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In under-served, poor U.S. urban and suburban neighbor-
hoods, years of racialized policy maneuvers and corporate 
wrangling have clouded architects’ prospects of impactfully 
engaging communities. This project offers another lens on 
conceptualizing sites complicated by those invisible economic 
forces. Ferguson, USA is part of a mapping project that spatial-
izes the political, together with the formal and processual. It 
updates inherited conventions of “site analysis,” and helps us 
expand the landscape urbanist notion of a productive “urban 
surface,” as a new pedagogy for more critically engaging place.1 
The pages here present a snapshot of drawings that re-cast the 
contested suburban landscape of Ferguson, MO through the 
particularities of the political economy that shape it.2 

Ferguson is one of 89 tiny municipalities in fragmented St. 
Louis County just outside the city of St. Louis, MO. While the 
world came to know “Ferguson” through the events of 2014—
the killing of Michael Brown in his own neighborhood by police 
and the protests that followed—many may have missed the 
fact that people in the twenty-five or so surrounding towns 
also suffer extreme injustices. This project maps the shared 
geography of what is called North St. Louis County, along with 
Ferguson proper. And while the title reinforces an idea of this 
place as a singular, bounded condition, the maps reveal a 
much more fluid terrain made of legal overlays that slip across 
municipal lines as they circumscribe special economic, social 
and other zones. These zones are charted by public and pri-
vate actors in pursuit of different agendas, at costs to local 
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Figure 1. Ferguson in corporate context. Image credit: Patty Heyda.
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Figures 2 and 3. Relative value metrics in Ferguson, MO and neighboring Berkeley, MO. Image credit: Patty Heyda, Lige Tan, Tuoxin Li, Sheng Yan.
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life and needs. Needless to say, as an inventory of the uneven 
American suburban planning landscape, this project repre-
sents all the Fergusons found in metros across the U.S. 

Mapping injustice means telling the historical spatial stories of 
real estate red-lining, political collusions and the other well-
known practices of racial exclusion. But it also requires shining 
light on the geography of everyday offenses that prescribe 
and preserve privilege in arguably more violent ways, as they 
embed within the built environment and the political decisions 
that make and neglect the city. Ferguson USA makes visible 
the particular tax structures that prop up corporate welfare 
over citizen needs.3 We see how regions inscribe global eco-
nomic imaginaries on local space, as development enclaves, 
“opportunity zones” and by other means—and how that 
legitimates urban erasures of historic Black communities. At 
a range of scales, we see how an intensely fragmented munic-
ipal-economic structure enables policing for profit—and the 
unconstitutional breaches of legal representation that affords.

Of course, as a typical American first ring, Ferguson also 
embodies that peculiar blend of physical-logistical suburban-
ism: The car-centric typologies, the bizarre building details 
with mixed-up historic references, and the undefined rights-
of-ways of the strip-mall set-back, efficient loading zones, 
hyper-articulated curb-cuts and eroded pedestrian networks. 

But just as these conditions contribute to dislocation in real 
material-ecological ways, the blurred context precisely fosters 
new spaces of political action by enterprising organizers across 
the indeterminate, flexible field. Maps reveal how ‘Ferguson’ 
actually happened in Dellwood, the neighboring municipality. 
As marchers reclaimed an unbounded surface between road 
and gas stations, McDonalds and other businesses, a latent 
political performativity of the strip was activated.

Beyond merely visualizing data, the maps reveal mis-guided 
priorities of municipalities strapped for revenue. Against 
that backdrop, the drawings elevate a marginalized voice in 
an area of architecture and planning that is otherwise domi-
nated—and unfortunately, sustained—by neoliberal economic 
development narratives. While many of the maps reveal pain-
ful realities, the over-arching goal of the project is not to 
reproduce a deficit-oriented view of poor suburban space, 
but to instigate new layered readings of a place much more 
complex. As a broader set, the collection reasserts the notion 
that human connections and lived space should in fact be a val-
ued metric for architects’ appraisal. Dimensions of suburban 
life in Ferguson collectively defy injustice as they re-inscribe 
relationships, and other features of resistance. 

For architects, the summer protest events of 2020 showed 
us that—six years after Ferguson—the same issues persist. 

Figure 4. A snapshot of Kinloch, Missouri’s first All-Black city, erased by economic development. Image credit: Patty Heyda, Sheng Yan.
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Figures 5 and 6. “Ferguson” also happened in Dellwood, MO. Images: Ethan Miller.
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Public/private leaders—and the design professions support-
ing them—have yet to locate prospects for effectively bringing 
change where it is needed. Implications of this mean academia 
too, has not yet prepared students for realities of this com-
plicated racialized world. In light of this, these maps are both 
an academic and an activist project. What began as a studio 
design problem has been built and expanded over time into a 
comprehensive, visual account that will be able to be dissemi-
nated locally within the communities it advocates alongside. 

The maps draw freely from methodological approaches 
across the humanistic disciplines and within the design fields: 
Storytelling and interviews from ethnography; documentation 
via archival work; and from public records: inventories of law 
and policy. A journalistic spirit is mixed with cartography, to 
intentionally juxtapose competing viewpoints, facts and voices 
via the visual techniques of composite layering from the design 
tool sets. Information is critically mined, coded and plotted 
to present new connections that, beyond tracing, unfold new 
grounds for staging more radical (relevant) design potential.4 

If architects seriously seek agency in the face of the structures 
of inequality, they must re-center assumptions, starting with 

how they “know” sites. Ferguson, USA works to destabilize 
dominant narratives of suburban poverty. Only when we con-
front the political tensions embedded in these narratives -and 
within our own profession’s complicity- will we understand 
how to make them truly constitutive of effective design.
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Figure 7. Policing Poverty: The impacts on people. Image: Casey Ryan.
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Figures 8, 9, 10. Geography of the debtor’s prison complex. Images: Casey Ryan.


