that design handbooks for social impact could be impotent in terms of 

design success and harmful or inappropriate to a community in struggle. There is no 

design toolkit for resolving institutional racism and erasure in Southeast Louisiana. 

Design had a role to play, but it was not out front with a trumpet. The following series of 

small projects provide a broadened view of a co-design process as one embodying 
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struggle, failure, and irresolution. These projects, viewed together, resist the clean 

diagramming, categorization, and linear, solutions-based thinking touted by current co-

design, Social Design, and Design Methods literature to create a new body of work that 

gives form to learning. 
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Chapter 5: Co-design in Practice—Tool, Method, Mindset 

Previously, I invoked the work of Liz Sanders to organize a critique of current 

literature on socially engaged co-design practice. Using the categories of tool (technique), 

method (collection of techniques), and mindset (long-ranging perspective), I frame the 

following projects according to their relationships to these uses. 

PROJECT: LUNCH-PAIL PRESENT 

In my first attempt at a socially engaged project for a community in struggle, I 

utilized co-design as a tool and method. I conceived of the project “Lunch-Pail Present” 

in June 2014 before arriving in New Orleans and completed it during my first two weeks 

in town. “Lunch Pail Present” addressed lost language in the landscape, which was an 

issue of personal interest.  

Figure 12: Lunch-Pail Present booklet and blank stationery. Photos by author, 2014. 

On June 13, 2014, the New York Times published an Op-Ed by columnist Ginia 

Bellafante, “Nostalgia’s Blurring Glow.” Bellafante describes the controversy over the 
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demolition of the large sign for Kentile Floors in the Gowanus neighborhood of Brooklyn 

as evidence of a trendy narcissism, rather than a cogent concern for historic 

preservationists: 

The oddly unambivalent affection for Kentile and other similar signs is an 
extension of a creative class fetish for the workingman’s life…the same 
sensibility that has resulted in the fashion for Carhartt jackets, Esso shirts, trucker 
caps, factory paraphernalia and so on among recent graduates of better Eastern 
colleges—the ultimate symbols of denied privilege. 28 

The sign, a metal giant, is visible from the high line train, and became a community 

landmark for many residents, from many walks of life. Bellafante bemoans this nostalgia, 

and attributes preservation efforts to “the notion that we must maintain a link to the city’s 

lunch-pail past, almost as if there were no lunch-pail present.” “Lunch-Pail Present: An 

Incomplete Collected History of Kentile Floors” is a 56-page booklet that contains 

several articles, statistics, and a short story about Kentile Floors and the company’s 

history. It also includes a reprint of Bellafante’s article with all 85 comments. The last 

pages are blank letterheads for readers to write their own memories of the sign and 

factory, or add a response to the material presented in the booklet. 

                                                
28 Bellafante, Ginia. “Nostalgia’s Blurring Glow.” The New York Times, June 13, 2014. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/15/nyregion/nostalgias-blurring-glow.html. 
 



 26 

Figure 13: Mock letters to Ginia Bellafante, held by two strangers in Washington Square 
Park, New Orleans. Photos by author, 2014. 

The individuals pictured above were strangers I encountered on the sidewalks and 

parks of the Marigny neighborhood in New Orleans who I asked to hold up the letters and 

let me take their photo. Their faces would not be in the shot. Before agreeing to 

participate, each individual took the time to read the letter and ask me about the project. 

They listened to me explain the controversy and community significance of the Kentile 

Floors sign. A few people even volunteered their own suggestions for signs in New 

Orleans with similar importance to residents.  

At first, experimenting with the form of the collected history pamphlet and 

letterhead was exciting (tools), but in hindsight I view this project more critically. 

“Lunch-Pail Present” demonstrates just how easily a handful of aesthetic tropes can be 

used to fabricate the impression of a “successful” co-design project. 
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I began to question the difference between participation and engagement. While 

participation may be quantified (surveys, attendee lists, social media metrics) or 

represented (photos of hands holding handwritten letters represents authenticity of voice), 

engagement is a qualitative judgment that unfolds over time. Could booklets and 

stationery truly engage a community in struggle?  

