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Grassroots action and abolition

Forgotten Places and the Seeds of
Grassroots Planning
Ruth Wilson Gilmore

THE MIX

Forgotten places are not outside history. Rather, they are places that have
experienced the abandonment characteristic of contemporary capitalist
and neoliberal state reorganization. Given the enormous disorder that
“organized abandonment” (Harvey 1989, 303) both creates and exploits,
how can people who inhabit forgotten places scale up their activism from
intensely localized struggles to something less atomized and therefore
possessed of a significant capacity for self-determination? How do they
set and fulfill agendas for life-affirming social change—whether by s
ing control of the social wage or through other means? In thi pter
will conceptualize the kinds of places where prisoners come from and
where prisons are built as a single—though spatially discontinuo
abandoned region. I will then present three exemplary facets of the proc-
ess I am trying to think through by doing and writing, in order to high-
light the potential of certain kinds of research. Here indeed is whe
scholars can make a difference: not because we have technical expertise
(although that matters) but rather because we have the precious opportu-
nity to think in cros ing ways and to find both promising continui-
ties and productive breaks in the mix of people, histories, political and
economic forces, and landscapes that make up forgotten places (Moten
2003; Robinson 1983; see also Hart 2002a)

turn to the topic becaus

Why prisons and prisoners? I didn’t
driven as a scholar to answer some pressing questions. Rather, the i
hailed me in the early 1990s, when I started to work with some p;

and their families, and persisted as I pursued a PhD in geography and
employment in academia. The entire world of premature death and
criminalization was not at all new to me: I've had family members
have done time,
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Suspending Damage:
A Letter to Communities

EVE TUCK
State University of New York, New Paltz

In this open letter, Tuck calls on communilties, researchers, and educators to
reconsider the long-term impact of “damage-centered” research—research that intends
to document peoples’ pain and brokenness to hold those in power accountable for their
oppression. This kind of research operates with a flawed theory of change: it is often
used o leverage reparations or resources for marginalized communilies yet simultane-
ously reinforces and reinscribes a one-dimensional notion of these people as deple
ruined, and hopeless. Tuck urges communities to institute a moratorium on damag
centered research to reformulate the ways research is framed and conducted and to
reimagine how findings might be used by, for, and with communities.

Dear Readers,

Greetings! I write to you from a little desk in my light-filled house in New
York State, my new home after living in Brooklyn for the past eleven y
Today, New York does not seem so far from St. Paul Island, one of the Pribilof
Islands of the Aleutian chain in Alaska, where my family is from and where my

tions continue to live. Something about writing this letter closes the gap
between these disparate places I call home.

I write to you about home, about our communities. I write to identify a per-
sistent trend in research on Native communities, city communities, and other
disenfranchised communities—what I call damage-centered research. I invite
you to join me in re~visioning research in our communities not only to recog-
nize the need to document the effects of oppression on our communities but
also to consider the long-term repercussions of thinking of ourselues as broken.

This is an open letter addressed to educational researchers and practi-
tioners concerned with fostering and maintaining ethical relationships with
disenfranchised and dispossessed communities and all of those troubled by
the possible hidden costs of a research strategy that frames entire communi
ties as depleted

“For many of us, the research on our
communities has historically been
damage centered, intent on portraying
our neighborhoods and tribes as
defeated and broken.”



Desire

“

L 5 & S~

-
Rt

&
el N

Suspending Damage:
A Letter to Communities

EVE TUCK
State University of New York, New Paltz

In this open letter, Tuck calls on communilties, researchers, and educators to
reconsider the long-term impact of “damage-centered” research—research that intends
to document peoples’ pain and brokenness to hold those in power accountable for their
oppression. This kind of research operates with a flawed theory of change: it is often
used o leverage reparations or resources for marginalized communilies yet simultane-
ously reinforces and reinscribes a one-dimensional notion of these people as deple
ruined, and hopeless. Tuck urges communities to institute a moratorium on damag
centered research to reformulate the ways research is framed and conducted and to
reimagine how findings might be used by, for, and with communities.

Dear Readers,

Greetings! I write to you from a little desk in my light-filled house in New
York State, my new home after living in Brooklyn for the past eleven y
Today, New York does not seem so far from St. Paul Island, one of the Pribilof
Islands of the Aleutian chain in Alaska, where my family is from and where my

tions continue to live. Something about writing this letter closes the gap
between these disparate places I call home.

