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BUILDING COMMUNITY

Arcus Center for Social Justice Leadership

Perhaps thanks to its association with today’s countless,
homogenous conference rooms, the program of “meeting space”
is often thought of as unexciting and unexceptional. At Kalamazoo
College, however, the Arcus Center for Social Justice Leadership
makes a potent counterargument—demonstrating that spaces for
convening can be some of our most powerful, both in their human
impact and in their implications for architecture.

Founded in 2010 to catalyze positive social change, the Center’s
mission is to develop emerging leaders and sustain existing leaders
in the fields of human rights and social justice. Upon completion,
their new building will become a study center and meeting space
where students, faculty, visiting scholars, social justice leaders,

and members of the public come together to engage in conversation
and activities aimed at engendering a more just world.

The architecture of the Center supports this important mission

and its work in multiple ways. The building’s form is designed

to respond sensitively to its varied adjacent contexts: residential
neighbors, campus buildings, and a native woodland grove. Its tri-
axial plan addresses all three contexts with arcing walls made of
wood masonry. While challenging the colonial brick language of the
campus’s existing architecture, this building design honors the

craft of those masons who constructed the college’s earlier
structures. Its stacked cordwood material also works as a figurative
extension of the trees in the adjacent grove landscape. Inside, the
building’s visually open and daylit interior is designed to support
“convening” in many different configurations, that beginning to break

down psychological and cultural barriers between people and helping

to facilitate understanding.

Gaining a deeper knowledge of social justice allowed us to find ways
to integrate equitable practices into our architecture. From issues of
accessibility to assigning gender to restrooms, many decisions about
space that are made by architects on a daily basis or demanded

by building codes have social justice repercussions—and offer the
possibility to foster positive social transformation at every scale. =

In 2011, the desire for “Bread,
Freedom, and Social Justice”
inspired the transformation

of Cairo’s Tahrir Square into

a self-organized community
space. This and other spatial
precedents, as well as the tenet
that in a socially just world, each
life is equally valued and the
inherent dignity of all people

is recognized, informed the
organization of the Arcus
Center. Image from BBC News.



The importance of
social justice at the
college is seemingly
at odds with the
colonial hierarchy of
its existing campus
architecture. The
desire to resolve this
dissonance inspired
new design directions
for the Arcus Center.

HYILNID SNDYV
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BUILDING COMMUNITY

(Top) The building’s tri-axial organization addresses three

adjacent contexts with transparent facades. (Bottom) The
gently arced walls of the building’s exterior embrace three
distinct outdoor areas that serve the programs of the Center.



The three wings of the plan intersect at an informal
meeting space: a crossroads for conversation. Smaller
meeting areas and individual workspaces are nestled
into the poche bordering the main assembly spaces.

HYILNID SNDYV
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A diverse assembly of faces captured
during President Obama’s inauguration
ceremony in January 2009.



Tree sections of different shapes and sizes—each
with its own unique set of growth rings—are assembled
together to form the exterior walls of the Center.
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A map showing the geographical

range of white cedar—a resilient,
sustainably harvested wood to be
used for the building’s exterior.

Studio members Schuyler Smith, Claire Halpin, and Todd
Zima practice the construction method of wood masonry—
a low-carbon, highly thermal method of building that Studio
Gang updated to meet twenty-first century criteria for the
Arcus Center project.



The building’s cascading levels and
differentiated interior spaces continue the
topography of the surrounding grove.
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