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The following body of work marks the beginning of  
an exploration around climate change migration and  
displacement. It asks questions, but rarely answers 
them fully. It makes assumptions, with attempts to  
unpack, address, and re-orient those assumptions. 
Within it, there are pivots, grayspace, holes,  
misunderstandings, missed opportunities. Consider  
this a beginning, a starting point, an opening.
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Industrial Design is confused. It is too vast in medium, approach, 
and impact to be aptly called “industrial” any longer. INSTEAD, LET US 
NOW SIMPLY CALL IT DESIGN. This acknowledges that design, as a type of 
thinking and problem-solving, goes far beyond product to also affect 
systems, services, experiences.

DESIGN IS A LANGUAGE for understanding problems and how to solve them. 
It is a lens for understanding the world. This means that design re-
quires inputs in the form of problems, contexts, interactions. It serves 
and addresses problems just as science or literature or law do. It 
distills ideas into physical forms to imagine new or existing or past 
worlds, frameworks, and mindsets.

DESIGN IS NOT EVERYTHING. It does not exist on its own. It cannot solve 
every problem.  

GOOD DESIGN IS INTERDISCIPLINARY. It looks at a problem across scales 
and understands interventions small and large. It builds from other 
knowledge bases, especially the humanities, in order to understand 
its placement in time and space, with people and environments.

GOOD DESIGN IS EMPATHETIC. It empowers marginalized communities. It 
should break down barriers to access, democratize knowledge, create 
collective power, invite new voices. 

manifesto
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this country as children. They have lived 
here longer than they ever lived there. 
They came not knowing any English, never 
having seen a New England winter, with 
their own parents who never learned  
English. They came from an island that in 
the mid-20th century had unpaved roads 
and secret police, where it was a big deal 
to own a general store or have an uncle 
who was a priest. America opened up the 
world for them, but it also reinforced in 
them in a way that they have never been 
able to shake that to know how to do 
things yourself, to know how to use your 
own hands, to fix your own problems, to 
learn for yourself these are values that 
are crucially important.

making is 
learning  

is thinking
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While my parents are both working 
professionals, I can’t remember a 
time when they ever hired out work 
that they knew they could do or 
could figure out how to do on their 
own. No one has ever come over to 
mow our lawn, to clean or paint 
or fix our house; no one has ever 
filed our taxes or changed the oil 
in our car. 

Even a generation later, the 
idea is that we are immigrants and 
we do things for ourselves. Not 
because we have to anymore, but 
because—without even realizing—
self-reliance paves the way for 
abounding and insistent curiosity. 

We make and fix and repair as a 
framework for how we might under-
stand the world more fully, as a 
way to try on a thousand different 
hats. This is knowledge gathered 
for collective use and service, 
open-sourced and empathetic. To 
know something intrinsically and 
deeply is to handle it directly and 
first-hand. 

These artifacts of learning 
shape how I understand my own 
emerging design practice. Design is 
part problem-solving and part com-
munication. I approach my work with 
the intent of understanding every 
element within a problem, inves-

tigating and exploring just as one 
physically could pop the carhood 
or peak at the insides of a toy 
to understand the inner workings. 
As result, my own design process 
often looks like the mindmaps I 
draw. It’s a little bit of every-
thing, a little bit of everywhere. 
Sketchbooks are filled with illeg-
ible writing and physical making 
becomes integral for understanding 
the tangibility of solutions and a 
moment to introduce more obstacles 
and confusions and possibilities. 
When writer’s block sets in, it 
is making by hand that wipes away 
the dust in my brain. Research can 
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come in many forms and I consider 
these early iterations as research. 
But there’s also time spent in the 
library and using the footnotes 
of one source to introduce me to 
another, tangential but exciting 
pathway for greater context and re-
flection. I value the humanities as 
an exploration in complexity over 
time and medium. Learning by doing, 
by making, by fixing, by reading, 
by writing, by listening. They are 
all pathways for approaching a 
single problem across lenses. Hands 
and bodies and kinetics hold knowl-
edge just as my brain and my pen 
do. They serve each other within a 
greater system. 

I am interested in the complex-
ities and contradictions of human 
behavior, and more directly how we 
build systems that shape, threat-
en, empower, disenfranchise, and 
serve us. Systems design thinking 
establishes that there are scales 
of impact and frameworks of power 
that cause behaviors and outcomes, 
whether intended or not. The meth-
odologies of this type of prob-
lem-solving (and what draws me to 
Industrial Design at all) become 
big picture and interdisciplinary 
in ways that can affect change and 

connect change-makers. Many times, 
these system solutions become phys-
ical artifacts, as evidence by my 
hand of a thought process. These 
artifacts work in the way my par-
ents’ own tinkering at home does—as 
means for learning and understand-
ing a problem’s complexities with 
all our senses.  

And then comes communication, 
or an exploration of distilling, 
re-framing, and story-telling 
around solutions. Once a designer 
of magazines and books, I believe 
in the power that image and writ-
ten word flow into and around each 
other to build greater meaning and 
depth of understanding. It is writ-
ten and visual communication that 
distills the questions and confu-
sions, that finds clarity in gray 
space. Without it, design cannot be 
shared or given or collaborated on; 
it remains solitary and inaccessi-
ble.   

Seeking answers leads to more 
questions. In my practice, the 
questions change daily. But the 
ones that come back again and again 
include how can design serve our 
underrepresented communities? How 
do I develop a practice built on 
intentional and authentic communi-

ty engagement? And how can design 
cause big picture change in cul-
ture, power dynamics, and inequal-
ities?  In essence and in its most 
earnest form, the real question is 
how can I design for good?

I think Industrial Design is 
confused. In the 20th century, we 
could understand it as the design 
of mass production goods. Today, 
it’s just… design. And it’s just 
design because today we distrib-
ute and communicate design work 
to a mass audience in a way that 
is often not physical and doesn’t 
need to be. Just as my parents have 
searched and worked and found—but 
not entirely—belonging in this 
country, I do the same in my own 
design path. I am not what I’ve 
been told an industrial designer 
is. I’m deeply skeptical of tech-
nology’s position in our lives, I 
came back to school so I could fi-
nally get off the computer. I make 
but don’t want to mass manufacture. 
I speak quietly and write often. 
But here I am, committed to the 
idea that design provides a method-
ology for solving complex problems 
creatively and at scales larger 
than myself.    
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past work
a collection of relevant experiments that 
explore ideas of migration, loss, archive, 

memory, governing, and parity 
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How do we transition between cultures? Air travel provides the opportunity for moving from one place to another in a way that 
feels immediate, efficient, and disconnected from the Earth we fly over. This project maps recorded flight routes over the 
geography they pass over to explore the connection between sky and Earth through a process of making that is slow, cumula-
tive, and based in reflection. 

FLIGHT-WEAVING (2019)
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The woven vessels are physical maps of flights that record the journeys of immigrant populations around the world. The jour-
ney between where one comes from to where one moves to is steeped in sacrifice, struggle, growth, and loss. These woven nest 
structures are moments of reflection of those journeys. They are souvenirs of transitions made. 
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In 2028, the United Nations adopted its official leadership uniform, mandating all world leaders to wear their national 
jumpsuit to all U.N. conferences, meetings, and events. The debate over uniforms was introduced in 2025 by a cohort of female 
leaders demanding greater equality, parity, and objective governance regardless of sex, race, and class. The decision was a 
U.N. effort towards creating a governing body that represented just and fair leadership, welcoming more female-identifying 
leaders. The jumpsuit represents uniformity and equal voices as all leaders must now wear the same garment. 