I write to you about home, about our communities. I write to identify a per-
sistent trend in research on Native communities, city communities, and other
disenfranchised communities—what I call damage-centered research. I invite
you to join me in re~visioning research in our communities not only to recog-
nize the need to document the effects of oppression on our communities but
also to consider the long-term repercussions of thinking of ourselues as broken.

This is an open letter addressed to educational researchers and practi-
tioners concerned with fostering and maintaining ethical relationships with
disenfranchised and dispossessed communities and all of those troubled by
the possible hidden costs of a research strategy that frames entire communi
ties as depleted

“Desire, yes, accounts for the loss and
despair, but also the hope, the visions,
the wisdom of lived lives and
communities.”
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Suspending Damage:
A Letter to Communities

EVE TUCK
State University of New York, New Paltz

In this open letter, Eve Tuck calls on communities, researchers, and educators to
reconsider the long-term impact of “damage-centered” research—research that intends
to document peoples’ pain and brokenness to hold those in power accountable for their
oppression. This kind of research operates with a flawed theory of change: it is often
used o leverage reparations or resources for marginalized communilies yet simultane-
ously reinforces and reinscribes a one-dimensional notion of these people as deplet
ruined, and hopeless. Tuck urges communities o institute a moratorium on damage-
centered research to reformulate the ways research is framed and conducted and to
reimagine how findings might be used by, for, and with communities.

Dear Readers,

Greetings! I write to you from a little desk in my light-filled house in New
York State, my new home after living in Brooklyn for the past eleven year
Today, New York does not seem so far from St. Paul Island, one of the Pribilof
Islands of the Aleutian chain in Alaska, where my family is from and where my
relations continue to live. Something about writing this letter closes the gap
between these disparate places I call home.

I write to you about home, about our commu s. I write to identify a per-
sistent trend in research on Native communities, city communities, and other
disenfranchised communities—what I call damage-centered research. I invite
you to join me in re~visioning research in our communities not only to recog-
nize the need to document the effects of oppression on our communities but
also to consider the long-term repercussions of thinking of ourselues as broken.

This is an open letter addressed to educational researchers and practi-
tioners concerned with fostering and maintaining ethical relationships with
disenfranchised and dispossessed communities and all of those troubled by
the possible hidden costs of a research strategy that frames entire communi
ties as depleted

“Desire is about longing, about a
present that is enriched by both the
past and the future.”



2021 - Past Harms, Future Visions
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Past Harms, Future Visions:
Co-narrating Extraction,
Toxicity, and Advocacy

Nida Rehman, Edith Abeyta, and Nica Ross
Carsegio Mollon University, North Bragdeck Residents For Our Feture
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmVqFh4RrSg

2022 - Atlas of Community Futures

:
A WORKSHOP ABOUT o RACTRACKER

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
S
& PLACE-MAKING 1

March 21, 2022
3:30-6:00 PM
Braddock Battlofield
History Center

609 6th Street
Braddock, PA 15104

Family Friendly




2023 - Past, Present and Future: Edgar Thomson Steel Works

Community meeting - North Braddock Municipal Building
March 17, 2023

- Transition to more sustainable forms of industrial production
(such as Green Steel)

- Opening a maijority of the area for reclamation as an urban
forest;

- Creating renewable energy infrastructure for the benefit of
the community.

- Reusing buildings on the site

- Activating current boundaries of Edgar Thomson (now)
especially along Braddock Avenue and 11th street.

- Move away from a framework of private ownership to
collective forms of stewardship.
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2024 - Taking back the Air: Collective learning, advocacy, and design for a healthy environment

FLNR/LAKS

(COLLECTIVE KNOWLEDGE BUILDING WORKSHOP ON AIR QUALITY & COMMUNITY HEALTH

, and r
quality data with An; cHu.
WHERE: GENERAL SISTERS, 1140 Kirk-
patrick Ave, North Braddock

WHEN: FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 9, 2:30-4:30PH
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Population chart of the city of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County, 1790-1920. Source: Pittsburgh

City Photographer Collection, 1901 2000I.5 iversity of Pltaburg
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BRADDAOCK, PA

“A long time ago, things got broken here. People got sad and left.

