Fall 2023 ARCH 506-003
Design Activism & Social Justice
Mon 8:30 - 11:30 am / A&AB 3142

Craig L. Wilkins, Associate Professor
clwilks@umich.edu
Office Hours: Mondays 11:45-12:45 pm and by appointment

This course examines the history, theory, and mechanisms through which architects,
designers, planners, and other socially-conscious activists put their professional skills in
service to the concept of justice
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Labeled “design activists” by some and “social entrepreneurs” by others, this eclectic,
committed, mission-driven collection of designers have brought together concerns of justice,
accessibility, affordability, mobility, sustainability, and aesthetics into a small but growing
sector of education and practice. By engaging in the kind of efforts that demonstrate the
ability to collaboratively transform, and in some cases, actually save lives, their efforts serve
to debunk the public perception that good design serves the most privileged only.

Rejecting the flawed, determinist position that posits design has the power to transform
society alone, this course examines histories, essays, manifestos, interventions, strategies,
theories, and works that hold the promise of significant social change over the long term.
To establish a shared groundwork, the course introduces theories and examples of social
change efforts that inform where we find ourselves presently. In weekly readings, videos,
podcasts, and lectures addressing politics, culture, economics, civics, academia, design, and
the urban environment, students are challenged to consider how the articulation of space
both shapes and reflects political and social subjectivities and how that might influence the
education, practice, projects, and finally the legacy of architects and designers.



