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Community-led futures in the Mon Valley
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Environmental (in)justice
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Grassroots action and abolition 
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Desire

   

“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.” 
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Desire

   

“Desire, yes, accounts for the loss and 
despair, but also the hope, the visions, 
the wisdom of lived lives and 
communities.” 

Please do not circulate



Desire

“Desire is about longing, about a 
present that is enriched by both the 
past and the future.”  
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2021 - Past Harms, Future Visions

ONLINE PLATFORM (2021)
“Past Harms, Future Visions”, an 
action-design research project and online 
exhibition in collaboration with North 
Braddock Residents For Our Future. The 
platform documents and archives efforts 
to fight for environmental justice in 
Braddock, North Braddock, East 
Pittsburgh and surrounding communities. 

https://nbrfof.org/
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmVqFh4RrSg


2021 - Past Harms, Future Visions

2022 - Atlas of Community Futures
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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 majority 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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2023 - Past, Present and Future: Edgar Thomson Steel Works

Please do not circulate



2024 - Taking back the Air: Collective learning, advocacy, and design for a healthy environment
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Population chart of the city of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County, 1790-1920. Source: Pittsburgh 
City Photographer Collection, 1901-2000, University of PittsburghPlease do not circulate
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“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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Photograph of Braddock Avenue, Tony Buba ca 1980

“There were shoe stores. There were car dealers. There 
were restaurants. [...] whatever you wanted” 

(James Kidd, 2024). 
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Photograph by Latoya Ruby Frasier
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Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910; Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.

Boom? Or accumulation, acceleration, and interrupting the futures of capital
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“We had to be breathing that in. Man, that was back in the 
mid-‘60s. I was about 10 years old… I seen it on the cars and in 
the crevices when you walk, you know, the abandoned 
buildings, the sidewalks.” 

(Mr. N, 2024)
Accumulation

Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910; Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.Please do not circulate



“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)

Accumulation

Souvenir of Steel Industry Pittsburgh District, 1910; Source: River of Steel, Postcards, Stereoviews, and Lantern Slides Collection.Please do not circulate



“Yes, well my mom's dad, he worked there, and he had gotten 
hurt down at Edgar Thomson. When he was a young man, he 
became paralyzed because one of the bars had fell on his 
shoulder and it made him paralyzed. He was a young man. He 
died in the 60s. He was in a wheelchair.”

(Ms. R, 2024)

Collapsed time

View of Edgar Thomson and Adjacent Farm, ca 1940s, Thomas Bell Collection, CMU Archives.Please do not circulate



“I’m not coming to work in this damn place.”

(Mr. Kidd, 2024)

Refusal as interruption

View of Edgar Thomson and Adjacent Farm, ca 1940s, Thomas Bell Collection, CMU Archives.Please do not circulate



“Who can save the Mon Valley” The Pittsburgh Press Sunday Magazine December 4, 1988

Bust? Or making desirable futures in the multi-temporal “meanwhile”
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“Braddock can be built up like them other cities are. They look 
beautiful when I go past. They look nice. Why don't our city look like 
that? You know? No? 

We deserve that. Because our ancestors paved the way. My 
granddad, people before him, they paved the way. They died.”

(Ms R. 2024)

Going back in time to heal 
the future

“Who can save the Mon Valley” The Pittsburgh Press Sunday Magazine December 4, 1988Please do not circulate



Going back in time to heal 
the future

Braiding hair in Braddock, PA. Source:LaToya Ruby Frazier, 2016-2017x

“I walk on the Avenue often, so yeah when I see it I think of her, and 
then it just like kind of reminds me of my past, and how everybody 
used to be so more community oriented. 

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

(J, 2024)
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Going back in time to heal 
the future

“They need hope. And opportunity. You know, I 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 I made sure they knew somebody 
was listening to them.”

(Mr. Kidd, 2024)

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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Insisting on urgency

“I'm getting old. … I can't wait twenty years, I can’t wait twenty 
years. I want to see this beautiful oasis that y'all are going to put up 
here.”

(Mary Carey, 2024)

Community meeting in North Braddock Borough building, March 17 2023. Photo by Morgan Newman
Please do not circulate



● Desire over damage 
● Unlearning design, situating expertise
● Recognition and compensation
● Building ongoing commitments and relations
● Beyond research: Achieving tangible results
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Thank you!
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Please reach out: nrehman@andrew.cmu.edu

Check out the work here:
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