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In my application for the GSD I wrote about my 
little brother and how he inspired me in my late 
teens to think harder about social inequality 
within the built environment—just from the way 
he used his skateboard. By mounting his board, 
Alex seamlessly integrated himself into commu-
nities from which might otherwise be segregated, 
forging new pathways between the spaces where 
he belonged and the territories beyond his own 
turf. Knowing that those pathways are usually hid-
den from those of us who are not gifted with the 
same agency of a young skateboarder, broken by 
transportation infrastructure organized to stratify 
our landscapes and keep us in our place, I won-
dered how the built environment might instead be 
leveraged to help people reclaim that lost agen-
cy. Now I find myself looking to my brother once 
again, not out of curiosity, but out of necessity. 
In the past year he has become an adult, left my 
parents’ home and moved 1000 miles away. With-
in the same year, the North American conscious-
ness--as well as my own—has been widely jolted 
into the recognition that over its 240 year life span 
(and the centuries beforehand), the United States 
has created a landscape that is often hostile and 
sometimes deadly for people of color. For most 
people familiar with certain versions of Ameri-
can history, this is blatantly obvious when look-
ing back to the mass erasure (and in some cases 
genocide) of the Native American population, the 
plantation-style enslavement of Africans and the 
countless lynchings of Black people in the Jim 
Crow era. But it is not necessary to look back 200 

Introduction or even 50 years to get a glimpse of the racialized 
injustices embedded in the North American land-
scape. One must only think about the xenophobic 
rhetoric aimed at Mexican and Central American 
immigrants and citizens, assaults on Muslims and 
their places of worship, and the contemporary 
lynchings (played out by police and civilians alike) 
of African-Americans that have become increas-
ingly visible in the past 5 years. I worry about my 
little brother, but in an attempt to turn that anxi-
ety into productive energy, I have begun to think 
deeply about how, particularly in the case of black 
people, the types of injustices that someone who 
looks like him might face are spatialized in urban 
environments. I do this in hope that a greater 
understanding of those spatial conditions might 
help urban planners and designers create more 
just spaces. 

This project responds directly to the heavily me-
diated spectacle of violence against black bodies 
that has experienced a revival in the news over 
the past five years. I am looking at these issues 
now not because they are new, but because, as I 
explained above, there is revived dialogue around 
them warrants contributions from a design and 
planning perspective. Many activists and profes-
sionals seek to address the issue of disproportion-
ate criminalization against black bodies through 
protest and dialogue about racial profiling, or 
even drafting legislation to require the use of po-
lice cameras among other things. But I believe that 
many of these discussions and calls to action miss 
out on some sources of discriminatory violence 
(whether physical or emotional) that are now (and 
have long been) sown into our built environment. 
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The violence that movements like #BlackLives-
Matter responds to is not new, and its roots are 
embedded in a long history of institutionalized 
racism within the United States. While the struc-
tural undercurrent is often invisible to those who 
are not confronted with this North American brand 
of racism on a daily basis, it plays out in regular, 
but isolated encounters in convenience stores and 
public parks, on street corners, and in private cars. 
While racial profiling is often discussed as a social 
phenomenon, it always has spatial influences and 
implications. The way a person’s identity is mis-
read on a street corner differs from the misread-
ings that might happen in a University classroom, 
as do the injustices that result from these spatial-
ized misreadings.

For this project, I define a “Space of Injustice” in 
the following terms:

The Space of Injustice begins with a type of so-
cial misreading. This ‘misreading’ is dependent 
on a particular spatial typology and its expect-
ed program (like a street corner, a public park or 
even a convenience store). A misreading occurs 
when someone assesses another person’s charac-
ter based solely upon their appearance and the 
known stereotypes that can be applied. But the 
stereotypes deployed in a misreading are almost 
always chosen according to the physical space 
that serves as a backdrop. That space becomes 
a Space of Misreading whenever bodies traverse 
it, activating the misreading. For example, Jason 
Goolsby, a black teenager in DC, was recently 
tackled by police after deliberating whether or not 
to withdraw money from his local ATM. The police 
assaulted him because they received a fraudulent 

911 call from a woman who misread his presence 
at the ATM after Goolsby opened the door for her 
(Hermann 2015). She assumed that Goolsby open-
ing a door for her signified a black boy’s intention 
to rob her and not common courtesy, because 
“what else could a black boy be doing at a Capi-
tol Hill ATM?” Thus, her misguided actions turned 
that street corner into not only a Space of Mis-
reading, but also a Space of Injustice for Goolsby. 

The Space of Injustice materializes when the 
Space of Misreading is played out with tragic 
consequences. It occurs when people of color 
are wrongly criminalized, then victimized in a site 
where the physical presence of their body is met 
with racialized assumptions.

Eager to learn whether or not the space of injus-
tice can be transformed, I wanted to explore the 
types of interventions that might be used to inter-
rupt the kind of cultural stereotyping that can re-
sult in anything from loss of opportunities on the 
part of the “stereotyped” individual to instances 
of violence against black bodies. So, as I began 
this thesis last September, I posed the following 
question to myself:

How can spaces of injustice—and the cultural 
stereotypes that create them—be hacked and 
subverted to carve out spaces of empower-
ment?

My logic for this project depends, in part, on a 
phrase that I overheard pass from my mother’s 
mouth to my brother’s ear too many times as a 
child. A phrase that was recently echoed in a letter 
from Ta-Nehisi Coates to his own son. A phrase 
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that has so many injustices embedded within:

“But you are a black boy, and you must be re-
sponsible for your body in a way that other 
boys cannot know. Indeed, you must be re-
sponsible for the worst actions of other black 
bodies, which, somehow, will always be as-
signed to you.” (Coates 2015, p.71).

So I asked myself, how do these responsibilities, 
these burdens...and the associated actions, ex-
pectations and misunderstandings transform as a 
black body moves from one physical site of as-
sociations and misreadings to another? What if 
we look at highly publicized cases of police vio-
lence—Jason Goolsby; Eric Garner and the street 
corner; Michael Brown and the convenience store-
-as examples of spaces of injustice created by a 
culture that perpetuates the misreading of mar-
ginalized bodies (particularly black bodies in the 
case of this project)? And what if we all ask our-
selves, as designers and urban planners, how does 
the anticipation of those misreadings in space or 
the weight of those burdens transform the black 
body itself?

While this research has very personal motivations, 
I believe that the outcomes will provide for high-
ly practical and necessary applications. With the 
help of personal accounts and a survey of media 
and policy responses as well as 20th and 21st cen-
tury literature on race and space, I am using this 
thesis project to design a series of interventions 
that range from the scale of the object to the per-
formance, engaging the vernacular of a product 
designer and an urban planner to interrupt poten-
tially violent spatial injustices. But what will come 

from this thesis should not be interpreted as a set 
of solutions, but rather a performance of the way 
that people of color have always been expected 
to bear the burden of attempting our survival in 
landscapes that were created to exploit and sub-
ordinate us. The racist landscape that dominates 
the United States is not a problem that we created 
and it should not be ours to solve alone.
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C. MichelC. Michel

This Thesis is a Protest ...
Against systems of power, ideologies 
of planning and design that perpet-
uate the oppression of myself, my 
family, and other marginalized people 
in space by refusing to acknowledge 
their role in reinforcing that oppres-
sion in our built envrionment. 

This thesis is a protest...
...against a pedagogy that willingly 
remains inadequate for solving solv-
ing the problems of which I speak

This thesis is a warning. . .
---that if the burden remains only on 
those of us who have been marginal-
ized and misread, this is what colored 
space will continue to look like. 

This is a warning...
... That when an unjust burden is 
placed upon anyone alone, the nega-
tive effects will spill over to every-
one involved...
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Glenn Ligon, Untitled (I Feel Most Colored When 
I Am Thrown Against a Sharp White Back-
ground), 1990. 

(Text taken from Zora Neal Hurston’s “How it 
feels to be colored me”)
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Misreading
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I know in convenience stores I just… I feel like 
there’s a lot of people… I just try not to put my 
hands in my pockets… ‘cause people are gonna 
think that you’re trying to pocket things. And 
I always feel, like, successful when I go up to 
the counter and then pay for [it] because then 
they know that I’m not stealing anything.

This is what my little brother thinks about when he 
is anticipating what I call a misreading. We think 
about racial profiling as something that follows 
us around wherever we go. But the misreading 
represents the transformation of that profiling 
through space. When my brother enters a conve-
nience store, he anticipates a type of misreading 
that differs from the kind he will experience walk-
ing home at night:… and then I feel like someone 
may think of me as a threat, I’ll just be friendly and 
say hello so that they can: 1. feel bad for having 
judged me if they did and 2. so they can feel more 
comfortable. Probably been doing that since the 
beginning of middle school.  I don’t think that any-
thing triggered that. It’s just that I walked around 
at night a lot, I guess. And I’m a black guy who 
usually was wearing a hoodie or something. So, 
I don’t know... sometimes, like, people would put 
their heads down immediately and you know, like 
walk a little faster or something. Not too often, but 
it’s definitely happened before. Especially at night 
time. And I guess I can’t blame them because it’s 
usually walking back from Downtown Silver Spring, 
like past Ellsworth Park. Yeah.Here, the word mis-

reading is derived from an argument made by Pe-
ter Eisenman. Writing about Eisenman’s concept 
of misreading, Igor Marjanovic says:

Gradually, the concepts of writing, speaking, 
and reading—including misreading—became 
an important critical vehicle that liberated 
architecture from various external mandates, 
including its socio-economic confines, solidi-
fying Eisenman’s concept of autonomous ar-
chitecture, which was defined by its own set of 
self-referential rules scripted by the architect 
himself (Marjanovic 2008).

Here, misreading is framed as a liberating act to 
take hold of. It frees the architect from having to 
acknowledge the socio-political context around 
his/her buildings. But this might also allow the 
architect to remove him or herself from the re-
sponsibility of considering how a new design or 
structure will interact with the social histories and 
atmosphere around it (MarjanoviÐ 2008).  When 
reflected back onto the black body, however, the 
misreading becomes a painful, suffocating blan-
ket cast onto people, not just buildings.

The misreading is not just applied to space, it cre-
ates space. As I define it, the misreading trans-
forms into a site where the physical structure of 
that space and its accepted program are confront-
ed by the diverse identities and histories of the 
people who inhabit it. where identities are misun-
derstood according to the context of the physical 
space, sometimes leading to violent consequenc-
es. While racial profiling is often discussed as a so-
cial phenomenon, it always has spatial influences 
and implications. For example, the way a person’s 

Misreading
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identity is misread on a street corner differs from 
the misreadings that might happen in a Universi-
ty classroom, as do the injustices that result from 
them.