2028 OFFICIAL U.N. UNIFORM OF WORLD LEADERS (2020)
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This early prototype was intended for the United Kingdom, with shades of blue and red from the nation’s flag and includes 
the tartan pattern, a traditional motif of the region, specific to Scotland. Later iterations of the uniform resulted in a 
pared down color palette. The velcro closure was also later replaced with a hidden zipper and buttons to appear more formal. 
Uniforms are fit to each world leader. The designs change every four years in conjunction with the athletic uniform designs 
of the summer Olympics.The uniform stands as a genderless global sign of leadership, diplomacy and cooperation and has been 
officially in use since 2028.
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Exploring a nomadic lifestyle for start-up millenials post-pandemic. Made in the spring of 2020, deep in the midst of the 
first surge of covid-19, I was prompted to make a jumpsuit using gray cotton fabric and build a world around it. The suit 
is covered in pockets for holding one’s minimal possessions and when not in use, can be flipped inside out to make a bag or 
pillow.It acts as a beginning of an exploration into a future most don’t expect to ever experience. 

FUTURE NOMAD SUIT (2020)
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Page 11 of 138[Image 1: Full Suit]
7 pockets total, with capacity to hold 20 lbs 
4 loops
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Map of Ponta Delgada visualizes a section of the city of Ponta Delgada, Azores, Portugal as a collection of patterns. The map 
was made through collecting satellite images from Google Maps street view of the streets and sidewalks around the iconic Por-
tas da Cidade, or City Gates. This area of the city is known for its mosaic sidewalks, called Portuguese Pavement, which fill 
each street with new patterns and motifs. Embroidered paths indicate the presence of streets that are inaccessible by Google 
Maps due to lack of satellite imagery available.

MAP OF PONTA DELGADA
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Each patterned sidewalk has been made by painting with a clay resist on natural cotton and then dying in indigo. While the 
technique is not Portuguese, the result mimics azulejo tiles (blue & white painted tiles) which are common to Portuguese cul-
ture and artistic traditions. The work explores the shortcomings of the technology we rely on and gaps in knowledge gathered 
by satellite data. It also explores how we understand maps, as visual markers, and ways of interpreting data. This time, that 
data is translated into analog, physical form.
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building an area of inquiry

  process map
  precedent studies
  annotated bibliography
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The essay titled “Worn 
Worlds: Clothes, Mourning 
and the Life of Things” 
by Peter Stallybrass is 
a reflection on the way 
that clothes mold and 
shape and create a phys-
ical legacy of its wear-
er. It chronicles the 
writer’s experience of 
wearing the old leather 
jacket of his friend Al-
lon who had passed away. 
The jacket held on to Al-
lon’s body shape, leath-
er folding and crinkling 
around limbs and joints. 
He also speaks of the 
way that jewelry doesn’t 
take on human imprint in 
the same way; it remains 
independent of its hu-
man connection. I read 
the essay almost exactly 
a year ago, and find it 
coming back to me again 
and again as a display 
of the value of physi-
cal things and the power 
that clothes have in our 
lives as legacy holders 
and identity-builders. 
Stallybrass is a writer, 

not a designer, but the 
work fits within a great-
er material culture that 
I find as a valuable and 
rich space for under-
standing our interactions 
with material objects 
and goods and their long 
term impact. When under-
standing my own valuing 
and interest of craft and 
hand-making, this writ-
ing lets me imagine how 
such items could exist in 
someone’s life and across 
a lifetime. And better 
yet—the importance of 
material and our rela-
tionship with different 
materials, their connota-
tions, their histories. 
Within a design frame-
work, his writing could 
transition easily into 
material experiments. 
Often I think we explore 
materials research for 
durability, sustainabili-
ty, performance. But what 
if we explored them in 
terms of how they build 
legacies, cultural sys-
tems and beliefs, or 

or a sample of who I looked  
at and why they matter.

precedent 
studies
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movements in time? This 
work acknowledges human 
connection and imprint 
with our objects, or the 
idea that we as humans 
leave traces of ourselves 
and our beliefs and tra-
ditions on the objects 
and environments we are 
surrounded by. In think-
ing about how culture 
is shaped during migra-
tion or displacement, the 
objects we carry with us 
become integral to under-
standing those shifts, 
fluctuations, and value 
systems.1

· · ·

Isamu Noguchi’s play-
ground designs spoke to 
a belief in free play, 
unconstrained creativity, 
and engaging with one’s 
physical environment. He 
designed Play Mountain 
in the 1930s as a pro-
posal for a children’s 
playground to be built in 

1 Peter Stallybrass, “Worn worlds: clothes, mourning and the life of things,” Yale Review (1993)
2  99pi, “Play Mountain,” 99% Invisible, January 1, 1970, https://99percentinvisible.org/episode/play-mountain/.

New York City, however 
the design was rejected. 
Throughout his career as 
a designer and sculp-
tor, he designed more 
playgrounds. In 1976, 
Playscapes was built 
in Atlanta as the only 
physical imagining of 
his playground ideas. In 
essence, these playground 
designs—proposed and re-
alized—pushed back on the 
standard playground as 
a set of swings, slide, 
etc. Instead, it was a 
more flexible interaction 
space allowing children 
to actively explore and 
shift the ways they may 
play in the space. In my 
own work, it serves as an 
example of design that is 
focused on freedom, not 
constraints. I am inter-
ested in how we might 
embolden and build out 
structures for education 
that is more creative, 
fluid and interdisciplin-
ary. Having attended a 

Reggio Emilia school as 
a child, I value and see 
great potential in this 
belief that children can 
do stuff. They don’t need 
to be controlled or mili-
tarized to learn things, 
but can be empowered cre-
atively to explore their 
interests and ideas. 
Noguchi’s playground is 
physical evidence of this 
idea in a design land-
scape where I don’t often 
see these freedoms and 
flexibilities. It also 
speaks to the possibil-
ities of non-technology 
or analog play and educa-
tion and the importance 
of engagement with the 
outdoors and the envi-
ronment where one lives. 
Paired with some of my 
other precedents, Nogu-
chi’s work builds off of 
the belief that physical 
non-technological inter-
actions and experiences 
can deepen our under-
standings of identity, 

legacy and culture. And 
again that physical expe-
riences and environments 
can act as effective and 
mind-opening educational 
tools for understanding 
bigger issues and how we 
fit within them. With-
in the context of dis-
placement, Noguchi’s work 
pushes me to question 
forms of agency, communi-
ty engagement, and col-
laboration in the face of 
displacement.2

· · ·

João Costa’s And The 
Wind Was Like The Re-
gret For What Is No More 
(2014) is part-physical 
computing, part-sound 
poetics. A wind vane 
collects wind direction 
outside the window and 
translates that direction 
to a motor that blows air 
into sixteen glass bot-
tles with varying amounts 
of water in each. It re-
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sults in a translation of 
unseeable wind into sound 
and rhythm. I was intro-
duced to this work re-
cently in another course 
and found it connect to 
a sensibility that I 
share. It is work that 
feels quite simple, sub-
dued, quiet, focused on 
translation of different 
variables into new forms. 
It also approaches using 
technology in a way that 
feels tactile and subtle, 
rather than the aggres-
sive blinking lights or 
screens or streamlined 
interfaces that I of-
ten see when work has a 
digital component. As 
I’ve been learning about 
physical computing and 
integrating technology 
and electronics into my 
work, I think this feels 
like an accessible and 
authentic translation or 
integration of those pos-
sibilities. It helps me 
consider more thoughtful-

3  “Wind,” João Costa, accessed October 30, 2020, https://joaocosta.co/Wind.
4 “Ai Weiwei’s Provocative Art, Now in Brooklyn: WNYC: New York Public Radio, Podcasts, Live Streaming Radio, News,” WNYC, accessed October 30, 2020, https://www.wnyc.org/story/ai-weiwei/.

