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The AIA’s Large Firm Round Table (LFRT) upcoming gathering offers a shot at 
weaving architecture, climate justice, and social justice together, a moment made 
more poignant through interdisciplinary discussions with scientists, citizens, human 
geographers and others promoting design justice in order to uncover the gaps in 
thinking and form. Justice in the built environment cannot be served unless the 
communities, who live in and are impacted by the architect’s project, are consulted. 
We know BIPOC working class and younger members of society carry the heaviest 
burden of the injustices and deserve a place in the discussion, therein lays the value 
of Participatory Action Research (PAR).  
 
Engaging community members in identifying, planning and evaluating proposals for 
land projects offers a ground up process for creating local support and relevance. 
Architects can create a transformative design pathway by engaging multi-
disciplinary teams that center the perspectives, knowledge, values and aspirations 
of residents who will live, meet, work, play, pray, learn, govern and eat in their built 
spaces. Architecture is an arbiter of culture and we are at a turning point that can 
enlist the very folks impacted by climate injustice through participatory practice 
that seeks to ask the questions of the building design that must include: 
  

o Whose interests are served and whose are excluded? 
o How has control of the research and knowledge produced? 
o Who has final control over decision-making processes? 
o What methods of scientific research assess what residents know 

about environmental hazards and good health practices? 
 
The tools of participatory practice are well suited to the creative practices of the 
profession and include influence diagrams, cognitive mapping and scenario 
planning to name a few – all of which help challenge originally held beliefs. These 
technical tools and vocabulary must be shared with participants’ figures and 
symbols in order to honor those without formal education. Perhaps most critical is 
addressing trust and uncertainty. There is a tightrope to walk of complexity and 
simplification, and personable facilitators who possess both local and scientific 
knowledge can bridge effective communication. It is time to expand the notion of 
“expert” and recognize that those with lived experience possess what Weber calls 
verstehen – an objective knowledge laced with local meaning, produced from, rooted 
in and connected to the local context (May et al., 2003). PAR has the capacity to 
make radical change that begins by understanding cultural backgrounds and life 
experiences of community members. 
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