In my experience, I find misreading to be symp-
tomatic of conditioned fear. When I was a kid, I 
used to notice my neighbors’ bodies recoil when 
they saw a group of black kids walking through 
our neighborhood. None of my neighbors had 
ever seen these kids hurt anyone or damage any 
property, yet the fear was present. 

It seemed like everyday on the local news there 
was a new report of a shooting or a robbery or a 
kidnapping. And everyday we would wait for the 
suspect to appear on the television screen and my 
mom would say, “Please don’t let him be black.” 
And she would get mad at my brother everyday 
because he refused to brush his hair or wear cloth-
ing that wasn’t ripped or put any effort into look-
ing like “a respectable young man.” We all knew 
that respectability politics don’t work, but even 
the futile effort adds some comfort sometimes.

Back on the sidewalk, as I imagined the worst case 
scenarios playing out in my neighbors’ heads, as 
their faces contorted with anxiety, I realized that 
these kids were misread as trouble-makers, or po-
tential home invaders, not just because they were 
black, but because they were black and walking 
adjacent to each-other and walking along the 
sidewalks of my suburban neighborhood…

When I walked home from downtown, one of my 
favorite games was spotting a well-to-do white 
couple who didn’t know me, makings sure they 

spotted me, then passing the boundary between 
downtown and the single-family-home core that 
most people of color in my neighborhood did 
not cross. I derived pleasure from marching on 
up to my parents’ home at the top of the hill be-
cause I thought of myself as defying a misread-
ing. I thought that I was taking back a part of my 
identity that the onlookers would have taken from 
me. That part of my identity that had been ob-
scured by their misreading. But the tragedy here 
lies in the fact that the misreading had invaded my 
own head. I misread myself every time I walked 
home. I pitted myself against the other person of 
color who might not live within the boundary of 
my neighborhood, who did not have such an ob-
vious indicator to disprove the misreading. As if 
where I lived had any real value to my identity. I 
had to prove to myself, time-and-time again, that 
I did not fit the description. But for myself and the 
onlooker, playing into the anticipated misreading 
was futile. I would simply repeat the deception 
into perpetuity because I would always fit the de-
scription, whatever it happened to be, wherever I 
happened to be. 

And you are not the guy and still you 
fit the description because there is only 

one guy who is always the guy fitting the 
description.…

And still you are not the guy and still you 
fit the description because there is only 

one guy who is always the guy fitting the 
description. 

(Claudia Rankin, Citizen: An American 
Lyric, 2014a)
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. . .

Racial profiling is something that North Ameri-
cans are coming to understand very well in terms 
of numbers, racial disparities in policing, injustices 
that play out in policies like Stop and Frisk. In New 
York City, for example 54% of people stopped in 
2010 were black, while African Americans repre-
sented just 26% of New York’s population at the 
time. In total, 87% of people stopped that year 
were black or Hispanic and only 9% were white 
even though white Americans represent 44% of 
the population. By the end of the year, police 
records show that 86% of people stopped were 
found completely innocent (NYCLU 2015). Al-
though NYC pledged to curtail Stop and Frisk in 
2014, the effects are lasting. Many residents of the 
neighborhoods hardest hit by Stop and Frisk still 
report no change (NYCLU 2015).  But what is most 
important about these numbers is not the fact that 
they look incongruous on paper. Of the utmost 
importance is the effect those numbers have on 
the way that many people of color move through 
space and the fears that control that movement.
Reports by the ACLU and the Center for Consti-
tutional Rights (CCR) on stop and frisk in cities 
across the country record the often unheard tes-
timonials of countless people who change the 
way they dress, what they carry with them and 
the routes they take to work due to the trauma 
inflicted by previous stops or the anticipation of a 
police encounter (ACLU 2014, CCR 2012).

Implicit police bias and the importance of circulat-
ing data to reveal the demographic biases behind 
programs like stop and frisk has risen to nation-
al attention the only way most things can today, 

through Youtube, partisan news reporting and the 
hard work of activist groups. Many were jolted 
out of the Dream only momentarily in 2012 when 
Trayvon Martin, a 17 year old boy, was shot and 
killed in a Florida residential community. When his 
murderer was acquitted and shooting range tar-
gets with Martin’s silhouette sprouted up on the 
internet, the events resurfaced familiar memories 
of lynchings in the South and a reminder that a 
memory cannot be just a memory when it keeps 
repeating itself. Even when we are mostly blind to 
the repetition. 

But a very large number of Americans will do 
all they can to preserve the Dream… Mistakes 
were made, Bodies were broken. People were 
enslaved. We meant well. We tried our best. 
“Good intention” is a hall pass through his-
tory, as sleeping pill that ensures the Dream. 
(Coates 2015, p. 33)

The repetition became more visible in the coming 
years as Eric Garner in New York, Michael Brown 
in Missouri, Tamir Rice in Ohio, Freddie Grey in 
Maryland, and Sandra Bland in Texas and hun-
dreds more were all killed under similarly unjust 
circumstances. All because the presence of their 
black bodies in space misread as a deadly weap-
on. “Trayvon Martin armed himself with the con-
crete sidewalk,” said the courtroom lawyer Don 
West (Alvarez 2013). I can hardly think of a more 
absurd combination of words. 

The spatial connection in all of these cases is clear. 
Eric Garner was strangled on a street corner be-
cause of assumptions that he might be selling cig-
arettes illegally because he was a black man on a 
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Spring 2015 Installation by the GSD African American Student Union remembering 
the hundreds of victims of police violence from Michael Brown to Freddie Gray.

photo courtesy of author.
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street corner. His presence was misread. Trayvon 
Martin was shot on a sidewalk because of assump-
tions that he might have stolen something from a 
convenience store—because he was a black boy 
in a convenience store. Post-mortem, he was ac-
cused of using the very sidewalk he died on as a 
weapon—because he was a black boy on a side-
walk. His presence was misread. Jordan Davis was 
shot in a car because of negative associations 
with his “thug music”—because he was a black 
boy listening to music in his car. His presence was 
misread. Tamir Rice was shot in a public park be-
cause of assumptions that he might shoot some-
one—because he was a black boy with a toy gun 
in a park. Who did the shooting? His presence was 
misread.

The memory of Jordan Davis, who died before 
Trayvon Martin in 2012, reminds us that this is not 
simply a police issue. It is a larger cultural issue. 
The man who shot and killed Jordan Davis, un-
armed in his car, did so because he objected to 
Davis’ music. The audacity to shoot a black boy 
over music, and without remorse, reflects not only 
a dehumanization of his body, but also a genuine 
disgust with the idea that a black boy could have 
the privilege to fully inhabit the space of his own 
car and the space of the gas station where he died 
(Finley 2015).

In Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates 
writes: 

At this moment, the phrase “police reform” 
has come into vogue...they understate the 
task and allow citizens of this country to pre-
tend that there is real distance between their 

own attitudes and those of the ones appoint-
ed to protect them. The truth is that the po-
lice reflect America in all of its will and fear, 
and whatever we might make of this country’s 
criminal justice policy, it cannot be said that it 
was imposed by a repressive minority. (2015)

The desire to keep Black people out of spaces of 
power and privilege, or control our behavior so 
that we occupy only the role of the subordinate 
in those spaces, has run through America’s veins 
since the colony’s inception. The fear of allowing 
us to freely inhabit those spaces is shared by the 
culture, not just the police. The cases I reference 
above happened all over the country. This is not 
an urban problem. This is not a Southern problem. 
This is not a police problem. It is a spatial problem. 
It is an American problem. 

This American problem plays out as a physical dis-
tortion on the black body and mind. Knowing that 
you are probably seen as a different kind of threat 
in a different kind of space (but nonetheless a 
threat in almost every space beyond your home—
and sometimes there too), makes you change the 
way you move through those spaces. The antici-
pation of racism is burdensome. It affects the way 
you think, the way you talk and the way you hold 
your body.

I am afraid of walking into stores without 
knowing exactly what I want to buy and that 
it is in stock. Because people might think that 
if I walk out without first hitting up the cash 
register, I must be stealing something. 

Those unfamiliar with the history of race in Ameri-
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ca might wonder why something as basic as free-
dom of movement could still be problematized by 
race in a country that abolished slavery 250 years 
ago and established a Civil Rights Act in 1964. As 
recently as April, someone asked me why I am still 
talking about racial inequality when the United 
States has a Black President. “Aren’t we post-ra-
cial? What more could I want?” Let me take a min-
ute to step back and shake my head… For people 
like the woman who asked that question, W.E.B. 
DuBois’ concept of Double Consciousness might 
help clarify things.

In his introduction to the seminal work, Souls of 
Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois describes a pervasive, 
lasting prejudice that has haunted black people 
in the United States since our emancipation from 
slavery:

But alas! while sociologists gleefully count his 
bastards and his prostitutes, the very soul of 
the toiling, sweating black man is darkened by 
the shadow of a vast despair. Men call the shad-
ow prejudice[…] But before that nameless 
prejudice that leaps beyond all this he stands 
helpless, dismayed, and well-nigh speechless; 
before that personal disrespect and mockery, 
the ridicule and systematic humiliation, the 
distortion of fact and wanton license of fancy, 
the cynical ignoring of the better and the bois-
terous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervad-
ing desire to inculcate disdain for everything 
black, from Toussaint to the devil,— before this 
there rises a sickening despair that would dis-
arm and discourage any nation save that black 
host to whom “discouragement” is an unwrit-
ten word. (Du Bois 1903, p.5)

With great foresight, he depicts a movement to-
wards freedom of body and identity, one that we 
still pursue today with the acknowledgement that 
that freedom, that authenticity of self, comes at 
the price of misreading and violence—a dilemma 
that I will describe in more detail in the following 
chapter. Du Bois narrates the awakening of the 
newly freed African American, writing “…He be-
gan to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place 
in the world, he must be himself, and not another. 
For the first time he sought to analyze the burden 
he bore upon his back, that dead-weight of social 
degradation partially masked behind a half-named 
Negro problem,” Du Bois says of the “freedman” 
[or woman] (p. 4). Without being fully ourselves, 
we fail to attain our place in the world. We are left 
in limbo, carefully navigating hostile landscapes 
that remind us, time and time again, that they 
don’t want us unless we are wearing masks. It’s 
a conundrum. We cannot find our place without 
being ourselves, but we are violated by misread-
ing when we act as ourselves—when we refuse to 
contort our bodies and minds to fit within a sim-
plified description of what a Black person is and 
what we can do in certain spaces. “The Nation has 
not yet found peace from its sins; the freedman 
has not yet found in freedom his promised land…” 
(Du Bois 1903, p.4) Again, I say: This is a spatial 
problem. It is an American problem.