ly how to use technology 
in a way that could be 
poetic or reflective or 
meditative or for greater 
understanding. I think it 
also introduces this idea 
of mapping—how might we 
visualize one variable or 
data set in another form. 
I’ve been exploring this 
with some of my own work—
from translating flight 
data into woven materi-
al to making a map quilt 
with satellite images. 
This idea of translation 
is an area that I am in-
terested in exploring—es-
pecially in the space of 
migrations and cultural 
transitions—and I wonder 
how simple physical com-
puting and circuits could 
bring motion or other 
senses, sound or touch, 
into my work.3

· · ·

Ai Weiwei’s 2013 work 
titled Ye Haiyan’s Be-

longings is a collection 
of taped up moving boxes 
and photographs of their 
contents, along with ran-
dom objects and applianc-
es. To anyone else, they 
might be a heap of junk 
or objects to be trashed. 
Instead, they belong to 
feminist activist Ye 
Haiyan, and are the very 
items that the Chinese 
government removed from 
her house and left on the 
sidewalk, something of a 
threat or detainment for 
her activist work around 
feminist issues. In my 
own research explorations 
around climate change 
displacement and migra-
tion, I’ve found myself 
wondering what are the 
objects we take with us 
when being forced out? 
Ye Haiyan’s Belongings 
doesn’t speak to the 
refugee experience, but 
this collection of ob-
jects are evidence of a 
different displacement, 

but displacement nonethe-
less. As I imagine how 
culture manifests itself 
through physical objects 
and artifacts, and the 
physical traces they have 
in migration or movement, 
I imagine this work as 
example of an archive of 
a life lived. In conjunc-
tion with other prec-
edents listed, I think 
Ai Weiwei’s work builds 
on the legacy of goods, 
their imprints on humans, 
and human imprints on ob-
jects. How can we visu-
alize a journey through 
a set of hastily packed 
objects or a disorganized 
bag or suitcase? What 
does it mean that running 
from a crisis is often a 
chaotic, fast-paced, dis-
organized, confused messy 
moment? And what does it 
say about the objects we 
value most and their im-
pacts on our lives?4

· · ·
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Dorothea Lange photo-
graphed Migrant Mother 
in 1936, well into the 
American Great Depres-
sion and while employed 
by the U.S. Government’s 
Farm Security Adminis-
tration. The photograph 
is of a mother, tired 
and hungry looking into 
the distance, while her 
two young children rest, 
hold and surround her. 
The image has stood as a 
vision of the plight of 
the migrant worker and 
for decades stood for the 
power of image to build 
awareness and empathy. 
In looking forward into 
the future at climate 
migration and displace-
ment, I think this image 
has a way of centering my 
thoughts. First, it is 
suffering in America, the 
image of a failed system 
and a lack of governmen-
tal and social support. 
While the mother is not a 
migrant in the sense of 

5 “MoMA Learning,” MoMA, accessed October 30, 2020, https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/dorothea-lange-migrant-mother-nipomo-california-1936/.
6 National Gallery of Australia, “Yinka Shonibare MBE, Refugee Astronaut,” nga collection simple, accessed October 30, 2020, https://artsearch.nga.gov.au/detail.cfm?IRN=275628.

refugee, she is a migrant 
worker accustomed to a 
culture of constant move-
ment, of unsettlement, 
and constant re-inven-
tion of self. This work 
indicates the way that 
art and design have power 
in building collective 
awareness and concern 
about issues. Tangential-
ly, it is about making a 
problem more human; this 
feels quite integral to 
my future work around 
climate migration.5 

· · ·

Yinka Shonibare’s 
Refugee Astronaut (2015) 
connects to much of how 
I imagined my own thesis 
looking when I started 
this journey. The sculp-
ture takes the form of 
an astronaut or traveler 
of an unknown land and 
time. The suit itself is 
made of Dutch wax fab-
ric, commonly made in the 

19th century with strong 
connections to West Af-
rica but part of a deep 
history of colonization, 
violence and imperial-
ism. Of course, in this 
he pokes at and critiques 
identity tropes, per-
haps pushing back on this 
colonial history and its 
related ideas of owner-
ship, appropriation and 
identity.  The astronaut 
carries a plethora of 
objects on their back: 
a suitcase, a food can, 
some enamel bowls, all 
wrapped in a net. Their 
helmet is glossy black, 
impenetrable and myste-
rious. Refugee Astro-
naut maintains a balance 
between entirely “futur-
istic” and deeply rooted 
in a culture and histo-
ry. It imagines a voyage 
that carries the vestiges 
of cultural traditions 
we can still recognize, 
pushing back on the com-
mon vision of intergalac-

tic traveler as glossy, 
clean, sterile. The work 
builds out a specula-
tion about the state of 
climate change and the 
environment as I wonder 
whether the astronaut is 
escaping an uninhabitable 
Earth, while maintaining 
ties to globalization, 
cultural specificity and 
identity, and the objects 
we take with us. Yinka 
Shonibare’s work gives 
me a space to imagine a 
speculative future for 
the climate refugee who 
is not devoid of culture, 
history, or identity, but 
carries these elements as 
integral elements of self 
and society.6
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Left: Refugee Astronaut II(2016), Yinka Shonibare / Right: Refugee Astronaut (2015), Yinka Shonibare
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“It is in one sense a warning... 
It’s trying to imagine what could happen  
if we don’t do something about rising water  
levels and the displacement of people. In  
general, the consequences are tangible but  
the process is intangible...That’s why things are  
very slow politically. People see they can  
still get their breakfast. It doesn’t feel urgent.  
Whereas if you’re in a war situation you  
can see your house being destroyed and  
that you have to respond very quickly.”1

—Yinka Shonibare

1 Smith, Gwendolyn. “Meet the Climate Emergency.” Wellcome Collection, Oct. 2019, wellcomecollection.org/articles/XYofFREAACQAp-Vl.
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annotated 
bibliography

The following sources are a sampling of 
early reading as I built out my own under-
standing of some of the structures and 
frameworks at play. They largely explain 
climate change displacement through le-
gal and political lenses, with the implica-
tion that these formal systems of law and 
policy shape our lived experiences and 
the ways we might personally understand 
climate change. The source list is by no 
means comprehensive. Moving forward, I 
hope to add further readings about envi-
ronmental racism, narratives of lived ref-
ugee experiences, material culture, social 
infrastructure, and more.
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“Climate and Sport.” Nike Purpose. Accessed October 
29, 2020. https://purpose.nike.com/climate-and-
sport/. 

A collaboration between Nike and the research insti-
tute Rhodium Group, this interactive article illus-
trates how climate change will affect sports culture 
and impacts on athlete bodies and health. It looks at 
a couple of examples—from marathon running to tennis 
to snowboarding and beyond—and incorporates Rhodi-
um Group’s data projections and mapping about tem-
perature increases in the U.S. and across the world. 
While not very in-depth, it does a concise job at 
visualizing how cultures will change due to these 
climate changes.

Davies, Kirsten, and Thomas Riddell. “The Warm-
ing War: How Climate Change Is Creating 
Threats to International Peace and Securi-
ty.” The Georgetown Environmental Law Review 
30, no. 1 (2017). https://www.law.georgetown.
edu/environmental-law-review/in-print/volume-
30-issue-1-fall-2017/the-warming-war-how-cli-
mate-change-is-creating-threats-to-international-
peace-and-security/. 