PROJECT: A (FAILED) PROPOSAL TO MR. LEON 

Deep in thought after this experiment, and reflecting on my very first 

conversation with Mr. Leon, I created “A (Failed) Proposal to Mr. Leon.” This was the 

Bonnet Carré Spillway cemeteries re-branding proposal from August 2014. I sent Mr. 

Leon the proposal via email and mailed him a copy. After weeks of silence, I knew 

something was wrong. I had to re-trace my steps. There was nowhere to push forward. 

No post-its to sort, no wireframes to build, no surveys to distribute. I was using co-design 

as a method—and a prescriptive one at that. The insensitive and inaccurate mistakes I 

made in the proposal included, but were not limited to the following:  

1. “Kenner and Kugler” (See Figure 14) are names of the oppressors—the white 

plantation owners. Mr. Leon and the Louisiana Museum of African American 

History were asking that the USACE rename the cemeteries to “African and 

African American Cemeteries at Bonnet Carré Spillway.” 

2. “Save the cemeteries” is an incorrect concept. They were already plowed 

under and covered over with decades of sediment. This was a commemoration 

project, not a preservation project. 

3. Several inaccurate dates on citations of articles and documents demonstrated 

carelessness. If the goal of the project was to garner serious respect for the 
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cemeteries from the public, then as a researcher and outsider, I did not 

demonstrate that respect through accurate citations. 

4. Phrasing and form that implied that I had a deeper ancestry. The first page 

featured a list of places I had lived, and addressed the proposal to Mr. Leon 

Waters from only “New Orleans, Louisiana.” Indeed, Mr. Leon acknowledges 

that while his traceable genealogy is in Louisiana, his ancestry, wisdom, and 

knowledge goes back and draws on hundreds, thousands of years and across 

the ocean to Africa. 

I began reviewing hours of audio recordings I made throughout the summer—

conversations with Mr. Leon, and phone calls, with librarians, state employees, and my 

friends and family. I became extremely sensitive to how written and spoken word 

reinforce and structure social practices that support racial suppression and silencing. 

Designers and scholars can do harm through writing, speaking, and even reading, if not 

done actively. I began to understand that co-design as a tool and a method was not 

enough. I had to approach and cultivate co-design as a mindset. 

Figure 14: Two spreads from the failed proposal, showing an concept for an eBook and 
“Save Kenner & Kugler Cemeteries” website. © 2015 Robin Boeun 
McDowell. 
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PROJECT: CHANGE IN THE FRENCH QUARTER 

The next project, entitled “CHANGE in The French Quarter,” explores the gravity 

of reading language in the landscape, by uncovering and re-telling the overlooked history 

of a half-removed sign in a heavily trafficked area of New Orleans’ French Quarter. The 

name “St. Louis Exchange” represents opulence to some and the horrors of chattel 

slavery to others. The St. Louis Exchange was the first and largest slave market in New 

Orleans from the early to mid-1800s. To create “CHANGE in The French Quarter,” I 

spent several weekends observing and photographing tourist activity around the loading 

dock of the Omni Royal Orleans Hotel, formerly the St. Louis Exchange.  

Figure 15: Loading dock of 
the Royal Omni Hotel at 5th 
and Chartres Street in New 
Orleans’ French Quarter, 
July 2014. Photo by author. 

 

 Pale lettering 

above the street level reads 

“CHANGE,” the last visible 

remnant of the gargantuan 

operation and its famed auction rotunda. “Do you know what that sign means? What was 

this before?” I asked employees of the hotel, passing tourists, tour guides, and the 

concierge. I created a fan, modeled after the fans given out for free, advertising haunted 

history tours of the French Quarter, but replaced the text and graphics with drawings and 

photos of the former auctions and advertisements from the Times-Picayune in the 1850s 

(See Figure 16). The QR code leads to a podcast-style audio compilation of the 
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interviews, alongside historic photos of the Exchange and current photos of the faded 

sign. 