In an interview for BOMB Magazine, Claudia Ran-
kine describes the pervasive culture of misreading 
the black body as something less than human, as 
something less than sacred, as nothing more than 
a threat to the white bodies who are considered 
sacred. Referencing the chapter that contains her 
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stunning poem, “Fitting the Description”, Rankine 
says:

The scripts in chapter six seemed necessary 
to Citizen because one of the questions I often 
hear is “How did that happen?” as it relates to 
mind-numbing moments of injustice —the af-
termath of Katrina, for example, or juries let-
ting supremacists off with a slap on the wrist 
for killing black men. It seems obvious, but I 
don’t think we connect micro- aggressions 
that indicate the lack of recognition of the 
black body as a body to the creation and en-
forcement of laws. Everyone is cool with see-
ing micro-aggressions as misunderstandings 
until the same misunderstood person ends up 
on a jury or running national response teams 
after a hurricane (Rankine in BOMB 2014b).

Rankine reminds us that the moments of violence 
are not the only moments that matter. Our un-
derstanding of misreading must depend on the 
moment when Trayvon is killed on a sidewalk be-
cause he is misread as a thief and also the mo-
ment when my little brother is made to feel that 
he must walk on the other side of the street. The 
misreading is a structural kind of violence, made 
most visible at individual moments of spectacu-
lar disregard for human life. But linked to every 
Trayvon Martin and Michael Brown, every George 
Zimmerman and Darren Wilson, is an expansive 
network of misreadings, activating spaces of in-
justice everywhere you look.



Performing Spatial Justice21

Transparency
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Transparency

In the Prologue for his 1952 novel, Ralph Ellison’s 
narrator writes “I am an invisible man… I am a man 
of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids— 
and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am 
invisible, understand, simply because people re-
fuse to see me.” For many Black Americans and 
other marginalized communities today, the act of 
making oneself visible enough to be read ‘correct-
ly’ in the spaces that we traverse becomes a some-
times violent burden. Becoming visible enough to 
avoid the activation of spaces of injustice means 
layering on corrosive forms of transparency and 
making opaque the complexities of our real iden-
tities that might trigger misreading. For Blacks, 
this burden (this duality between transparency 
and opacity) has traveled with us through history 
in the form of Freedom Papers (for the few who 
found themselves lucky enough to hold them), 
or subjection to extreme voyeurism that comes 
with the fetishism of Black female and male bod-
ies [See Second Skin: Josephine Baker and the 
Modern Surface by Anne Cheng]. It is important 
to note that becoming transparent does not mean 
revealing an authentic version of oneself, it means 
revealing the version of oneself that others want 
to see. Making oneself sufficiently transparent 
is rewarded by safe admission into public spac-
es, but comes at a high price. Like when James 
Baldwin reflects on “the awful sword and shield” 
he created playing out “endless and sinister varia-
tions on the role which they had assigned me” to 
keep himself safe in New York. An act that forces 

him to commit unparalleled violence on himself 
and motivates his temporary expatriation from 
the United States (Notes of A Native Son, “Equal 
in Paris,” 1952). What made James Baldwin’s text 
so effective for me is his illustration of the choice 
between performing the violence of transparen-
cy and spectacle on yourself or submitting to the 
violence of misreading. Choosing between the 
self-inflicted violence of amplified transparency 
or submitting oneself to the violence of misread-
ing. It is a lesson that I learned in grade-school. 
A perpetual balancing act between selfhood and 
the identity we must project to stay safe.

As a young girl, I was acutely aware of my 
place in the spaces I traversed. All-white spac-
es in a suburb of DC where I knew, even at 
the age of seven, I did not belong. My parents 
grew frustrated because of my reluctance to 
inhabit those spaces—spaces where they had 
worked so hard to carve out a place for them-
selves and me. They made me uncomfortable. 
Even if there was room for me, there was never 
really room for me. 

When left alone, without my family to defend 
my right, I did not want to speak up or assert 
my presence. Because I knew those class-
rooms, ice rinks, restaurants and shops did not 
want me to. On the rare occasion that I gath-
ered up the courage to do so, I was beaten 
back down to my place:

Spring 2004 - 6th grade

“Michael, your music is too loud. This is study 

hall. I can’t concentrate.”

“200 years ago I would have owned you. Go 
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back to slavery”

I never told my parents. I did not want to be-
lieve that their hard work had failed. That 
things had not changed. 
They were not naive. They knew.

I was naive.

I did not cry. I did not confront him. I did not 
tell my teacher or the middle school dean. I did 
not tell anyone for five years. I was ashamed. 

That experience instilled in me a type of shame 
that had already been brewing for many years 
prior. In middle school, I started trying to mask 
my identity, as if that was ever possible. I did 
everything in my power to avoid the fear-
ful, suspicious, disdainful looks of so many of 
the white people around me. I tried to please 
them. As if I could. Everyone always knew I was 
black. I’m not Beyonce. 

I stopped wearing braids and began straight-
ening my hair. I wore polo shirts and jeans 
(though I never submitted to putting on a pair 
of soffe shorts). I tried to assimilate, but of 
course I never could. 

Thank goodness I couldn’t. I would have lost 
everything. Myself included. 

Now the shame is once again directed at my 
choices, at myself, but not at my identity. I 
am ashamed that I let Michael violate me and 
my parents and their parents and everyone 
around us who fought to make space for me to 

sit in that study hall. For me, not some white-
washed, watered-down, faceless version of 
me. I am ashamed for allowing that exchange 
(and others like it) to persuade me into per-
petrating the daily violence on myself of peel-
ing away my freshly forming identity piece by 
piece, masking it with calculated hair styles, 
cadences and clothes. I am ashamed that I let 
this costume become so corrosive that once I 
finally began the process of removing it, there 
was no identity left to reveal. It takes a long 
time to nurture something like that into grow-
ing back. I am still working on it.

When I allowed myself to speak openly, I was rep-
rimanded. When I veiled myself in the transpar-
ent cloak of acceptable dress and speech, I was 
rewarded by acceptance. But in order to under-
stand why that desire for acceptance related to 
how my black body is misread, or how that mis-
reading restricts my movement through space, I 
needed to observe the evolution of another per-
son. My youngest sibling, Alex, was born 4 years 
after me. He grew up in the same Washington, DC 
suburb as me (Silver Spring, Maryland) to parents 
who cared deeply about our education and our 
happiness. We were raised in relative privilege 
and sheltered considerably by our mother. Thus 
our race (often an anomaly in the spaces we tres-
passed), served as our primary window outside of 
that privilege. A type of privilege which could not, 
as my mother was well aware, shield us from the 
racially charged aggressions (whether subtle or 
abrupt) that would be directed at us.

I spent most of my adolescent life shoving those 
aggressions to depths of my brain that could no 
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longer process them as distinct memories, but 
rather as instinctive reactions to various spaces 
and settings. But, as I watched my brother repeat 
those experiences, I gained some understanding 
of why some spaces felt so unwelcoming. Watch-
ing him pass through phases of messing with his 
hair or surrounding himself with white kids for 
protection, I still did not recognize my own dys-
functional coping mechanisms, I only passed my 
fears for myself onto him.

The idea of transparency and [in]visibility run 
deep in this thesis project, transforming through-
out. Transparency works not only as a mandatory 
condition for black bodies to avoid being misread 
as a threat in space. Transparency can also be 
coopted to conceal and distract from spaces for 
subversion, covert communication, communaliza-
tion, counter-surveillance and the creation of alibi 
(or spatial acceptance), where the subversive pro-
gram takes on another type of transparency - be-
coming invisible to anyone who does not regularly 
inhabit marginalized space. Like coded quilts used 
in the underground railroad, spaces of subversion 
use transparency to break up the path from point 
A to point B, providing access not only to a tem-
porary safe space, but also to a larger network. 

In A Brief History of Transparency on the Black 
Body, I trace transparency in black communities 
as a double edged sword. On one end, transparen-
cy is applied to body and identity, facilitating safe 
entry into white spaces. The way Darrell Wayne 
Fields describes his body when non-black people 
perceive him as harmless on the Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts sidewalks can be interpreted as a type 
of transparency: “a contented African-American, 

carrying his satchel, newspaper (The New York 
Times of course), and a morning cup of coffee.” 
(Fields 2000, p.23). On the other end, transpar-
ency acts as a legibility tool, making safe and un-
safe spaces visible to Black people as we navigate 
space. 

In the 1800s, before and immediately after the 
abolition of slavery, freedom papers were used 
as a form of protection for freed slaves as they 
traversed public space. This form of identification 
proved to others that they were one kind of Black 
(the free kind) and not another, making their sta-
tus perfectly transparent (University of Pittsburg).
While freedom papers facilitated movement out-
side the private home, another kind of transparen-
cy allowed blacks to enter more enclosed spaces, 
usually reserved only for white people. For exam-
ple, due to her Second Skin as Anne Cheng coins 
it, Josephine Baker could perform, earning praise 
and attention in exclusive French venues for en-
tertainment. “With three memoirs, over twenty 
biographies in English and French alone, and a 
wealth of images preserved and  replicated, Bak-
er’s story appears to be as well excavated as her 
nudity was widely publicized,” (Cheng 2010, p.2). 
Not only that, her presence became “acceptable” 
in the country she abandoned. Baker rose to status 
as a household name (even decades later as I was 
growing up in the early 2000s), with her image 
gracing spaces from which her body would have 
been barred before her expatriation. She often 
managed this by stripping down to her bear skin, 
then layering on a reflective coating that would al-
low her audience to see just what they wanted. In 
many of Baker’s photographs, “These nude imag-
es rely, oxymoronically, on the composition of lay-
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ered surfaces. Baker’s skin is constantly referring 
to other surfaces and textuals… Is “blackness” iri-
descence or essence?” asks Cheng (2010, p. 110). I 
would argue that the the glimmering “blackness” 
of Baker’s second skin is exactly the iridescence 
that covers up her essence, particularly the real 
blackness of her identity. In the many characters 
Baker performed throughout her life, she makes a 
certain type of exotic, glittering blackness trans-
parent, while leaving herself opaque.