This law review article is only one of a few pub-
lished that explore the legal extreme of consider-
ing climate change an act of war. It acknowledges 
the diplomatic practices used thus far in handling 
climate change, and as a system that is too slow in 
curbing climate change’s effects. It imagines cli-
mate change as a threat to international peace and 
security and with the opportunity for states to col-
lect reparations for another country’s harmful en-

vironmental actions. So often we understand climate 
change as too big to fix and lacking the power and 
controls for making meaningful big picture change. 
This idea, seemingly radical, proposes a way to both 
more fully understand the implications that climate 
change has and will have (by bringing violence and 
conflict as result of environmental insecurity and 
instability) and recognize the power players in the 
system that could transform our current dire circum-
stances.

“Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.” In-
ternal Displacement Monitoring Centre. Accessed 
October 27, 2020. https://www.internal-displace-
ment.org/internal-displacement/guiding-princi-
ples-on-internal-displacement. 

This review of the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement as originally published by the United 
Nations establishes the key points of the UN docu-
ment. First, is the understanding that the Guiding 
Principles came about in the 1990s because of a clear 
and rapid increase in internally displaced people due 
to conflict, human rights abuses, etc. The document 
fills a gap where there otherwise was not an interna-
tional framework for handling these situations, and 
while not binding, has gained collective strength and 
interest since. The review also frames the structure 
of the document as understanding the displacement 
process in three phases: before, during, and possible 
return home after a period of time. It also outlines 
a key component that is “freedom from discrimination” 
that internally displaced people should not be dis-
criminated from non-displaced people because of dis-
placement, or any other factors including “race, sex, 
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language, religion, social origin or other similar 
factors.” This understanding builds connection between 
displacement and discrimination as the UN’s definition 
of refugee requires discimination as elemental to a 
refugee’s dislocation. 

Lustgarten, Abrahm. “How Climate Migration Will Re-
shape America.” The New York Times. The New York 
Times, September 15, 2020. https://www.nytimes.
com/interactive/2020/09/15/magazine/climate-cri-
sis-migration-america.html. 

Abrahm Lustgarten’s “How Climate Migration Will Re-
shape America” acts as my introduction to the impend-
ing climate change migration in the U.S. to happen in 
the next century and how it could vastly shift our 
relationship to this country. It introduces the envi-
ronmental issues across different regions—from wild 
fires to droughts to hurricanes—and also establishes 
the U.S. as a unique microcosm of climate change’s 
impacts by being a country rich in financial resourc-
es and power, while still feeling (and not acting at 
a national scale) overwhelming impacts of climate 
change. It also introduces predictive research about 
migration and movements that will happen within this 
country as a result, and the government frameworks in 
place that may both help and hamper climate change 
adaptation efforts.The article is a rich resource for 
expanding data and understanding who in the field is 
talking about this as an imminent issue. The article 
convinced me to focus specifically within the U.S. as 
I pursue this body of research.

Lustgarten, Abrahm. “The Great Climate Migration 
Has Begun.” The New York Times. The New York 
Times, July 23, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/in-
teractive/2020/07/23/magazine/climate-migration.
html.

Part 1 of this collection of writing about climate 
change migration by Abrahm Lustgarten looks at the 
way that climate change is already severely affecting 
parts of our world and the way that such environmen-
tal changes worsen already existing insecurities and 
inequalities. It is a warning call that climate change 
will heighten inequalities, leaving people in develop-
ing countries without safety nets in the form of food, 
income or support. It also introduces migration trends 
including “stepwise migration” where people make in-
cremental migrations from one town to a safer town, 
to a large city, and then eventually across country 
borders, suggesting both a resiliency and desire to 
stay close to one’s home.  

McDonnell, Tim. “Louisiana’s Population Is Al-
ready Moving to Escape Climate Catastrophe.” 
Quartz. Quartz, September 1, 2020. https://
qz.com/1895269/louisianas-population-is-mov-
ing-to-escape-climate-catastrophe/.

This article visualizes the way climate change migra-
tion may affect American cities and regions. It looks 
at the displacement that resulted from Hurricane 
Katrina in New Orleans and post-Katrina rebuilding 
efforts. But it also indicates important social and 
racial tensions that resulted from this displacement. 
The article effectively expresses the complexities and 
social networks that are critical to a community’s 
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equilibrium and the way that large community displace-
ment can result in greater inequality, tensions and 
cultural stresses.  

Perls, Hannah. “U.S. Disaster Displacement in the 
Era of Climate Change: Discrimination & Consulta-
tion under the Stafford Act.” Harvard Environmen-
tal Law Review 44, no. 2 (2020): 511–52.

Published in the last year to the Harvard Environ-
mental Law Review, HLS recent graduate Hannah Perls 
outlines U.S. actions and efforts towards internal di-
saster displacement. Perls outlines the Stafford Act: 
the law used for decades for distributing relief fund-
ing and assistance post-natural disasters. The article 
highlights two important elements of American disas-
ter efforts: first, that the Stafford Act is intended 
to help communities after a sudden-onset disaster has 
occurred and through short-term assistance that often 
is not specific to the needs of the community. This 
approach for reactive, rather than proactive, disaster 
relief in combination with short-term and immediate 
type assistance indicates a very real gap in the way 
we think about climate change and its impacts on com-
munities and country. The second critical point is the 
way that disasters impact communities of color dispro-
portionately and the way that FEMA relief practices 
worsen inequalities post-disaster. Within this, is the 
understanding that Internally Displaced People (IDPs) 
live with freedom from discrimination outlined within 
the UNHCR Guiding Principles which details rights of 
IDPs. After reading this article, I spoke with Perls 
about the article to more fully understand the legal 
elements and her ideas about community resilience and 
state-level mitigation and adaptation efforts, espe-

cially those that are more innovative, progressive and 
part of larger environmental justice initiatives.   

Simms, Jessica R.Z. “”Why Would I Live Anyplace 
Else?”: Resilience, Sense of Place, and Possibil-
ities of Migration in Coastal Louisiana.” Jour-
nal of Coastal Research 33, no. 2 (2017): 408-20. 
Accessed October 30, 2020. http://www.jstor.org/
stable/44161446.

This academic journal introduces the complexity of 
climate change displacement and the often inherent 
human resiliency that keeps people from choosing to 
move away from vulnerable areas. Referring to a coast-
al area of New Orleans, Simms writes of the diverse 
and multicultural area as one where many don’t want to 
leave because of past histories of displacement and 
colonialism. Understanding that past trauma may shape 
one’s future migration movement is an important point 
in understanding the climate change migration frame-
work and the endurance and resilience that is part of 
a potentially multi-year, multi-generational pattern 
of movement. The article also touches on the relation-
ship between identity and specific locality.

Smith, Gwendolyn. “Meet the Climate Emergency.” 
Wellcome Collection, 2019. https://wellcomecol-
lection.org/articles/XYofFREAACQAp-Vl. 

This interview with artist Yinka Shonibare focuses 
more deeply on the intent of Shonibare’s Refugee As-
tronaut. He explains that it imagines a future where 
climate change makes an extreme environment that is 
necessary to desert. He speaks to the way that art can 
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make climate change as “intangible” something that 
feels more pressing or can build awareness. He also 
pushes back on colonial understandings of future  
travel and the astronaut narrative.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 
“Climate Change and Disaster Displacement.” UN-
HCR. Accessed October 20, 2020. https://www.un-
hcr.org/en-us/climate-change-and-disasters.html. 

This introduction by the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees lays out the framework for how 
climate change relates with refugee crises in interna-
tional law. It explains that “Climate Refugee” is not 
a recognized legal term by the international communi-
ty, which leaves huge gaps in protection and support 
for people who face displacement due to climate-in-
duced disasters and events. It also explains that in 
order to receive international support, a group facing 
climate displacement also needs to experience violence 
or conflict to be recognized. This introduces alarming 
questions about climate change as related to violence, 
and the ways in which climate change may exacerbate or 
develop new issues of conflict or insecurity. 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 
“Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status 
of Refugees.” UNHCR. Accessed October 22, 2020. 
https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html. 