Maybe the world breaks on purpose, so we can have work to do.”
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“There were shoe stores There were car dealers There
; fwere restaurants [ .] whatever you wanted”

SNNs 3|
(James Kldd 2024).

Photograph of Braddock Avenue, Tony Blpl@ége d on Ot Cl rcu | ate



Photograph by Latoya Ruby Frasier




Blast Furnaces, Edgar Thompson Steel Works,
Carnegie Steel Co., Bessemer, Pa.

Boom? Or éCCUmulation; acp?ieratibn and interrp;ting the futures of capital

Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910;,Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.



Blast Furnaces, Edgar Thompson Steel Works,
Carnegie Steel Co., Bessemer, Pa.

“We had to be breathing that in. Man, that was back in the
mid-‘60s. | was about 10 years old... | seen it on the cars and in
the crevices when you walk, you know, the abandoned
buildings, the sidewalks.”

Mr. N, 2024

Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910;,Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.



Blast Furnaces, Edgar Thompson Steel Works,
Carnegie Steel Co., Bessemer, Pa.

“white guys ... in the f[...] library ... excuse me ... they had a
place where you could take a shower. Black guys couldn’t do it.

“It [air pollution] was just part of what you grew up with and
what you died with.”

Mr. Kidd, 2024)

Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910;,Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.
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at ‘Edgar Thomson. When he was a young man, he

ﬁshoulder and it made h|m paralyzed He was a young man. He

View of Edgar Thomson and Adjacent Farm,_cd #948s;Thomads-Bell-Celléction, .MU, Arehives.
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View of Edgar Thomson and Adjacent Farm_cd #948s;Thomads-Bell-Celléction,,&MU,Arehives.



“Who can save the Mon Valley” The Pittsburgh Press Sunday M@F@éggbdty%t C| rcu | a te

Views of the former U.S. Steel Na-
tional Works in McKeesport in-
clude a tool cabinet in the
Blacksmith Shop, sumac gromng

les on the soggy ﬂo()r ins:
Pipe Mill Building, an abandoned
office in the Bessemer Department
and piercer shells that were used in
the manufacture of seamless pipe
during the mill’s productive days.

124+88 THE PITTSBURGH PRESS

23|
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“Braddock can be burlt up like them other o|t|es are. They Iook
beautlful when | go past They Iooknlce W ydon t our city y look I|ke—

Gomg bac m tlme to heaI B

- ' We deserve that Because our ancestors paved the way My - =
the future L 8 granddad people before him, they paved the way They died.”
&2 i 7 E :" A 2

Views of the former U.S. Steel Na-
tional Works in McKeesport in-
clude a tool cabinet in the
Blacksmith Shop, sumac growing
amidst the rubble, a welder’s gog-
gles on the soggy floor inside the
Pipe Mill Building, an abandoned
office in the Bessemer Department
and piercer shells that were used in
the manufacture of seamless pipe
during the mill’s productive days.

124488 THE PITTSBURGH PRESS 23|
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“Who can save the Mon Valley” The Pittsburgh Press Sunday M@F@ég@bﬂty %t C| rcu | at e



“| walk on the Avenue often so yeah when | see it | think of her, and

then it just like kind of reminds me of my p past and how everybody

used to be so more communlty orlented E|E

| really would love to remodel it. Yeah. Or get it renovated and turn it
into something, because | like doing hair too, or something like that.”

Braiding hair in Braddock, PA. Sourf@ligossdsy By~ est2Circulate



“They need hope. And opportunity. You know, | used to run this

program with some of the kids. We’d meet at the playground, and I’'d
bring snacks, and we’d talk. Just talk. And sometimes, you know, we
didn’t even talk about anything serious—just school, what they were

watching, music, stuff like that. But | made sure they knew
was listening to them.”

Going back in time to hea (Mr. Kidd, 2024)
the future

Sketches by James Kidd, part of a screen-printed book he made as artist-in-residence at the Braddock Carnegie Library,
Source: Transformazium
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“I'm gefting old'. ... | can't wait twenty years, | can’t wait twenty
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Community meeting in North Braddock Borough bwing, March 17 2023. Photo by Morgan Newman
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Unlearning design,
Building ongoing commitments and relations
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At rirel ilates Photograph By Edith:Abeyta
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