In John Jerimiah Sullivan’s review of Shuffle 
Along, the revival of an early 20th century mu-
sical originally performed in blackface, he writes: 
“The blacks-in-blackface tradition…emerged from 
a single crude reality: African-American people 
were not allowed to perform onstage for much 
of the 19th century. They could not, that is, ap-
pear as themselves. The sight wasn’t tolerated by 
white audiences.” (Sullivan 2016). He goes on to 
describe how, despite the fact that the elevated 
position of “the stage had power in it,” white audi-
ences were still willing to watch other white per-
formers on stage in blackface. So, at the turn of 
the 20th century, black performers found a loop-
hole. They could degrade themselves in the eyes 
of white audiences by layering-on the version of 
blackness that theatre patrons wanted to see. A 
false transparency that revealed a subordinate 
version of themselves. An acceptable blackness:

Blacks, too, could exist in the space that was 
neither-nor. They could hide their blackness 
behind a darker blackness, a false on, a safe 
one. They wouldn’t be claiming power. By 
mocking themselves, their own race, they 
were giving it up… A strange story, but this is a 

strange country. (Sullivan 2016)

So the seat of power provided by the space of 
the stage was concealed by black face. The real 
position and accomplishments of black actors 
remained opaque, while the mask of an accept-
able stereotype made transparent what audiences 
wanted to see. The actors were no longer a threat. 
The transparent layer became a cloak, as Darell 
Wayne Fields describes it, because the “convey-
ance of the Negroes’ identity was, in actuality, its 
concealment…[blacks] too had to adorn the black 
face…in order that Whiteness could maintain its 
distorted concepts of reality under the auspices 
of progress.” Although the transparent mask rep-
resents a lie, when the reality that governs mis-
reading is distorted, the pursuit of safety some-
times depends on that lie. 

In 1921, the neighborhood of Greenwood in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma was used as a horrific example by the 
white supremacist machine of what can happen 
when African-Americans do not embrace that lie. 
“A white mob torched one of the most prosperous 
black neighborhoods in America” the same week 
as the opening of the blacks-in-blackface “Shuf-
fle Along” (Sullivan 2016). Greenwood refused 
to subordinate themselves with accepted forms 
of assimilated transparency, and instead sought 
safety and protection through the full realization 
of their economic and cultural potential. Green-
wood was a thriving black community, commonly 
referred to as Black Wall Street. In the face of Jim 
Crow segregation, Oklahoma Blacks from diverse 
economic backgrounds lived together and com-
mitted their resources to the growth of a stable, 
self-sustaining community (Johnson 2016). But 



Performing Spatial Justice27

all 35 blocks were destroyed by a white mob that 
year in what Oklahoma State Representative Don 
Ross calls “the worst civil disturbance since the 
civil war,” (Oklahoma Commission 2001) Near-
ly 9,000 people were displaced as their homes, 
stores and offices got burned to the ground. And 
while no one knows the exact death toll (many 
bodies were brutalized to the point of being un-
identifiable) at least 100 people were murdered 
that day according to John Hope Franklin and 
Scott Ellsworth’s report (Oklahoma Commission 
2001). So a neighborhood that did not project the 
acceptable layers of false-transparency became 
the victim of one of the worst massacres in US 
history—the living scar of a space of injustice.

30 years later, In his essay “Equal in Paris”, James 
Baldwin tells us of his own experience with trans-
parency. After being arrested in Paris, Baldwin re-
flects on how easily he could predict and manip-
ulate similar situations in New York by performing 
a certain identity:

I knew very well what Americans saw when 
they looked at me and this allowed me to 
play endless and sinister variations on the role 
which they had assigned me; since I knew that 
it was, for them, of the utmost importance that 
they never be confronted with what, in their 
own personalities, made this role so necessary 
and gratifying to them, I knew that they could 
never call my hand or, indeed, afford to know 
what I was doing; so that I moved into every 
crucial situation with the deadly and rather 
desperate advantages of bitterly accumulated 
perception, of pride and contempt. This is an 
awful sword and shield to carry through the 

world, and the discovery that, in the game I 
was playing, I did myself a violence of which 
the world, at its most ferocious, would scarce-
ly have been capable, was what had driven me 
out of New York. (Baldwin 1955, pp. 147-8)

As I stated above, Baldwin reminds us of the cor-
rosive effects of performing transparency and 
bearing the constant burden of performing a dis-
torted version of justice in unjust spaces, protect-
ing ourselves from harm where our true identities 
are unwelcome. 

Coming closer to what I am to do with this thesis, 
Nick Cave performs the absurdity of that trans-
parency, which seems to be the only tool we have 
been left to protect ourselves from spatial injus-
tices. In her interview with the artist, Hilary Brody 
asks about what lies beneath the stunning shapes, 
sounds and colors creates by Nick Cave’s sound 
suits. When asked, Cave says “ ‘I’m making these 
objects, a secondary skin, and on one hand, it’s 
about protection, about hiding,” (Brody 2015). In 
fact, Cave says that he made the first sound suit 
in response to the Rodney King beating, which 
marked the year that I was born and one of many 
national reminders of this country’s spaces of in-
justice. “ ‘When you’re protesting, you need sound 
to be heard… when I put it on my body… it hid my 
identity—my gender and race. It was forcing the 
viewer to look at something without judgement.’ ” 
(Brody 2015) In other words, Cave is saying that in 
order not to be judged, he cannot travel through 
public spaces as himself, as an artist, as a black 
man. When donning the sound suit, Cave realiz-
es a new freedom of movement, but creates re-
strictions as well, tracing both through space with 
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variations in sound  “ ‘… and at the same time, 
sound becomes a discovery as one puts an ob-
ject on. [The sound] is created through movement 
and what that means in terms of how one moves, 
as well as the restriction of movement,’” (Brody 
2015). The soundsuits embody the the tradeoff 
when one picks transparency, the double edged 
sword that imposes new restrictions and conceals 
identities as one narrowly escapes the burden of 
misreading.

While donning the veil of transparency can enable 
safe passage of individual bodies through space, 
it can also be applied to space itself, acting as a 
legibility tool for those in the know. Tulsa, Okla-
homa shows us that when a space is safe enough 
to harvest the potential for greater prosperity can 
easily become a target for destruction. In a “dis-
torted reality” (to use Darell Wayne Field’s term 
again) where black bodies and black spaces that 
appear to be powerful or prosperous are misread 
as a threat, the location of safe and unsafe spac-
es for black people must remain opaque to most 
viewers. Similar to examples at the scale of the 
body, that opacity of safe spaces is enabled by a 
false transparency, one that presents acceptable 
caricatures of African American life or appears in-
nocuous enough to ignore. 

While some narratives around the coded quilts of 
slaves are disputed, it is widely agreed upon in the 
African American community that slaves created 
a complex system of quilted signals to help those 
wishing to claim their freedom navigate the Un-
derground Railroad. “Along the route of the Un-
derground Railroad, particular quilt images hang-
ing outside the window of a slave cottage could 

signal to the passing fugitives that it was safe to 
stop by or that they should continue on their way,” 
write contributors to the Journal of Blacks in Higer 
Education in their review of Raymond G. Dobard’s 
book about quilts in the Underground Railroad 
(2005, p.44). Despite the doubts of some, rely-
ing on coded quilts is a highly plausible tactic for 
communities descended from West Africa. For a 
people whose ancestors used fractal patterns in 
braiding to indicate social status or cultural and 
religious allegiances (Up from Slavery 2015), us-
ing patterns on quilts to transmit messages would 
be a natural response to barbaric restrictions on 
gathering and communication. Any attempt at 
guiding escaped slaves had to be coded so as not 
to reveal the exact location of safe houses or the 
identity of guides. Thus, the quilts’ meaning was 
only transparent to those who had the code, re-
maining opaque to everyone else. False-transpar-
ency revealed them as blankets for warmth hang-
ing to dry, freeing the quilts from scrutiny or being 
misread as a threat. Thus, these coded quilts were 
able to add legibility to a hidden landscape of safe 
houses that resided within the United States’ in-
frastructure. (LaRoche 2013)

Decades after the abolition of slavery, traveling 
across the country was often just as perilous for 
black people. Though not recognized by a name 
like “the Underground Railroad”, the mid 20th 
century American landscape was also spotted 
with a network of safe houses in the form of ho-
tels, gas stations and restaurants that were willing 
to serve black patrons. Victor Green’s Negro Mo-
torist Green Book, alternatively called the Negro 
Traveler’s Green Book or just the Green Book, took 
the place of a contemporary coded quilt model, 
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enhancing legibility of the 20th century under-
ground railroad for black travelers and indicating 
which routes would be the safest to travel.

The publication ran from 1936 to 1967 with the 
purpose of giving “the Negro traveler information 
that will keep him from running into difficulties, 
embarrassments and to make his trips more enjoy-
able.” It catalogued the businesses that black peo-
ple were allowed to enter, and created a network 
and directory of people who could facilitate a safe 
journey. The 1949 edition’s introduction stated 
that: “There will be a day sometime in the near fu-
ture when this guide will not have to be published. 
That is when we as a race will have equal oppor-
tunities and privileges in the United States. It will 
be a great day for us to suspend this publication 
for then we can go wherever we please, and with-
out embarrassment. But until that time comes we 
shall continue to publish this information for your 
convenience each year.” (Green Book 1949) How-
ever, more than six decades later, it is clear from 
the daily experiences of my peers and the repe-
tition of tragic news headlines that the great day 
referenced by the Green Book has not yet come. 

The task of transparency as I describe it above—
changing up the way one’s identity is projected as 
a mechanism for self-defense—is made possible 
by a type of awareness that can be best explained 
by W.E.B. Du Bois’ notion of “double conscious-
ness.” In The Souls of Black Folks, Du Boise writes, 

[T]he Negro is a sort of seventh son, born 
with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 
American world,— a world which yields him 
no true self-consciousness, but only lets him 

see himself through the revelation of the oth-
er world. It is a peculiar sensation, this dou-
ble-consciousness, this sense of always look-
ing at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 
measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world 
that looks on in amused contempt and pity… 
(2015)

This double-consciousness requires people to see 
themselves as they are perceived by the outside 
world, as a threat, and adjust their black body ac-
cordingly as it moves through space. Those adjust-
ments create the transparency, while the body re-
vealed by “true self-consciousness” is left opaque. 
To dig deeper into how this plays out on contem-
porary black bodies, I interviewed a number of 
friends and family members to probe the habitual 
acts of transparency, which, despite the harm they 
cause to our bodies and minds, are so thoroughly 
conditioned into our movement that they go un-
noticed. Thus, in many of my conversations, family 
and friends said that they were not fully cognizant 
of the various ways that they contorted their bod-
ies, adjusted their clothing or rerouted their paths 
in order to avoid being misread as a threat be-
fore being asked to speak about misreading in a 
spatial sense. The profiles on the following pages 
serve to illustrate some of the coping mechanisms 
that came to light during a few of our conversa-
tions and influenced my design process.