Key to the argument I will be making, the UNHCR’s 
Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees defines the term “refugee” and the types of 
persecution required in order to qualify as such. It 
establishes qualifying types of persecution as based 

on “reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion.” 
This establishes that climate change or displacement 
due to uninhabitable land, natural disaster, or envi-
ronmental changes would qualify an individual for ref-
ugee status. As I shape my work around climate change 
migration and displacement, this is critical in under-
standing these subjects as pressing and impactful, but 
clearly and significantly different from other refugee 
crises and migrations. 

Wewerinke-Singh, Margaretha, and Diana Hinge Sali-
li. “Between Negotiations and Litigation: Vanu-
atu’s Perspective on Loss and Damage from Climate 
Change.” Climate Policy 20, no. 6 (July 2, 2020): 
681–92. https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2019.16
23166.

This journal article investigates shortcomings, hur-
dles and possibilities in using law and litigation as 
means for compensation for losses and damages because 
of climate change and preventing further harm. The ar-
ticle explores the actions taken by Vanuatu, an island 
nation state that has felt significant impacts of cli-
mate change brought on by more developed countries and 
fossil fuel companies. The piece also illustrates the 
relationship and roles of developing countries (often 
feeling the brunt of climate change) and more power-
ful, developed countries that evade responsibility, 
accountability and opportunity for taking on decisive 
action. The Paris Climate Agreement’s plan for inter-
nationally handling losses and damages is described, 
revealing clear gaps in accountability, action and is 
underwhelming in its efforts to curb climate change.
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building frameworks of understanding

primer
speculative newspaper clips

climate change migration  
criteria

current / future framework

2.2building frameworks of understanding
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I imagine climate migration 
and displacement as a way to ex-
plore human migration and cultural 
shifts—ideas that I’ve explored in 
past work  and my undergraduate 
education in international rela-
tions. And examining this move-
ment within climate change, as an 
issue that is critical right now 
and will continue to have extreme 
impacts.

At this stage, I’ve been trying 
to balance collecting academic and 
design precedent and viewpoints 
in tandem. In the academic space, 
I’ve been building a collection of 
sources focused on the cultural 
and social implications of climate 
change migration. 

This covers ideas and under-
standings around cultural assimi-
lation, human resilience, and the 
international legal implications 
that could come when a country no 
longer has a territory or what it 
means that climate refugee is not 
a recognized term in the interna-
tional governing space.This has 
been through looking at anthro-
pology, international law, case 
studies of city and community 
movements. It has been shaped by 
the working list of sources found 

on the upcoming  
frameworks

primer

pr
im
er
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So where the first draft grounds 
me in what I might already know, I 
built out a second version which 
shapes a more dystopian scenar-
io based on a hypothetical where 
international law defines climate 
change as an act of war. Currently, 
for refugees to get protection or 
support for climate change dis-
placement, there needs to be vio-
lence paired with it. These news-
paper clips imagine a future where 
America is held accountable for 
its part in climate change and the 
implications of violence, political 
instability, and inequality that 
could come with that reckoning.  

Together  these works are quite 
speculative, and while I’m not 
sure my own position or final work 
would go in that direction, it felt 
important to me to explore in this 
initial research period these top-
ics in more radical ways to better 
define my curiosities moving for-
ward.   

· · ·

After these initial newspa-
per experiments and criteria of 
traits specific to climate change 
migration, I started to build out 

the future status of the climate 
refugee.

Building out this understanding 
of the cultural and social impli-
cations of climate change migra-
tion, I used the following explan-
atory probe as a way to ground my 
own thoughts in what migration and 
displacement looks like at a local, 
daily, practical view. The classi-
fied ads page from Minneapolis in 
2041 helped me put myself in a sin-
gle city experiencing the results 
of multiple migrations. 

It was useful in grounding my 
own questions about migrations more 
generally, both what has happened 
in the past and may happen in the 
future: about legacy, our relation-
ship to our objects, memory-keep-
ing, generational knowledge, speci-
ficity of language, hybrid cultures 
and traditions and effects on 
indigenous communities.

Perhaps as an experiment, its 
results are sort of obvious in that 
their effects exist already. But 
what I also realized only after 
working through it, was that it’s 
deeply and naively optimistic, 
centered on peaceful co-existence, 
empathy and openness to learning 
about other cultures. 

in the earlier annotated bibliog-
raphy, in the precedent studies, 
and my own mess of mind maps and 
personal reflections.

Within the design space, I’ve 
begun to carve out an understand-
ing of architecture’s role in 
building more adaptive or resil-
ient cities in response to cli-
mate change and visions of how 
the built environment might shift 
in response  to these needs. I’ve 
also explored the artist response 
to Europe’s refugee crisis which 
focuses often on objects—like life 
vests—as data visualization or 
awareness building. 

In reflecting on both my re-
search and the exploratory arti-
facts in the coming pages, I’ve 
come to start to build out a list 
of elements that make climate 
change migration unique from other 
refugee crises, carving out these 
specific elements as important 
spaces for exploration and ques-
tioning. 

Climate change migration can be 
understood as as happening over a 
long period, as slow and sudden, 
as accumulated displacements often 
within a country, with deep-seat-
ed tension and confusion around 
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the bias in this group and what it 
could be telling us.

The short-term answers were 
pretty expected, while the long 
term results became progressively 
to me more surprising.  In both the 
short- and long-term, people take 
a mix of pragmatic and sentimental 
objects with them on their move. 
In the short term, this is whatev-
er can fit in one’s car while the 
longterm tends towards just bring-
ing everything since there’s time 
to do so.

 In the short term there’s more 
tangible goods left as a result 
of the quick move and limited 
space for carrying objects, while 
the long term still leaves behind 
non-essential goods and more in-
tangible feelings of belonging and 
sense of home.

In both, people choose to move 
with their family to new locations 
that have less risk and are also 
culturally similar (read: liberal). 

In the long term when prompted 
to move a second time,  research 
and scientific predictions of 
places with the least risk becomes 
a lot more important as people 
want to prevent moving a third 
time.

time, multiple times, leading to 
compound  and complex impacts. 

So I approached these two 
frameworks in parallel, starting 
with a survey which imagines two 
different scenarios. The short-
term looks at a person’s response 
and mindset around evacuating from 
an impending disaster 3 days away. 
The long-term imagines an event 
where a person has three years 
to evacuate a place. And then 
the thoughts and decision-making 
when another evacuation follows a 
couple years after that. My sur-
vey group skewed largely liberal, 
middle class, educated, white, 
millenial and from the East or 
West coast. While not entirely 
intended, this felt still critical 
in understanding the views of peo-
ple who because of socio-econom-
ic and racial factors are likely 
to feel less impact but also have 
more agency in addressing climate 
change. They are also the people 
who have choice in evacuating and 
where to move next. We can un-
derstand that because of environ-
mental racism, lower income popu-
lations and people of color will 
feel these impacts far greater. So 
I just wanted to be explicit about 

foundational frameworks for under-
standing our approaches, mindsets 
and actions towards climate change 
(and simultaneously their short-
comings).

 The first is the framework that 
we use to understand and respond to 
natural disasters in the U.S.cur-
rently and for the last century. 
It’s reactionary—and largely con-
sists of financial assistance that 
comes only after the disaster has 
happened. It’s often need-blind, 
which means that it builds greater 
inequality in its wake and assumes 
displacement is short-term until 
homes are re-built. In many ways, 
it contradicts our understanding 
of climate change displacement and 
climate change in general as slow, 
compound and over a long period of 
time. This framework I’m calling 
“short term.”