“CHANGE in the French Quarter” was more “successful” than the proposal to 

Mr. Leon, insofar as it resulted in the creation of a designed artifact. But “CHANGE in 

the French Quarter” still exemplified co-design as a tool and method—answering the 

charge of getting the word out to the “general public” and not approaching Mr. Leon and 

his community as experts who had lived very different lives from my own. Criteria for 

“success” had to evolve.  The questions I asked about participation and engagement 

reared their heads again. I designed a tool and method for recruiting participants 

(interviewees, tourists), but failed to build a bridge of engagement between this project 

and descendants of chattel slavery in Louisiana. I wanted a tangible design project in time 

for a September return to classes. Mr. Leon was on a very different deadline. 

Figure 16: 
Detail of re-
designed 
Haunted Tours 
fans with 
clippings from 
Bernard 
Kendig’s 
scrapbooks and 
images from 
The Historic 
New Orleans 
Collection. 
Photo by 
author, 2014. 
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PROJECT: BLACK NEW ORLEANS 

A major turning point occurred after my return to Texas in Fall 2014. Feeling 

defeated, trapped at an impasse, and wondering what and how I would tell everyone at 

the university what I did all summer, I committed to developing my own outsider voice to 

narrate this struggle to learn and engage. I dissected the writing of four individuals who 

write about black communities of New Orleans in the years following Hurricane Katrina: 

So was born “Black New Orleans,” a series of experiments that use graphic design as a 

tool to represent this scrutiny of language. “Black New Orleans” is not an assault on non-

local or outsider voices, but an ongoing visualization and analysis of language. The four 

writers analyzed were Rebecca Solnit, a feminist author and activist; Eric Tang, a Black 

Studies scholar and community organizer; Aaron Neville, a soul and funk musician from 

New Orleans; and Jason Berry, a journalist and theologian.29 

Figures 17–20 use the vintage children’s party game Pin the Tail on the Donkey 

to demonstrate how each writer’s choice of “naming” black communities in post-Katrina 

New Orleans itself communicates a great deal of information about each writer’s 

positionality. Another iteration (not pictured here) uses Hello Kitty as metaphor, 

exploring an idea posited by anthropologist Christine Yano that Hello Kitty’s whiteness 

can be read as racial “blankness.”30 This iteration shows how writing, speaking, and 

naming can “color”—ascribe values and characteristics—to bodies. 

                                                
29 See the following essays: Berry, Jason. “The Holy City of New Orleans” from Do You Know What It 
Means to Miss New Orleans?: A Collection of Stories & Essays Set in the Big Easy. Seattle: Chin Music 
Press, 2006. 
Neville, Aaron. “Interview with Rolling Stone.” Rolling Stone, 2006. 
Solnit, Rebecca. A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disasters. New 
York: Viking, 2009. 
Tang, Eric. “A Gulf Unites Us: The Vietnamese Americans of Black New Orleans East.” American 
Quarterly 63, no. 1 (2011): 117–49. doi:10.1353/aq.2011.0005. 
30 Yano, Christine Reiko. Pink Globalization: Hello Kitty’s Trek across the Pacific. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2013, p. 24. 
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Figure 17: “Black New Orleans 
(Post-Katrina)” from the first 
series of “Black New Orleans” 
showing how diction of four 
writers communicate very 
different information about 
positionality. © 2015 Robin 
Boeun McDowell. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: “Black/African 
American New Orleans (In The 
Wake of Katrina)” from the 
first series of “Black New 
Orleans.” © 2015 Robin Boeun 
McDowell. 
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Figure 19: “Toxic Gumbo (A 
Memory of The City I Grew 
Up In)” from the first series of 
“Black New Orleans.” © 2015 
Robin Boeun McDowell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: “Poor Folk in the 
Holy City (Katrina’s 
Diaspora)” from the first series 
of “Black New Orleans.” 
© 2015 Robin Boeun 
McDowell. 
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I entered into a project and world that did not belong to me, equipped with an 

impotent toolkit of short-term, product-focused graphic design strategies and 

obliviousness to my own positionality. As I reflected on my naïve missteps, I continued 

to meet with Mr. Leon, who encouraged me to keep researching. At each meeting, I 

shared my personal discoveries, and we continued to plow through archives in Louisiana. 