It is important to add that a friend who is cur-
rently transitioning female to male seemed to be 
the most cognizant of the transparency that he 
must wear today as someone who is now read as 
a black man because for him, the restrictions on 
his body and identity differ from the transparen-
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cy that followed him from space to space when 
he was seen as a black woman. For example, he 
noted in our conversation that: “I have to adjust 
myself, because If I don’t adjust myself, people are 
going to be scared of me…more than anything it’s 
body language. If I’m coming from an emotional 
place, I have to be very calm…I’m sitting on my 
hands, I’m not moving. The stillness is the biggest 
thing….Moving as a man, especially a black man, 
scares people…” Importantly, he finished by say-
ing, “I hate talking in gendered terms,” signaling 
the ways that misreading is complicated further 
by the intersections between race, gender and 
sexuality, often in harmful and dehumanizing ways 
that restrict our freedom of identity in space. This 
conversation sheds a light on deeper understand-
ing of transparency that a more intersectional 
framework of this theory might produce, some-
thing that I hope to pursue further in the future. 

But overshadowing these individual uses for 
transparency is the necessity of making spaces of 
injustice visible to everyone, not just the people 
who bear their wounds, in order to move forward. 
This means reifying the transparency that Black 
people must wear and rendering it as visible ob-
jects (or interventions). Performing the invention, 
fabrication and distribution of these objects in the 
space of the urban planner allows me to illumi-
nate the absurdity of a society that creates such 
spaces of misreading and a discipline that perpet-
uates them. While the proposed interventions on 
the following pages seem violent and dystopic, I 
invite my readers to remember that they are sim-
ply a reflection of racist American landscapes. 
Landscapes that are restrictive enough to leave 
black people (and many other marginalized com-

munities), no rational choice other than cloaking 
themselves with false transparencies in order to 
navigate a multitude of spaces safely and freely. 
I propose these interventions not as a remedy to 
misreading, but as a reminder that it exists. With 
every action we take as designers and planners, 
we either dismantle or reinforce the misreading. 
And every action that does not acknowledge the 
misreading reinforces it.
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This thesis is all about dilemma of choosing be-
tween the self-inflicted violence of amplified 
transparency or submitting oneself to the vio-
lence of misreading. For black people and other 
marginalized communities, it is a dilemma that 
backs you up against a wall into a marginalized 
space. By giving material form to an otherwise in-
tangible essence, this thesis work explores what 
those marginalized spaces look like and what they 
do to our bodies. Covert networks of safe spaces 
become literal safe houses and transparency worn 
on the black body becomes clothing and acces-
sories. 

As I described in the introduction, the project 
works to Illuminate the unnecessary burdens that 
are placed upon oppressed communities in the 
struggle for safety within a spaces of injustice. At 
face value, the objectives of my thesis proposals 
would be protecting black people from spatial mis-
readings or injustices and providing marginalized 
and activist communities with enhanced mobility, 
coding, alibi, transparency & counter-surveillance 
capacity. But I am most interested in how the pro-
posals can be used to subvert normal urban plan-
ning and design discourses, shifting the spotlight 
back onto the people who are often harmed or 
forgotten by the disciplines. 

The subtlety of today’s racism leads to an erosion 
of the the black individual’s right safely inhabit the 
space of the city (a right that is also being eroded 

for many other non-white, heterosexual, cisgen-
dered, able-bodied people in different ways). This 
is a subtlety that also makes it extremely difficult 
to argue for our equitable inclusion or the deliv-
erance of justice in unjust spaces. In Touré’s essay 
“The most racist thing that ever happened…”, he 
sets up series of stories about the subtle form that 
everything from micro-aggressions to overt rac-
ism have taken on in contemporary interactions 
as well as the psychological toll those subtle ex-
periences have taken on his interviewees. To intro-
duce those accounts, he first discusses the path 
that subtle racism has taken in the Unites States:

Indeed, where racism in our parents’ and 
grandparents’ generations was plainly visible, 
modern racism often seems to function like 
evaporating smoke: plainly visible but impos-
sible to grab on to. As the number of Blacks 
in Frying Pan Park swells, it adds to the em-
pirical data that attempts to argue that rac-
ism no longer exists, even though you know it 
does. The cognitive dissonance of that double 
consciousness can make you feel crazy (Touré 
2012, p.116).

The intangible form that contemporary racism has 
taken on makes the of the tactics for protection 
from misreading equally intangible. The internal-
ized routine of transparency that many black peo-
ple carry becomes invisible to the outside world 
(and even to ourselves), making the burdens of 
that transparency even harder to articulate. As de-
signers and artists, the best way we know how to 
make important issues more apparent is to render 
them visible and tactile. So the question becomes: 
How can the the concept of black transparency 

The Thesis Effort
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be distilled into a symbolic object in a way that 
encourages meaningful conversation? 

To begin, I tracked two branches of the current 
frontier of knowledge related to racial injustice 
and performative interventions. Most of my ear-
ly research reflected a focus on racial profiling in 
policing, discriminatory law enforcement and ur-
ban planning policies, and the health impacts of 
racism, but rarely were those topics intentional-
ly connected to space or the built environment. 
It has been narrative literature and contemporary 
journalism, not scholarly writing, that seems to 
do the best job of connecting the dots between 
discriminatory policies, broader North American 
cultural tendencies and the every day impacts on 
the victims of discrimination. Thus, I reference the 
poetry and prose that I have found most impact-
ful for my understanding of my own black identity 
far more heavily than I reference other academic 
writing in this thesis. The insights of authors like 
Ta-Nehisi Coates and Claudia Rankine are often 
more enlightening than any architectural or aca-
demic studies I have read when it comes to under-
standing the ethereal ties between bodies, black-
ness and space.

I was also looking for examples of art installations 
and performative interventions that subverted 
stereotypes, destabilized misreadings or hacked 
spaces of injustice themselves. This exploration 
led me to revisit the food-justice activism of Azu-
bike Akunne, the work of Nikki Lee in Projects, 
the installations and performances of David Ham-
mons, the expectation-bending film Slumflower 
by Joshua Kissi and Travis Gumbs, and Hank Wil-
lis Thomas’ analysis of commodification and the 

AWO Produce, “Eat Good, Be Good,” Chicago, 2015. 
Image courtesy of Azubike Akunne. 

David Hammons, Bliz-aard Ball Sale, 1983. 
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black body. Pictured here, “Eat Good, Feel Good” 
and Bliz-aard Ball Sale hack into accepted forms 
of activity for black bodies in public space, but 
transform the types of exchange that can occur. 
Projects and Slumflower engage heavily stereo-
typed and misread indicators of black life and cul-
ture, like hip hop and public housing and ask us 
to question our own assumptions. Ball and Chain 
and Door take on visual and spatial queues, invit-
ing the viewer to interrogate the way some spac-
es have been restricted to or restrictive for black 
bodies.

But Azubike Akunne’s Chicago based business, 
AWO Produce, was the most influential to my 
thinking. Every day on my way from Hyde Park 
to Washington Park (a neighborhood that some 
people might label as a fresh food desert) on the 
South Side of Chicago, I would pass by two young 
black men with a pimped out bicycle on the cor-
ner of Lake Park and 50th. They hung out on that 
corner for hours at a time, hollering at passers-by… 
trying to convince us to buy some fruit. What was 
so remarkable about the two young men, who I 
soon learned to be brothers, was not just that they 
were selling fresh fruit to people using a highly 
mobile model that could easily be deployed in 
neighborhoods like Washington Park. What made 
them so remarkable was their choice to perform 
stereotypes about what young black men might 
be doing congregating on a street corner in Chi-
cago, inhabiting a common space of misreading, 
then turning that misreading right on its head. By 
standing at that street corner, they were simulta-
neously dispelling myths about what black men 
might be doing on a street corner, myths that 
have long been embedded in that spatial typol-

Nikki Lee, Projects, 1998.

Still from Slumflower, 2015.
Joshua Kissi and Travis Gumbs.
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ogy—and the American psyche, nearly one year 
after the death of Eric Garner on a street corner 
800 miles away. Last time I spoke with Azubike, 
now doing similar work in Lagos, a city where the 
street corner is accepted as a place where people 
congregate, not activated to repress the move-
ment of black bodies, he told me to listen to this 
song by Common: 

We overstated, we underrated, we educated
The corner was our time when time stood still 
and
Gators and snakeskins and
Yellow and pink and profiles
...
The corner was our magic, our music, our pol-
itics
Fires raised as tribal dances and war cries
Broke out on different corners
Power to the people
Black power
Black is beautiful
...
The corner was our Rock of Gibraltar, our 
Stonehenge
Our Taj Mahal, our monument
Our testimonial to freedom, to peace, and to 
love
Down on the corner

(Common feat. The Last Poets, The Corner, 
2005)

But I could only understand the empowerment 
and the constraint that come with spaces like the 
corner by discussing misreading with my black 
friends and family, so I conducted a series of in- Hank Willis Thomas, Basketball and Chain, 2003. 
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formal interviews to get a better idea of how the 
people around me circumnavigate misreadings 
and contort their bodies to cope, informing the 
production of my transparent objects and refin-
ing the conceptual underpinning of transparency 
itself. 

The body scale interventions that evolved from 
my interviews perform my instinct to distill the 

David Hammons, The Door (Admissions Office), 1969. 

transparency into a symbolic object. The transpar-
ent objects take on situational narratives where a 
black person might need to deploy various levels 
of transparency in order to avoid being misread as 
a threat in space. First, a person must render their 
identity transparent, next their body, and finally 
their belongings to prove themselves innocent. 
Out of this narrative came the ID foldout, an end-
lessly unfolding display of photo ID and qualifica-
tions to prove one’s right to be in a given space. 
Next, transparent pockets that make one’s body 
completely compliant with a store clerk or police 
officer’s desire to make sure one’s black body is 
not concealing anything. And third, proof-of-pur-
chase stickers to spare protectors of the Dream 
the hassle of trying to prove that a black person 
stole his or her own belongings. As a reader, you 
might be starting to think that I’m designing for an 
apartheid state. Crazy, isn’t it?