The other framework is imagin-
ing climate change displacement as 
a long term problem. And it begins 
to match an approach to the un-
derstanding that I’ve established 
in my initial climate change dis-
placement criteria. It envisions 
a future where we approach cli-
mate change and its displacement 
as movements that will happen over 
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lose, but also just as a raw mate-
rial that we already have currently 
and would otherwise go to waste in 
the possible future.

All together, this early re-
search begins to visualize tenden-
cies and mindsets around a possible 
future for a population of people 
who have the privelege to not feel 
these possibilities in any near or 
tangible way and who also own stuff 
and assume they will continue to in 
the future.

has advanced.
From the feedback, I also made 

a brief scenario which imagined 
that people would buy inflatable 
packaging when hurricanes were 
coming, and pack their heirlooms 
they couldn’t bring with them to 
have rescued post-hurricane and 
mailed to a museum of objects left 
behind. This in an effort to think 
about the stuff we’ll leave behind 
because we have no other choice 
and what that could feel like as a 
historical and cultural archive.

In the long-term, I made anoth-
er collage this time with a mix 
of environmental dystopian film 
stills. It helped me to begin to 
build out my own watch list and 
understand future fictions but also 
is a powerful visual of an environ-
ment transformed and the breakdowns 
in society and government that may 
come with that.

And then in making an artifact, 
I was drawn to this tendency by 
people to pretty immediately give 
up their books and so I started 
making some clothing experiments 
for what might happen if we used 
books and magazines for potential-
ly keeping a physical archive of 
knowledge that we might otherwise 

And by the second time the ma-
jority choose to pare down their 
belongings to just the essential 
and sentimental  and start leav-
ing behind bulky and “unnecessary” 
items in exchange for a more min-
imalist, anti-materialistic life-
style. 

So the human feedback felt rich 
in offering me a lot of scenarios 
that I hadn’t considered, especial-
ly in the long-term framework for 
beginning to understand people’s 
mindsets and patterns of thinking, 
especially as they are pushed to 
move multiple times. 

I then chose to visualize these 
frameworks in two ways. The first 
through collage, and the second 
as artifact making. So I made this 
short-term collage of a sample of 
articles from the New York Times 
archive from the last 150 years 
that show a repeated treatment of 
natural disasters as reaction-
ary and for me, indicated that we 
as people might not understand 
our relationship with nature and 
the power of our natural environ-
ment. It also illustrates a mind-
set where natural disasters are 
still situations we don’t properly 
prepare for even if the technology 
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Unique elements to pursue in  
climate change migration:

Extended and compound
Someti  mes sudden, sometimes slow

Nom  adic, constant re-settlement 
Leaving behind many to a n uninhabitable environment
Threat by environment an d/because of political power

In  ternal country displacement
Unacknowledged status
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Unique elements to pursue in  
climate change migration:

Extended and compound
Someti  mes sudden, sometimes slow

Nom  adic, constant re-settlement 
Leaving behind many to a n uninhabitable environment
Threat by environment an d/because of political power

In  ternal country displacement
Unacknowledged status



46

SHORT-TERM

Framework Criteria:
Short-term and singular moments 
Sudden
Need-blind, doesn’t account for  
  environmental racism or  
  inequalities of impact
“Re-build” philosophy
De-centralized
Current & historical framework/ 
mindset
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LONG-TERM

Long-term, extended period
Compound problem 

Sudden AND slow
Possible future mindset
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SHORT-TERM

Climate change is getting worse. Your 
hometown has been hit by stronger and 
more frequent natural disasters in the 
last few years. Based on the news cover-
age, a hurricane is expected to hit your 
area head-on in a couple days. They tell 
you to evacuate. In the chaos of this, you 
must make the following decisions:
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LONG-TERM

It’s year 2041 and climate change  
has gotten worse. But our predictive  

technology has gotten better and  
so we begin to anticipate natural  

disasters and worsening climates years 
in advance. All residents of  

your area have been notified that  
your municipality will be destroyed  

in 2 years, 10 months from now. You will 
be required to evacuate slowly over the 

course of the next 2 years. Based on  
this, you must make the  

following decisions:



50

SHORT-TERM

When do you decide to leave?
As soon as possible
Immediately
Wait, but watch it hourly
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LONG-TERM

Who do you leave with?
Immediate family

Close-friends, if logistically makes sense
Partner, and their family

Would convince extended family
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SHORT-TERM

What would you bring with you?
Fear, anger, and hope
Photo albums & undigitized family mementos,  

family heirlooms
Letters, homemade gifts
Art 
Jewelry, rosary beads
Current book I’m reading, notebook, pens
Headphones
Phone, laptop, digital camera, chargers
Warm clothing, limited clothes
Laptop, computer
Wallet, ID
First aid kit, medicine
Water bottles, protein bars, dry food
Important documents: financial papers,  

birth certificates, passports, etc.

FA
M

IL
Y 

PH
O

TO
S,

 F
A

M
IL

Y 
C

RO
SS

, P
H

O
TO

 A
LB

U
M

S,
 P

A
IN

TI
N

G
S

sh
or
t-
te
rm
/l
on
g-
te
rm
 s
ur
ve
y



53

LONG-TERM

Sadness
Hope for normalcy, hope for future

Resilience
Traditions: holiday customs, family recipes, flavors, etc.

Family heirlooms
Artwork

Memories & past experiences
Pictures of place I’m leaving behind

Objects that make my home feel at home
Musical instruments

Friends
Everything, as much as possible, most of the contents of our  

home, most physical possessions 
A mix of practical and loved objects

Clothes
Books

House plants, plantings from yard
Pots, pans, other kitchen supplies

It would be nice to have my house on wheels and be a 
ble to move gradually 

Hand tools for making/repair
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SHORT-TERM

What would you leave behind?
The home and bedroom I grew up in,  

memories of childhood  
and adolescence

Sense of home, belonging, safety, and stability
Freshly painted walls, new front door, and new  

curtains - many of the things that make  
our house feel cozy

Books, collection of books 
Furniture, kitchen contents
Plants
Clothing 
Everything else, anything that doesn’t  

fit into a car
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LONG-TERM
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Emotional connection to the places I’ve lived,  
feels like losing a close relative

Neighborhood friends, sense of community
Friends, certain people who had been in my life

New England setting where I grew up and with which I’d become 
comfortable

Immediate community and support
Garden

Bulky and heavy items.
If I have over 2 years to move,  

why would I need to leave anything behind?
All IKEA furniture

Nothing but the walls
Replaceable objects: bed, couch

Impractical objects with little sentimental value 
I wouldn’t leave anything behind
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SHORT-TERM

Where will you go next?
Depends on family, friends
Maybe the Midwest, Chicago area
Leave New England for Boone, NC or Atlanta, GA
Seattle 
Leave LA for Santa Barbara for family
Europe, Portugal (where we immigrated from for common culture/

language/customs)
Less at-risk place for recurring natural disaster 
Place with substantial liberal population and liberal laws 
Place that acknowledges climate change and its present risk, 

while actively working on mitigation/adaptation
Inland 
Location as it relates to proximity to health care providers, 

food, daily necessity vendors
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LONG-TERM

Somewhere familiar, with existing personal connections
City with close friends and family

Location with less risk of the same natural disaster 
Welcoming community

Community that is implementing a well-constructed climate 
change adaptation/mitigation plan 

Place with liberal tendencies (to minimize culture shock)
Inland, maybe midwest to avoid sea level rise and drought

Place where leadership is considerate of climate and resources 
and engaging in thoughtful urban planning

Big sky country Montana 
Area with food safety

Area with moderate climate, less extreme weather
Europe, where there is good standard of living, urban planning

Because of my citizenship status, I have limited options
Would watch the trends around where others are moving: it will 

become more difficult the more people are moving
Probably 30 miles west of Boston: close to medical facilities, 

close to universities with research about desalinization  
combat possible droughts

I’ll live on a boat
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LONG-TERM

You have to move again. Where 
do you go this second time?