The term “societal value” expanded from simply getting the word out about injustice, to 

include the privileging of spiritual epistemologies and lived experience outside my own, 

and a rethinking of a traditional design process to accommodate value shifts within 

myself. Could framing the designer be as crucial to responsible practice as framing the 

design problem? The possibility of joining this struggle opened once I disabused myself 

from the roles of clinician or expert. I am not an expert in Black Studies, feminism, or 

community organizing. I know now that there is always work to be done, not just for 

society, or as a designer, but actually on ourselves as human beings. In one of my 

recordings from Summer 2014, I waited in a church parking lot for six hours to interview 

parishioners. I was advised afterward, “You are not black. You will never be black. You 

will never know what it is to go through this life as a black person.” 

They were right. I am not black, but I could not sit quietly and observe things that 

I can only call evil. And I know that “design thinking” is not going to eradicate those 

evils. I am not black, but I can accompany those in struggle and make tangible the 

synthesis of so much research and so many stories gone unheeded by the USACE. I 

would not be complicit in a system of state control, not concede life to the way it is. I 

stopped insisting that design alone could take on the Corps of Engineers. To learn about 

ourselves and come to understand our roles in a struggle, we must un-learn many myths 

of design pedagogy. 
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PROJECT: “JUST” A POSTCARD 

Figure 22: Postcard designed for the Louisiana Museum of African American History 
that includes a tear-off, mail-in portion. Photo by author, 2015. 

Almost one year later, we made the project I am most proud of: “just” a postcard. 

It takes the first small step—finding more descendants. This postcard does not represent 

black bodies, it does not prod local media, it does not wage war with the US military. It is 

the first step to recovering the stories of those who did not have the freedom to write their 

own. It is an accompaniment to Mr. Leon, his community, and all the other descendants 

yet to be found.31 I can make materials that bring together descendants in order for Mr. 

Leon and other organizer to build a safety net and support system to make a critical 

                                                
31 See this wonderful essay for more on the concept of accompaniment. Tomlinson, Barbara, and George 
Lipsitz. “American Studies as Accompaniment.” American Quarterly 65, no. 1 (2013): 1–30. 
doi:10.1353/aq.2013.0009. 
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number of people brave enough to act, to write a letter to the USACE, and keep doing it, 

even if the USACE gives a ridiculous excuse for withholding information. That is my 

role. I can help engage scholars and activists in the university to also help build that 

support system—a new narrative of hope and courage and not just bureaucratic 

cooperation with the existing mandates of the state. 

Figure 23: A page from the Roseland Plantation 
Overseer’s Diary, showing a list of the enslaved 
women who received new clothing (From “Records of 
Ante-Bellum Southern Plantations from the 
Revolution through the Civil War, Series I: Selections 
from Louisiana State University,” Reel 5: Kenner 
Family Papers, 1844–1892, St. Charles Parish, 
Louisiana), 590. © 1989 Louisiana State University 
Libraries. 

While the postcards utilized traditional graphic 

design techniques and methods, they were borne of a 

relationship that was nourished by a mindset of 

openness and learning across differences. I showed 

Mr. Leon a preliminary design for the postcard. He 

was delighted, and shared that he had envisioned the 

same kind of image in a dream, and sketched it out for 

his daughter several years ago. We worked together, 

compiling information from the Cultural Resource 

Inventories, independent archival research, and Mr. Leon’s research from his book, On 

To New Orleans! to come up with the list of dates, parishes, plantations, and last names. 

This was my first contribution as an author. The content supercedes the form. The 

gathering and writing of this content was the “work” that Mr. Leon and I shouldered 
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together. To me, these few lines of text represent thousands of miles driven, innumerable 

breakfasts shared in the Treme, gallons of private tears shed over Interstate Highway 10, 

days of reading texts I had never been exposed to, and countless afternoons lost in 

archives with sparse results. It represents the suitcase of clothes I kept in my trunk for 

months: A vibrant dress when I was an art student requesting images of cemetery 

artifacts; a pressed skirt, blazer, and pearls for visits to private archives; hiking boots and 

cutoffs when I wanted to know what was under the bike trails; cocktail attire for 

conducting interviews in the French Quarter; innocent tourist accessories for running 

around the spillway, and simple, unassuming frocks for visits to church graveyards. It 

represents a year of emails, phone calls, handwritten notes tucked in doors, and 

clandestine photos of non-circulating materials. 