It is. 

These three body-scale accessories act as more 
than just ornament. They reveal something about 
the wearer that someone inhabiting the white 
spatial imaginary (as George Lipsitz defined it in 
2011) would not otherwise realize. The objects’ 
first task is to protect the wearer against undue 
questioning, frisking or seizure of their property. 
But beyond that, they reveal the burden of con-
stantly switching and anticipating transparencies 
in order to navigate space safely. They serve as a 
prompt to someone who might be performing the 
misreading that their actions are harmful not only 
on an interpersonal level, but also on a broader 
societal and structural level. 
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While the body-scale interventions are inherent-
ly spatial in their operation, they do not interact 
directly with the built environment through their 
physical form. The interaction between these ob-
jects and Spaces of Misreading is mediated by the 
actions of the wearer. They represent a network 
of social interactions and are deployed on street 
corners across the country, occupying the appa-
ratuses for spaces of subversion. To make that 
network structural, an increase in scale is nec-
essary. The BlackBox network, which will be de-
scribed in depth later, deploys a conglomeration 
of kiosk-size structures—the skin or apparatus for 
spaces of subversion. These BlackBoxes, like the 
body-scale interventions, simultaneously protect 
the marginalized user from misreading and alert 
those performing the misreading to the harmful 
effects of their actions.

In the fictional narrative that I have constructed 
about the BlackBox for this thesis, each space of 
subversion is rendered as a kiosk-like “Safe House” 
with three modes that hide or reveal its program-
ming to various degrees. These “Safe Houses” can 
be erected on street corners in any neighborhood 
where people report feeling profiled or misread 
in public space, and especially in neighborhoods 
where Stop and Frisk is abused, forming a cooper-
ative network of safe spaces. Each “Safe House” is 
maintained cooperatively by the people who use 
them, allowing participants to use the phrase “I’m 
not loitering, I was just about to buy something 
from the kiosk”, or “I do have a permit to sell this…
out of the kiosk around the corner” or “I was just 
about to open the kiosk over there for my shift” to 
make their purpose in space transparent and ac-
ceptable at all times and to avoid being misread as 

a threat in space. Like an expanded version of the 
ACLU “Mobile Justice” app, cameras on the Safe 
Houses will aid participants in monitoring and re-
cording abuses on their own right to the city. What 
results is something similar to Bruno Latour’s Oli-
gopticon, a network of watchful guardians ensur-
ing the safe passage of their peers and recording 
injustices in space. These recordings are produced 
from many angles, counter to the tunnel vision of 
the white spatial imaginary or the Panopticon cre-
ated by the police’s watchful eye. As many will no-
tice, with minor adjustments to the programming, 
this kind of model can be applicable to many peo-
ples whose marginalization intersects with that of 
the black community, including undocumented 
immigrants, and gender-non-conforming people 
who face constant threats to their right to exist in 
space. Many of the Stop and Frisk reports point 
out how transparency of body and space are uni-
versal issues for marginalized communities in the 
United States, whether or not their identities in-
tersect directly with Blackness. For example, one 
interviewee stated, “I’m paranoid, scared...’cause if 
I’m walking on the street, I better rush to a public 
place and run away from them ’cause I know I can 
get arrested for just walking on the street. ’Cause 
if I’m walking with my friend, they just assume that 
I’m a prostitute, that I’m a sex worker, or just be-
cause I’m a Hispanic transgender woman, because 
of my gender, I can just get arrested” (CCR 2012). 
This is a feeling that is echoed across communities 
of color, from young black residents of Browns-
ville to transgender residents of Jackson Heights. 
The intersectionality of these issues as they face 
people of diverse identities is important to ac-
knowledge, and something I hope my readers will 
continue to think about throughout the book. 
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Built on a network of people who are not blind-
ed by the Dream and connected by a directory of 
coded symbols, old-school storytelling and digital 
tracking, the BlackBox draws from the historical 
tactics for survival in oppressive socio-political 
structures. The very same tactics that are exem-
plified by the Underground Railroad and the Ne-
gro Motorist Green Book. But the BlackBox and 
its associated body-scale interventions seek not 
to merely repeat past attempts at safety in rac-
ist landscapes. By their placement within urban 
planning and design discourse, the BlackBox and 
body-scale interventions attempt to reveal the un-
just burden of transparency that continues to fall 
on black people when the designers of the spaces 
we traverse neglect to account for (and reverse) 
the racist histories embedded in the landscapes 
they inherit. The Black-Box and body-scale inter-
ventions become at once a performance of the 
oppression and a protest against it. 



Performing Spatial Justice43

Transparent Objects
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Transparent Objects

As it was noted in the previous chapter, the body-
scale interventions attempt to distill the burden 
of black transparency into a number of discrete 
objects.

I have always made art, made things with my 
hands, because of the healing power of rendering 
things as objects when they are too painful to talk 
about.

The three interventions described here are all 
rooted in stories from conversations with other 
black people (some of which are pictured on pag-
es 32 - 35). Those discussions revealed a routine 
of transparency, a series of steps that black peo-
ple must take to avoid the misreading as a threat 
in space:

Step 1: Transparent Identity
 = ID Foldout
Step 2: Transparent Body
 = Compliant Pockets
Step 3: Transparent Belongings
 = Proof-of-Purchase Stickers
 
Step 1 is derived from Alex’s story about needing 
to prove his innocence to the police officers who 
were sent to help him, officers who did not believe 
it possible that his black body could be rightfully, 
innocently occupying the space of my mother’s 
car or the space of his friend’s neighborhood. But 
it is also derived from countless other stories that 

echo similar struggles to Alex’s and years of be-
ing scolded by my family to remind me never to 
leave my house without ID, something I only real-
ized  many other people did not think about when 
I came to University.

Step 2 is derived from Alex and Milan’s reflections 
on how they must always be aware of what their 
hands are doing and the knowledge that even 
their pockets are seen as a threat. 

Step 3 comes from Kalanzi’s story about being ac-
cused not only of being in a space that would not 
his black body, but also of stealing his own be-
longings. The stickers are adorned with a distinct 
form of branding that I will discuss later on--one 
that is derived from an arsenal of Underground 
Railroad symbology. 

These objects represent something that no one 
should have to buy, that no one should have to 
wear. Yet black people all over the country are still 
forced to outfit themselves with invisible versions 
of these garments every day, just to ensure our 
safe passage through space.
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Evolution of the BlackBox logo from shoofly (traditional Underground Railroad 
quilt pattern at top left) to a radiating network for community (bottom right).
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Transparency #1
ID Foldout

Based on the advice and accounts of 
most of the Black people in my life
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Transparency #1
ID Foldout
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Transparency #1
ID Foldout

How many forms of ID can we possibly have to show to prove that we are not a threat, that we too 
should be able to enter this space safely? 
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Transparency #2
Compliant Pockets

Derived from Alex and Milan and my own stories
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Transparency #2
Compliant Pockets
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Transparency #2
Compliant Pockets

If we reveal everything on our person, will we be granted safe passage, or will we be accused of using 
the street corner itself as a weapon?
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Transparency #3
Proof-of-Purchase Stickers

Derived from Kalanzi’s experience

Aw
376R9

For 
confirmation of 
ownership, visit 
ww.ioi.io
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Transparency #3
Proof-of-Purchase Stickers
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Transparency #3
Proof-of-Purchase Stickers

What if we adorned our belongings with coded stickers, ones that linked to an online database proving 
that our belongings are our own?
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BlackBox
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BlackBox: 

A Contemporary Safehouse

The BlackBox design is rooted in a desire to make 
safety within physical space (urban landscapes 
in particular) more legible to marginalized com-
munities. In the case of the Negro Motorist Green 
Book, the movement of black people was and still 
is limited by a network of coded spaces—safe or 
unsafe—according to assumptions embedded in 
that space about whether or not we pose a threat. 
The genius of Victor H. Green was to render this 
binary (safe or unsafe) transparent for his read-
ers so they could determine where to take refuge 
when embarking on often treacherous journeys 
between cities in the United States. But he did so 
in a format that was so commonplace and innoc-
uous, a travel guide, that the book itself did not 
pose a threat. At the scale of the neighborhood, 
the BlackBox attempts to create new spaces of 
refuge that break up the journey from point A to 
point B on a block-by-block basis. 
The Forward to the Spring 1956 edition of the 
Green Book tells its readers: 

The White traveler has had no difficulty in get-
ting accommodations, but with the Negro it 
has been different. He, before the advent of 
the Negro Traveler Guide, had to depend on 
word of mouth, and many times accommo-
dations were not available. Now things are 
different. The Negro traveler can depend on 
the “GREEN BOOK” for all the information 
he wants and has a wide selection to choose 

from. Hence this guide has made traveling 
more popular, without encountering embar-
rassing situations. We appreciate letters from 
the public telling us about places that are not 
listed in the “GREEN BOOK.” We also welcome 
your comments and opinions. We are now and 
shall always continue to be interested in your 
welfare. Your cooperation will enable us to 
reach the summit of our goal and further our 
efforts in giving “ASSURED PROTECTION FOR 
THE NEGRO TRAVELER.” (Green 1956)

The Green Book succeeded in making safe spac-
es and opportunities for protection transparent to 
black travelers, converting word of mouth advice 
into an accessible directoryand engaging local 
knowledge to expand the directory. In addition, 
the Green Book made institutional inroads, being 
endorsed by The United States Travel Bureau and 
used by the American Automobile Association, 
state Travel Bureaus and bus lines by 1956. (Green 
1956)

The BlackBox, a 21st century Green Book of sorts, 
goes after not just perilous travel routes faced by 
black vacationers in the 1950s, but the daily treks 
to school or work that become stained with in-
justice for so many black Americans. “I’ve been 
stopped by the cops on my way between class-
es” says 17 year old Jumoke in the 2013 New York 
Times Op-Doc, “A Conversation about Growing up 
Black.” The BlackBox illuminates the need for safe 
spaces where Black people can take refuge, even 
in their own neighborhoods. Something that many 
would agree should never have to be necessary. It 
points to the fact that many black people do not 
feel safe walking to work or school because they 
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have been told time and time again (by the sub-
tle body language of non-black peers or the overt 
assaults of police officers) that they are perceived 
as a threat on the sidewalks of their own neigh-
borhoods. 