I’d consult an expert to determine which areas are  
best for longer-term habitability, permanent possibilities 

I would prioritize being close to family/friends higher 
Places with relatively lower climate disaster risk 

Community becomes less important if I have to move often
I’d keep moving north 

Based on family/friends
I would not leave the U.S.

Inland
Place with better urban planning, climate change planning

I’d probably get frustrated and just stay: Buy a gun and get 
ready for the impending apocalypse

I would research about floating cities, alternative settlements 
and communities, avoid conflict areas 

Area that balances living standards in present with long-term 
planning

Would research the displacement population trends being careful 
not to inundate any particular area as to stress out  

the services available.
Will keep living on a boat
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LONG-TERM

What do you bring (again)?
Sadness, fatigue, maybe hope?

Irreplaceables: photos, heirlooms, artwork, pared down  
collection, religious goods

Family
Inherited jewelry

Practical goods like kitchen tools
Cell phone and laptop:  

for work, staying connected to others, news
Herb seeds 
Plantings

I’d pare down my physical possessions: not guitar, just ukulele
Would examine my own struggles with  

consumerism and materialism 
Solar panel

Practical clothes, would pare down closet (and struggle with 
what that means for my self-expression and sense of self)

Identification documents 
Bare minimum
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LONG-TERM

What do you start  
leaving behind?

Idea of fixed home
Would start becoming a minimalist, always keeping  

the sentimental stuff
Clothes for fancy occasions, that are worn less often

Furniture, appliances or clothing that is not usable anymore
Extraneous, bulky items

House plants
Most books, collection of magazines 

Decor
Luxury goods, beauty products
Stuff that wears out quickly

Why would I leave things behind?
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What happens with all  
the trash we leave behind? What is our 

relationship with new, raw materials?

Transition to  
minimalist lifestyle

What happens in an entirely digital 
world? What happens for those  

without access? What happens to  
records of knowledge in an  

internet-based world?

Books as first to be 
left behind

sh
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What happens when we only rely 
on family for our community?

Re-centering of  
society to family unit

Will people embrace a “nomadic” lifestyle?

What happens when there is 
risk EVERYWHERE?

What happens to a society that has even 
MORE wealth inequality? What happens to 

people in uninhabitable environments?

Some will not leave  
(by choice or lack of choice)
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SHORT-TERM

NEW YORK TIMES ARCHIVE
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DISASTO-PAC ENVELOPE
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MUSEUM OF LEFT BEHIND
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LONG-TERM

ENVIRONMENTAL DYSTOPIAN FILM

Includes stills from the following films: Beasts of the Southern Wild, Cargo, The Day After Tomorrow, 
Hell, Interstellar, Mad Max: Fury Road, Ready Player One, Silent Running, Snowpiercer,  

Solar Babies,The Age of Stupid, WALL-E
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MAGAZINE JACKET (INITIAL PROTOTYPE)
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MAGAZINE TEXTILE (INITIAL PROTOTYPE)
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bird’s eye view
p.s.

3early synthesis
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research I believe has some truth 
and has shaped some of the paths 
I’ve taken with this body of work. 
It is an area I will need to con-
tinue to unpack and resolve.

 And then lastly, and perhaps 
implicitly throughout, I’ve stud-
ied how government and policy 
shape our lived experiences. This 
argument—that realized or not—our 
governments shape our lives, our 
understandings of our environ-
ments, and our societies is foun-
dational to the way that I have 
conducted this body of research. 
It indicates just one of many sig-
nificant and formative relation-
ships within this larger and deep-
ly complex system that I’m still 
working out for myself. 

In building out this field of 
knowledge, I’ve explored academic 
and design precedent work in tan-
dem. I’ve read journal articles 
about international law, domes-
tic law and policy, anthropology, 
history about migrations and nat-
ural disasters, material history. 
And again, much of this grounds 
an understanding in our relation-
ships with our government. Within 
the design field, I’ve explored 
speculative work, architecture’s 

Over this last semester, I’ve 
been exploring within the vast 
topic of climate change migration 
and displacement, dabbling in a 
variety of rich areas for inquiry: 
First, climate change migration’s 
impacts on culture and society and 
the ways in which physical objects 
or artifacts act as signifiers of 
those transitions. Additionally, I 
started to look at our relation-
ship with time, that is how we 
think of natural disasters in the 
past, present and future and then 
from there, deeper questions about 
our relationship with nature. 

I’ve begun to explore environ-
mental racism and inequality. And 
paired this with investigating how 
to make people who are less af-
fected because of socioeconomic 
factors feel incentivized to pres-
sure change. This, with the under-
lying theory that climate change 
is a power distribution problem; 
it is the people with the least 
agency that are the most affect-
ed. But it is often the people who 
feel its impacts the least who 
have greater voice in the spaces 
where these decisions are often 
made. This of course is a simpli-
fication, but one that from my own 
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synthesizing work  
thus far and  

looking forward
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artifacts as effective ways for 
introducing complex conversations 
that have the capacity to invite, 
distill and re-imagine how people 
across different backgrounds and 
fields can understand the problems 
we must tackle. 

This leads to how I imagine my 
thesis will manifest in the coming 
months. I believe in the value of 
building understanding, without re-
ducing a complex system to a simple 
solution. My role in this work will 
hopefully be as design researcher: 
I hope to create conversations for 
thinking about problems, not nec-
essarily offering a clear solution 
but instead building a dialogue. 

I also imagine my work will be-
come a collection of work and ar-
tifacts that understands community 
and culture at the core of build-
ing resilience to a problem as 
massive and encompassing as cli-
mate change. At this stage, I have 
begun to shift my focus to those 
left behind  (as well as what is 
left behind), for better under-
standing questions around communi-
ty resilience and deeper inequal-
ity. This is in an early stage 
still, and one I’m still working 
to find grounding in.

long-term frameworks, it became 
clearer that in the U.S., we think 
about natural disasters in the 
short-term, as both sudden and 
singular. This can be seen his-
torically, through policy, and 
through responses I gathered from 
survey participants. And it may 
seem obvious. But it’s integral 
for re-framing and taking apart 
arguments, structures and mind-
sets that have kept us from acting 
on climate change in meaningful 
long-term ways. It is a large part 
in why we haven’t “solved” cli-
mate change at all. It is also the 
framework for realizing that we 
do not understand our relation-
ship with our natural environ-
ment: its power, its intentions, 
its impacts on us and our built 
environments. As climate change 
becomes more deeply felt by more 
of us, our relationships with our 
objects, communities and cultures 
will also change as climate change 
displacement happens over time and 
in compound ways, pulling apart 
the very threads of our commu-
nity structures (structures that 
themselves are already weak from 
additional stressors). And then 
lastly, I’d argue for physical 

response to climate change, and 
conceptual fine arts pieces. I am 
still missing much of the personal 
though, the specific and individ-
ual narratives of those who have 
already felt these displacements 
first-hand and those who will. I 
have also only at a cursory level 
begun to explore the experiences 
of those left behind in natural 
disasters, but expect I’ll need to 
build out that picture more fully 
and precisely. I also hope to learn 
more about environmental racism, 
its intersections with policy, and 
impacts on specific populations 
across the U.S. Moving forward, I 
hope to learn more about the ways 
that communities and cultures may 
become more resilient in the face 
of climate change. How might a 
community and culture become more 
resilient independent of government 
action? What does cultural resil-
iency look like? And how might it 
transform our relationship with 
physical artifacts? 