Figure 24: Mr. Leon A. Waters speaks at the 2nd Louisiana Reconstruction Conference on 
February 26, 2015. He shows a postcard submitted by an individual who 
may be related to Sanders Royal, a soldier in the Corps d’Afrique who is 
interred under the spillway. Photos by author, 2015. 
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With “just” a postcard, we found two descendants at the Second Louisiana 

Reconstruction Conference, organized by the Louisiana Public History Forum and hosted 

at Southern University in New Orleans. Neither descendant knew that their relative was 

interred underneath the Spillway until Mr. Leon gave a presentation and handed out the 

postcards at a table. We hope to find many more descendants by working through 

churches, schools, nursing homes, and other community groups in the River Parishes. 

The movement for commemoration will continue. 
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Chapter 6: New Questions  

These preliminary questions are certainly not universally applicable to every co-

design project and should not be applied as such. They are listed here as post-rationalized 

scaffolding for evaluation of the research and projects presented. 

• What roles do designers play in making visible histories of communities who 

resist repression? 

• What is it actually like for a designer to operate in the space between a hostile, 

misinformed, or uninformed public and a community in struggle? 

• What is personally and politically at stake for the designer and community? 

• Can a designer simultaneously work as insider and outsider? 

• Does the community want to be “represented” and by whom? 

• Do socially engaged designers know when to switch from asking “How can I?” to 

“Should I?” 

• Is framing the design problem as crucial to responsible practice as biographically 

framing the designer? 

I charge other designers to add more, to slow down, and admit that sometimes, we are not 

yet ready to take on the issues we want so ardently to address. Perhaps if we lingered on 

questions instead of answers, we could avoid the creation and deployment of more 

impotent toolkits for change. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

A phone call with the USACE Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) records manager 

stands out to me, as exemplary of the forces at work in this project and the region. In 

Novermber 2014, I requested reports on any known descendants and minutes from all 

“community meetings” regarding the spillway cemeteries. The records manager kept 

telling me they could not release the records I requested because there were “lots of angry 

black people out there.” This man had a real fear of “the angry black people” as if he had 

a responsibility to bar the door. He told me, “There’s a lot of them out there. They want a 

golden arch over that cemetery and we say to them, take it to your Congressmen if you 

want anything.” Changing this man’s mind was not the project at hand. Yes, I got to call 

him up with a name like “Robin McDowell”; and yes, I get to write this report. But there 

is a regulatory practice of silencing that happens outside any Congressional power 

structure. Mr. Leon and other activists have been escorted off the spillway on the grounds 

of being “unlicensed federal tour guides.”32 Many archives in New Orleans are also sites 

of erasure, manned by professionals, trained in active, yet at times unfortunately 

inadvertent practice of silencing.  

Thinking about these silences in Louisiana is enough to cripple me, keep me in bed, 

thinking I am still messing up, dealing with something too big, too menacing, too 

traumatic. But the responsibility of learning is that you can’t turn your back. 

There are brave people who will take a chance—teach you, nurture you—because you 

are honest with them and yourself. I consider myself to be a quite ordinary designer who 

                                                
32 Brigade, Louisiana Bucket. “Just Another Sunday on the Spillway, Getting Questioned by Authorities.” 
Louisiana Bucket Brigade Blog. Accessed April 28, 2015. 
https://labucketbrigade.wordpress.com/2011/03/28/just-another-sunday-on-the-spillway-getting-
questioned-by-authorities/. 
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ended up on a very different path by stopping before I caused harm, by asking “Should 

I?” and “Do I understand?” instead of “How can I?” Mr. Leon still keeps reminding me 

to slow down. “Your education is just starting,” he says. “You’re going to make a lot of 

mistakes. These things take time.”   
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