Reports by the Center for Constitutional Rights 
and the American Civil Liberties Union on Stop 
and Frisk further illuminate the trauma inflicted by 
the constant reminder that black people, as well 
as many hispanic and transgender residents of 
New York, are viewed as suspect when they are 
seen passing from one street corner to another. 
CCR’s 2012 report zooms in on the emotional trau-
ma and degradation of community fabric that re-
sults from Stop and Frisk, a trauma that I believe 
is repeated in other, less formalized, versions of 
misreading:

When they stop you in the street, and then ev-
erybody’s looking... it does degrade you. And 
then people get the wrong perception of you. 
That kind of colors people’s thoughts towards 
you, might start thinking that you’re into some 
illegal activity, when you’re not. Just because 
the police [are] just stopping you for – just 
randomly. That’s humiliating [on] its own (CCR 
interviewee 2012).

To avoid excessive repetition of the trauma, CCR 
reveals the tendency of many people to use pub-
lic transportation or driving over walking for fear 
of being stopped on the street. For marginalized 
people, this means circumnavigating certain pub-
lic spaces that continue to facilitate infringements 
on their right to move safely in the city. “When 
police come around, I make sure I keep my head 

down. I’m very cautious of where I go. Unfortu-
nately, now I plan my destinations to a T. And at 
this point in my life, I take transportation, literal 
transportation, like bus and train. I don’t really 
walk anymore.” said one of CCR’s interviewees, a 
young woman from the Lower East Side,” (CCR 
2012). Some of CCR’s interviewees mention never 
leaving the house without a state ID or carrying 
mail to prove where they live (something that car-
ries uncanny resemblance to the struggle of un-
documented people who must move about in fear 
that they will be discovered without the proper 
papers or even apartheid South Africa). Others 
discuss being told that they do not have the right 
to hang out on public sidewalk space, or being re-
quired to prove that they have permission to enter 
their own homes:

I’ll go into the building with the key and they’re 
still stopping me, asking me what I’m doing 
in the building... In the summertime, it’s nice 
outside. Why can’t I hang out in front of my 
building? [The NYPD] give you a ticket for 
trespassing ’cause you’re sitting on the bench 
that’s in front of your building. I can’t sit on 
the bench in front of my building? Why’s the 
bench there? (CCR 2012) 

So if we are not allowed to sit on the benches in 
front of our buildings, we will make BlackBoxes 
to sit on. Get public art installation permits for 
some, street vendor permits for others, make the 
ownership communally ours so no one can tell us 
not to sit there. Let us keep participation open to 
anyone with a drop of oppositional consciousness 
in their blood, anyone who feels marginalized by 
racist landscapes or wants to be an ally to those 
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Stop and Frisk block information derived from 
WNYC NYPD Stop, Question and Frisk Map
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of us who are. 

In her essay The Making of Oppositional Con-
sciousness, Jane Mansbridge writes “We say that 
members of a group that others have traditionally 
treated as subordinate or deviant have an oppo-
sitional consciousness when they claim their pre-
viously subordinate identity as a positive identifi-
cation, identify injustices done to their group, de-
mand changes in the polity, economy, or society 
to rectify those injustices, and see other members 
of their group as sharing an interest in rectifying 
those injustices” (Mansbridge 2001, p.1). The ac-
tivists who energize the space of the BlackBox 
do not have to be coordinated at the level of a 
group like BlackLivesMatter (though such groups 
are welcome to join in the BlackBox community), 
because having been awoken from the Dream 
alone enables them to participate in a black radi-
cal space that defies the restrictions of racist land-
scapes. 

The network of BlackBoxes is something that can 
be deployed across the United States, with varying 
indicators for placement and geography to suit a 
community’s specific needs. These indicators will 
all be based on density of infringements on the 
right to the city and opportunities for subversive 
programming and integrated into the existing built 
fabric. The transparency of the BlackBox’s pro-
gramming requires it to operate in three modes. In 
it’s “OFF” mode, the BlackBox performs as a shel-
ter for bus stops or vestigial payphone networks. 
In some cases, it exploits false assumptions about 
cell-phone and internet use among communities 
of color (especially communities viewed as lower 
income) to create a programmatic cover—trans-

parent to those who know their neighborhoods 
and opaque to those who do not. This allows the 
BlackBoxes to move and exist unquestioned. In 
the case of New York pay-phones, illustrated in 
the Brownsville, Brooklyn migration timeline, the 
BlackBox subverts assumptions that people might 
be using these mobile stoops or shelters to makes 
calls on outdated pay-phones that have not yet 
been moved (or transformed into WIFI networks) 
out of a neglect (a neglect made visible by maps 
of the New York pay-phones that are slated to be-
come hotspots and the ones that are not). 

It is unclear why the city has been slower to replace 
pay phones in boroughs beyond Manhattan (es-
pecially in neighborhoods with people of color). It 
might be due to false assumptions about internet 
and cell phone use for non-white residents. How-
ever, just within the African American community, 
92% of adults own cell phones (including 77% of 
seniors). Furthermore, 98% of African Americans 
ages 18-29 use internet at home and/or own a 
smart phone (Smith 2014). But the BlackBox uses 
this sign of municipal neglect as an asset, plug-
ging into the archaic payphone infrastructure and 
playing along with the performance—“they can 
hide their [program] behind an [innocuous struc-
ture], a false one, a safe one,” (Sullivan 2016).

In its “Hybrid” mode, the BlackBox performs as a 
space of exchange, hacking the commercial pro-
gram like David Hammons in Bliz-aard Ball Sale or 
Azubike Akunne with AWO Produce. It can oper-
ate as a locally-owned kiosk. Additionally, a covert 
community surveillance system can be deployed 
in this mode, using cameras as the standard sta-
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ple for places of commerce. As an alibi, the Black-
Box’s hybrid mode lets people circumnavigate ac-
cusations of loitering with a transparent program 
that taps into “acceptable” capitalist/consumer 
behavior and flying under the radar with a veil of 
employment or patronage. The BlackBox identi-
fication card then adds to the participant’s arse-
nal of documentation to verify that they are not 
a threat on that street corner, but an acceptable 
“professional” as they perform the role of “Black-
Box Manager” whenever it is necessary. 

By performing the sale of body scale interven-
tions, like pants with transparent pockets, ID fold-
outs and proof-of-purchase stickers, the BlackBox 
uses its place in the commercial arena not to sell 
merchandise, but to clue unwitting passers-by in 
to the violent burden of transparency that their 
black counterparts must wear. It is a sudden awak-
ening from the Dream and a reminder that even 
quaint pocket parks, outdoor markets and neigh-
borhood street corners become spaces of injus-
tice for the black body. The BlackBox is a stand-in 
for the scars that those injustices leave behind.

When fully activated in its third, “ON”, mode, 
the BlackBox becomes an all-out hub of opposi-
tional consciousness. In this mode, it contributes 
to a co-operative network of safe spaces within 
a neighborhood that is currently experiencing 
heightened assaults on the community’s right to 
the city. It facilitates meeting space for activist 
groups and creates ancillary nodes for protest ac-
tivity. The BlackBox continues to use cameras to 
monitor infringements on residents’ right to the 
city. When at risk of being misread as a threat, 
it provides alibi for co-op participants whenever 

NYC Payphone Network, LinkNYC, 2015.
Image by CityBridge.

Future LinkNYC WiFi Hotspot Network.
Image by CityBridge.
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Covert Program:
Bus Shelter or Payphone / 
WiFi Seating

Space of Protest: 
Pop-up Meeting Spot / 
Recovery Station

Space of Exchange:
Kiosk for Transparency 
Objects/ Community 
Surveillance Center/ 
Temporary Employment

BlackBox Transformations
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Cass Corridor BlackBo
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Depictions of the BlackBox collaged into existing spaces (some taken from my 
own photos, above, and others collaged from my own renderings and existing 

photos of Eastern Market, DC and Central Park, NY)
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they are near a BlackBox. And finally, it harvests 
chapters of a national community for empower-
ment. 

The BlackBox narrative relies heavily on commu-
nity ownership and management to work. Par-
ticipants find out about the BlackBox network 
through word of mouth or informational market-
ing attached to transparent clothing, ID foldouts 
or proof-of-purchase tags. Anyone who feels the 
need to buy these items might also have reason to 
participate in the co-op. Once directed to the right 
place, participants can sign up online and receive 
status as a co-op “Manager” after signing the co-
op social contract, which is communally revised 
annually. Co-op members will receive an Identifi-
cation Card for a small fee until the manufacturing 
and shipment of cards can be fully subsidized by 
the National consortium of BlackBox chapters. 

Each member makes optional monthly donations 
to the BlackBox cooperative depending on their 
willingness and ability to pay, underwriting the 
participation of members who cannot contribute 
financially. Membership fees are distributed equi-
tably among BlackBox chapters nationwide. The 
local chapters meet or pass messages through 
BlackBoxes regularly to ensure consensus on the 
management of their local BlackBoxes and co-op 
members can open and close the BlackBox (and 
operate between OFF, HYBRID and ON mode) at 
will. Any person, including non-members, is more 
than welcome to “use” the BlackBox in its present 
mode, like participation in the network, use of the 
BlackBox is not restricted by black identity. 

Embracing the power of communal memory story-

telling, the will to not forget, as a tool for empow-
erment, oral histories are shared and distributed 
between local BlackBox chapters and disseminat-
ed nationally. Communication between BlackBox 
members also works digitally, using a website and 
online directory and giving participants access to 
GPS tracking of each BlackBox’s movement from 
one corner to another as needed.  

Similarly, activity logs are stored inside of the 
BlackBox in an attempt to learn about the present 
state of Spaces of Injustice and Misreading through 
movement and use of BlackBoxes through the 
each and year. Video recordings are also managed 
communally and available to all BlackBox users so 
that the power of the recording is distributed as 
equitably as the sight of the Oligopticon, prevent-
ing any singular world view from dominating the 
evolution of the BlackBox community’s needs. 

Of the Oligopticon, Latour writes:

As every reader of Michel Foucault knows, 
the ‘panopticon’, an ideal prison allowing for 
a total surveillance of inmates…[oligoptica] do 
exactly the opposite of panoptica: they see 
much too little to feed the megalomania of 
the inspector or the paranoia of the inspect-
ed, but what they see, they see it well… From 
oligoptica, sturdy but extremely narrow views 
of the (connected) whole are made possible—
as long as connections hold… Sometimes the 
star-shaped oligoptica might be more difficult 
to detect: a newspaper editor’s cubicle resem-
bles a command and control room but only a 
bit, since what goes out and what comes in is 
not as formatted and binding as a military or-
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der or a dispatch (Latour 2005 p.181-2). 