This body of research thus far 
has allowed me to build out my 
own frameworks for understand-
ing, exposing points of weakness 
and dynamics I hadn’t realized. 
In building out short-term and 
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are not universal nor are they 
monolithic. Moving forward, I ex-
pect to build out the specificity 
and intention in order to better 
serve my problem and framework for 
understanding.

Thus far, I have spoken with 
speculative designers and individ-
uals in the environmental law and 
policy sphere. I have also gath-
ered survey responses from people 
whose socio-economic, educational 
and racial backgrounds have made 
them systemically less susceptible 
to the impacts of climate change. 
I hope my work will include and 
connect with a broad audience that 
is outside of the limits of elite 
institutions like RISD. Eventu-
ally, I would like to bring this 
work to relevant government lead-
ers and policy-makers as way for 
shaping the action and decisions 
that will affect our lived expe-
riences and relationships with 
climate change and culture.    

migration shift how we think of 
ourselves? How could it make us 
stronger, more resilient? I hope to 
find authentic ways to use arti-
facts to manifest an understanding 
of a scenario that may be a future 
that does not yet exist or one that 
we don’t all experience or under-
stand equally. 

As design researcher, my role 
not may not be necessarily as 
problem-solver, but instead prob-
lem-framer. To do so effectively 
will require that I narrow in on a 
specific issue, area or community, 
and can connect and share in ways 
that are mutually beneficial. In 
this role, I will need to examine 
my own identity in relationship to 
possible collaborating groups and 
hope to find a space for myself 
that can feel truly collaborative 
and empathetic. I speak to this 
quite generally at this point be-
cause I want to put in the nec-
essary time to make decisions for 
narrowing my scope and building 
out collaborations with community 
members in ways that feel fruitful 
to all involved and because these 
decisions may become the corner-
stone to the rest of my future 
research. Cultures and communities 

Physical making becomes a tool 
for visualizing these systems and 
frameworks for understanding. While 
these artifacts remain still large-
ly unknown, I believe in their 
value as distillations of conver-
sation, regardless of whether they 
fit more within fine arts, discur-
sive, or more traditional design 
fields. I also see these artifacts 
as part of a collection, rather 
than a singular piece, as a way to 
intentionally build out part of 
this argument: that the future is 
uncertain, and we can’t rely on one 
single solution to fix it. 

At its core, I hope to under-
stand how people and cultures might 
prepare for and play important 
roles in adapting to problems like 
climate change. This includes a new 
lens for looking at climate change 
migration and its impacts, how we 
will build out social structures 
and norms for ever-migrating commu-
nities, and our relationships with 
waste, consumerism and capitalism. 
I also suspect this research may 
propose new forms for connecting 
with each other, our traditions, 
and our relationship with physical 
goods. How could re-framing our 
understanding of climate change 
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The previous writing attempts 
early synthesis of my work and 
ideas through the semester loose-
ly and with broad strokes. This 
addition marks one last stab at 
understanding the evolution of my 
work and the possibilities for a 
plan moving forward into the com-
ing months.

I have struggled with working 
out how and when I will need to 
narrow down the scope of my re-
search. Design research feels like 
an exciting area, with the poten-
tial for endless and meandering 
learning and thinking. It has made 
me resistant, at points, to limit 
my scope or synthesize big picture 
themes. So this can be considered 
a final (for now) attempt at ap-
proaching a future scope. 

First,I decided to concentrate 
on who and what gets left behind 
as a rich place to explore com-
munity impact and inequality, as 
well as preservation of traditions 
and objects. Initially, this felt 
oddly static—what came to mind 
were mythical abandoned civiliza-
tions, or more concretely, Hurri-
canes Maria and Katrina which left 
people abandoned and left to re-
build on their own. But that does 

not capture the full landscape 
of the problem: climate change is 
also gradual, compound, extended. 
We can understand that areas and 
communities may be in flux over 
a long period as well, as people 
slowly move away from at-risk ar-
eas and how that slower migration 
and environmental degradation may 
shift community and cultural un-
derstandings and dynamics. 

My earlier research supported 
ideas about the way that compound 
migrations may lead to less com-
munity connectedness, and instead 
a reliance on family networks. It 
also asked questions of our re-
lationships with materialism and 
ownership, as well as loss or 
changes of localized culture. More 
recently, I’ve also learned about 
NYU sociologist Eric Klinenberg’s 
definition of the term “social 
infrastructure” which acknowledges 
how social connectedness stemming 
often from physical infrastruc-
ture, like community centers and 
libraries, make communities more 
resilient.  

From there, I came to this ar-
gument: That to strengthen cli-
mate resilience, we need to build 
community resilience, and we need 

p.s.
one more attempt   

at framing a  
future approach

(for now) 
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to do that through culture. In 
essence, if I know that people, 
things, and ideas will always  be 
left behind, then I’m aiming to 
address how to make communities 
more resilient to long and short 
term effects of climate change. 
Community resilience often re-
fers to civic engagement, that is 
residents working with their local 
governments to build out disaster 
plans and addressing residents’ 
direct needs. I’m instead think-
ing about community resilience, 
as related to culture, to indicate 
that strengthening a community’s 
sense of collective identity can 
also strengthen resilience against 
climate change or any other number 
of problems. 

In imagining “solutions,” I 
also want to be intentional in  
proposing these as possible frame-
works for how we could think about 
making a community more resilient, 
rather than just singular solu-
tions. I hope to use artifacts as 
ways to distill and visualize the 
importance of community, to argue 
for the importance of traditions 
and knowledge in addressing big 
problems, and to understand at the 
local level how communities could 

adapt to the very real coming im-
pacts of climate change. 

A way to make sense of this 
solutions approach is to begin to 
expand and adjust how we connect 
with public spaces—like libraries—
which build social connectedness. 
So I started with the library site 
and imagined expanding its ex-
pected functions to become a co-op 
of tools and resources far beyond 
books, as becoming the corner-
stone for archiving and preserving 
community knowledge and skills, 
and then as a space for growing 
or passing on those skills. I also 
started to imagine how to make the 
library decentralized and mobile 
to better adapt and prepare for 
the uncertainties of natural di-
sasters. And I started imagining 
how a network of these libraries 
could not only provide greater 
support to areas in need but also 
build dialogue and transition for 
traditions and histories to move 
beyond their specific location.  

The idea itself is still in 
flux, and may eventually stray 
entirely from the “library.” But 
for now I found it helpful to 
ground it in this understood space 
to see it for myself.  I plan to 

push this idea further and devel-
op physical artifacts around it to 
see where I land. And then I imag-
ine that in the coming months, I 
will re-evaluate the scope of this 
current approach and build out 
further research and a collection 
of physical artifacts that can 
illustrate a framework for think-
ing and talking about community 
resilience in the wake of climate 
change and the need for strength-
ening cultural connections to 
build stronger and more adaptable 
communities. 

As I move ahead, I am still 
asking and will eventually nar-
row in on those pesky specifics, 
the “but who?” “but where?” “but 
why?” “but actually how?” But at 
this stage, everything feels like 
it’s leading to a collection: a 
collection of scenarios around 
different people and places and 
cultural backgrounds, a collection 
of frameworks for thinking in the 
abstract and the concrete, a col-
lection of artifacts for visual-
izing and distilling and creating 
discourse. 
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