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Artists and designers invite

us to focus on justice, inclusion,

and human dignity
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Seesaws Across the
U.S.-Mexico Border:

A 40-minute-fong temporary
playground has global impact
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DEANNA VAN BUREN

For six years, Deanna Van Buren worked in the mainstream
of architecture designing large retail structures in Europe.
On her return home to the U8, she was keen o reconnect
with African-American culture. So on Martin Luther King's
birthday in 2006, she wenl to a Black church in East Oukland,
California, to hoar the veloran activist Angels Davis and hor
sister, Fania. The tople: restorative justice—In which victims,
porpetrators, and community mombers meet to declde bow (o
ropalr the harm done by crime,

Van Buren had an opiphany. Rostorative justice, with its
amphasis on buman connection and solution-finding rother
than abstract statutes, struck her as "o much more logical,
moro realistic approach than our current judicial system. [t's
more aligned with human nature. *Blind justice,’ absolutaly
ohjective justics, is impossible,” she says, " Wo're subjective,
omotional beings, and a systom that allows for that is the one
wier o] Lo ermbrace, bocawss it works ™

She found her life's work that night: designing spaces for
restorative justice to lourish, For her, current "justice archi-
testure —oourtrooms, jails—is too rigid and forbidding for
the restorative paradigm. “Architecture amplifies our social
interactions,” she says. “The current spaces, and the activities
that go on in them, are traumatizing.”

With developer Kvle Rawlins, she founded Designing
Justice + Designing Spaces (DJDS). a nonprofit architectural
and real estate development firm in OQakland. Generally part-
nering with community organizations, DJDS has developed
restorative justice and peacemaking spaces and structures.
The design challenges include balancing an open, light-filled,
domestic-scaled atmosphere open to the natural world and
including objects of beautv—all of which help participants
“regulate their nervous systems.” Van Buren says—with
giving participants a sense of safoty,

But DS also addresses the oeeds that foster (be “school-
to-prison pipeling” in communities of color: with, for exam-
ple, o refurbished city bus that secves as a mobile schoalhouse
bringing learning and other resources Lo struggling neighbor
hoods; and the Women's Mobile Refuge Center, & mobile unit
that allows women whao have been meleased from incarcera
ton in the middle of the might (o standard practiooe) o sperned
a sale night and prepare thomsolvoes for the noxl phase of their
Hvos, (Van Buren, who boging overy project with listuning
spssions, was surprisod to hoar that the womoen didn’t want
basils in the tradler. " They didn't want (o ke o nap,” sho says.
*Thev wanled to gel their hair ready, get o change of clothos,
contact thoir caseworker. They did want comfortable furnitume
they didn't have in jail—a Barcalounger!™)

For Van Buron, these now structures and spaces are nol
just adaptations to new attitudes about justice; they 're ways
of concretizing them. "When you build for o new sot of beliefs

about justice,” she says, *1 balieve it anchors the baeliefs."

ABOVE: Deanna Van Buran, co-founder and design
director of Designing Justice + Designing Spaces
(DID35). QPPOSMTE ABOVE: DIDS designed
the Women's Mobile Refuge Center in Oakland,
California, to provide & safe space for womean
recently relessed from incarceration to prepare for
franasition back into their communities. OPPOSITE
BELOW: Entrance to DIDS-designed Hestore
Oakland, & space for resolving conflicts, obtamning
lagal counseling for housing issuaes, training for
higher-paid jobs n the restaurant industry, hosting
community arganizing mastngs, and anjpyng meals
at LULORS, a livag wage raataurant,
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THE FIELDS OF DESIGN AMD ARCHITECTURE are Hhiﬂ!l:lg.

Art and design professionals have long collaborated to
ask guestions about our shared public spaces, the land we
are on, our relationships o one another, and our built envi-
ronment, and recently we've seen a rise in social practice,
community-centered design, and co-design emerging as new
wilys to practice.

Historically, architecture and public design practices have
been largely dominated by White designers, and traditional
art and design education have mostly eliminated community
mmembers and social issues from this process of iInvestiga-
tion. Over the past few years we have seen an emergence of
ariists and designers of colorn, bringing lived experienced (o
the places they design, leading the charge in changing what
questions are asked, and engaging their skills as focilitators
aradd listeners cathor than only as oulside experts, Essontially,
thiry "o and drossing issuos of social justice,

Hore's why this shift is so important: Inequitable distri-
bution of accoss W food, healthcare, parks, safe and stable
housing, and welcoming spaces are all rosults of the many
vours of unbalanced, discriminatory policies and doecisions
made by o priviloged fow on local and national lovels,

When architocts, landscape architocts, and urban planners
pedelress thoess inogquitios through more Inelusive and equitable
community-centersd processes, these dominant systoms can be
dismantled—through design. Engeging communily membors,
voung people, olders, new immigrants, indigonous people,
rosidents and others as partners is an essential part of the
process and necessary Lo ensuring equity. Designers working

i

&

in this sway are setting a oew standard For whal "good " design
should look like inoour country and who gets o decidoe,

Thu design process itself—when designers ask questions,
anilyze currenl conditions, And gaps, and work o resolva
theso gaps—is where significant change can begin, When
the communily is involved, the act of evaluating systoms,
procossoes, and programs is itself o form of social justice.
Deslgnoers who prioritize inclusion are:

sharing power with communitly membors, creating
aecoss 1o processos nol every community has had the
privilege of being involved in;

undorstanding the mechanisms that perpetuste
oppression, and dismantling systems and tonets of

White supremacy that have dominated the creation of
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Rastore Dakland was designed by architect Deanna Yan Buren and associatas at Deaigning Justice + Designing Spaces to support the reatorative
juetice process outeide the courtroom. it includes pant colors to support peace and calm, muthple large windows, and chaira arranged in circles

our built environment, distribution of resources, and pgstablish social and physical conditions which
aecess Lo power; prcourage and allow people to reach theie full human
potential—and to do this work themselves,

pustting empathy at the Torefront of thelr process, using

doep listening skills to truly understand the needs of  “People don’t think they deserve good design.” Quardean

pooplo affocted by these oppressive systems, amplify-  Lewis-Allon, founder of Mado in Brownsvillo, once said o

ing human dignity, connecting people o each other,  me. That means design (s seon as being resorved for only

and remembering that peaple are human boings with  certain people. Bul because design croatively addressos

emotions and opinions; challonges and prompts examination of how we use our
shared rosources, wo can al! benefit from it And bocauwss

croating spaces and places that are designed for the  a more inclugive spproach essontially creatos new systoms

porson who currently has the least amount of access,  and methods of movement, shering, and use of space, good

and working cues into the design that all are sctuelly  design changes the course of our existence,

woloome in the space; and Roed on about the work of Quardean and others who ame
breaking processes open and addrossing issues of social

¢ penerating actions, operations, and locations that  justice through their design work.
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