Discussing oligoptica that are difficult to detect, 
Latour uses the example of contradictory social 
theories in Paris, for which “trails could be followed 
and a map could be drawn.” The same was true of 
the businesses catalogued by Victor H. Green, and 
the same can be true of mobile safe houses and 
the threads of oppositional consciousness that 
inhabit them. The BlackBox offers a counter-per-
spective even to police body cameras. As adop-
tion of police body cameras grows as an account-
ability measure, it is important to dispute whose 
perspective they support. In a recent NYTimes 
interactive survey created by former officer and 
Professor Seth W. Stoughton, he writes “When 
video allows us to look through someone’s eyes, 
we tend to adopt an interpretation that favors that 

person,” something he calls “camera perspective 
bias.” (Williams, 2016) Thus, smartphone applica-
tions like the American Civil Liberty Union’s “Stop 
and Frisk Watch” serve not only to fill the gap of 
police interactions that are not recorded, they also 
offer a counter-perspective to the dominant one 
offered by police. In cases where individuals do 
not have the opportunity to record events from 
their own perspective, the BlackBox takes on the 
role of the community’s eyes and ears. 

The Oligopticon further facilitate’s the goal of 
“rectifying the injustices” (Mansbridge 2001) 
done to people with oppositional consciousness 
and backing up the truths recognized by that 
consciousness. The BlackBox, the body-scale in-
terventions, and particularly the associated sym-

Hank Willis Thomas, Branded Head., 2003.
Image from Jack Simian Gallery.

Hank Willis Thomas, Absolut Power, 2003.
Image from hankwillisthomas.com.
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bology (the updated shoofly logo), help people 
“positively identify” with a “previously subordi-
nate identity” (Mansbridge 2001) and locate the 
people who share that positive identification with-
in hostile landscapes. Branding has traditionally 
been used to subordinate the black body, as seen 
in minstrel shows or black-face performance, and 
as exemplified in the work of Hank Willis Thom-
as. The branding that we have been subjected to 
thus far reduces our black bodies to a caricature 
or a commodity to be exchanged for someone 
else’s gain. And in order to preserve those gains, 
our freedom in space must be limited or veiled be-
cause it poses the risk of unraveling the Dream. 

Victor H. Green was also a strong proponent of 
advertising. In the 20th anniversary edition, Nove-
ra Dasheill writes that “[Green] regrets the short-
sightedness of most of our businesses men to see 
the urgent need and value of advertising. “If Ne-
gro-owned business is good” he says, “it can be 
better with advertising.” His philosophy is that we 
can create our OWN “name brands.” We should 
have the patience to build,” later adding that “He 
deplores the apparent lack of interest among our 
young people in the lucrative field of advertising. 
The need of trained personnel is acute. He urg-
es more youngsters to take advantage of the op-
portunities offered.” (Green 1956) The BlackBox 
creates its own brand, rejecting the oppressive 
branding that we are often faced with, instead 
using coded symbology to enhance legibility and 
help us locate each other, not our caricatures.
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Subversive Space
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Subversive Space

The apparatuses of transparency serve the pur-
pose of illuminating the injustices of misreading. 
The strangeness of these objects points out the 
strangeness of our country as John Jeremiah Sulli-
van calls it. But after the illumination and acknowl-
edgment, we must take steps towards changing 
the dynamics of fear that create the misreadings 
in the first place.

Works like Nick Cave’s sound suits have made 
steps in that direction. But how can we get 
people to look at Nick Cave’s body (or the 
body of any other black person) in a car or on a 
street corner, in a store or a public park, without 
judgment or misreading while still making his 
full identity known? Given a long history of 
reflexively misreading on one end and applying 
transparency on the other, can we change our 
behavior instead of simply protecting ourselves 
from that behavior? In order to do so, we 
would need to alter the perception of both the 
oppressor and the oppressed, the misreader and 
the misread. 

When we misread another body or activate a 
false transparency to prevent that misreading, we 
create a space of fear. Inversely, one could say 
that the space of fear encourages misreadings 
and false transparencies. Once the fear is 
applied to a space, it becomes embedded in our 
built environment, embedded in th memories 
associated with certain spatial configurations 
and programs. The designer or planner who does 

not recognize that fear, or see the misreadings 
etched onto the spaces he or she manipulates, 
enables the space of injustice to continue. 
Because the spaces we have been left with must 
be actively subverted before we can begin to 
perform spatial justice.

To avoid the violence of false transparency, 
we must interrupt the space of fear before we 
are forced to interrupt the misreading as it is 
already happening. That requires us to introduce 
counter-narratives, to subvert the way people 
have been conditioned to respond to black 
bodies. This is the kind of work that must take 
place on a grand scale, a process of inversion 
that needs to infiltrate public policy, media, 
the built environment and human-to-human 
interaction. Design and urban planning have the 
potential to influence all four of those sectors.

This work is not a solution, but a reminder 
that to unbridle people of corrosive layers of 
transparency and to interrupt the misreading, 
the fear embedded in our landscapes must first 
be dismantled. What I have proposed in the 
previous pages is an attempt to awaken planners 
and designers from the dream that our work, that 
the status quo, does not continuously reinforce 
the oppression of black bodies in space. It is not 
work that can act alone. The pursuit of spatial 
justice is a performance that everyone must take 
part in before it can take hold and become more 
than just performance. Because black bodies, 
black minds, black lives matter. They matter for 
us. They matter for everyone. 

This Thesis is a Protest.
This Thesis is a Warning.
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This Thesis is a Protest ...
Against systems of power, ideologies 
of planning and design that perpet-
uate the oppression of myself, my 
family, and other marginalized people 
in space by refusing to acknowledge 
their role in reinforcing that oppres-
sion in our built envrionment. 

This thesis is a protest...
...against a pedagogy that willingly 
remains inadequate for solving solv-
ing the problems of which I speak

This thesis is a warning. . .
---that if the burden remains only on 
those of us who have been marginal-
ized and misread, this is what colored 
space will continue to look like. 

This is a warning...
... That when an unjust burden is 
placed upon anyone alone, the nega-
tive effects will spill over to every-
one involved...



Cara Michell 74

References

Alvarez, Lizette. (2013, June 24). “Clash of Styles 
in Court Opens Trial in Trayvon Martin’s 
Death.” New York Times.

ACLU Foundation of Massachusetts. (2014, 
October). Black Brown and Targeted: 
A Report on Boston Police Department 
Street Encounters from 2007–2010. Boston: 
American Civil Liberties Union.

Baldwin, James (1955). Notes of a Native Son 
(pp. 147-148). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition. 
2012.

Brody, Hillary. (2016, June 16). “The Visual and 
the Musical: Nick Cave’s Soundsuits Invade 
Metro Detroit.” IXITI. Retrieved from www.
cranbrookart.edu/museum/nickcave/
the-visual-and-the-musical-nick-caves-
soundsuits-invade-metro-detroit-ixiti-com/.

Center for Constitutional Rights. (2012, July). 
Stop and Frisk: The Human Impact. New York: 
Center for Constitutional Rights.

Cheng, Anne. (2010). Second Skin: Josephine 
Baker and the Modern Surface. New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Coates, Ta-Nehisi. (2015). Between the World and 
Me. New York: Spiegel & Grau.

Du Boise, W.E.B. 1903. Souls of Black Folk. Taylor 
and Francis. Kindle Edition. Marable, Manning 
(2015-12-22).

Ellison, Ralph. (1952). Invisible Man. Knopf 
Doubleday Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 

2010.

Finley, Taryn and Lilly Workneh. (2015, October 
23). “New Film On Jordan Davis’ Death 
Exposes The Truth About Racial Bias.” 
Huffpost Black Voices.

Green, Victor H. (1949). The Negro Traveler’s 
Green Book. New York: Green and Company.

Green, Victor H. (1956). The Negro Traveler’s 
Green Book. New York: Green and Company.

Hermann, Peter and Victoria St. Martin. (2015, 
October 14). “ Detention of black teens by 
police outside D.C. bank sparks protests.” 
Washington Post.

hooks, bell. (1989). “Choosing the Margin as a 
Space of Radical Openness.” Yearnings: Race, 
Gender and Cultural Politics. Boston: South 
End Press.

Jackson, Vanessa. (2002). “In Our Own Voices: 
African American Stories of Oppression, 
Survival and Recovery in the Mental Health 
System.” in Race, Health Care and the Law. 
Retrieved from  http://academic.udayton.
edu/health/01status/mental01.htm.

Latour, Bruno. (2005). Reassembling the Social: 
An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
Oxford, New York.

Marjanovic, Igor. (2008.) “(Mis)reading Miloutine 
Borissavliévitch.” Serbian Studies: Journal 
of the North American Society for Serbian 
Studies. Volume 22, Number 2. Retrieved from 
Project Muse: muse.jhu.edu/article/453525#f1.

Mansbridge, Jane. (2001) “The Making of 
Oppositional Consciousness.” in Oppositional 
Consciousness: The Subjective Roots of Social 



Performing Spatial Justice75

Protest. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

New York Civil Liberties Union. (2015). Stop and 
Frisk records, 2002-2015. Excel Spreadsheet.

Radsken, Jill. (2016, March 3) “Slavery’s Chilling 
Shadow.” Harvard Gazette.

Rankine, Claudia. (2014a) Citizen: An American 
Lyric. Minneapolis: Graywolf Press.

Rankine, Claudia. (2014b, Fall). In BOMB 
Magazine. Interview by Lauren Berlant. 

Smith, Aaron. (2014, January 6) “African 
Americans and Technology Use.” Pew 
Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech.

Sullivan, John Jerimiah. (2016, March 27).  
“American Shuffle.” The New York Times 
Magazine.

Tarrido-Picard, Héctor. (2015) “Right to Live.” 
Map the Gap. 

Williams, Timothy, James Thomas, Samuel 
Jacoby and Damien Cave. (2016, April 1). 
“Police Body Cameras: What Do You See?” 
New York Times.

WNYC. (2011). Stop & Frisk | Guns. Retrieved 
from project.wnyc.org/stop-frisk-guns/



Cara Michell 76

Performing Spatial Justice


