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SPATIAL JUSTICE
UN SDGs

OBJECTIVES

Gender Equality (UN SDG 5)
Reduced Inequalities (UN SDG 10)
Sustainable Cities and Communities (UN SDG 11)
Climate Action (UN SDG 13)
Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (UN SDG 16)

How do we as designers, activists, anarchists and thinkers identify, examine 
and respond to issues of spatial inequality in our shared built environment?

The Spatial Justice DTT will explore design solutions to create visions 
for a fair, just and inclusive city. It will identify the outcomes of spatial (in)
justices and explore the more complex societal biases which predicate, 
permit and sustain these inequalities. The DTT seeks to reveal sites where 
injustice happens and the mechanisms which have shaped systemic bias 
in our cities over time through research, analysis and mapping. Students 
will then investigate how the built environment can foster and represent 
diversity through design and systems of activism and co-production. 

Feminist Collages London work ‘against the white supremacist patriarchy’. For a recent project they renamed streets after notable black 
women and shared it through their social media. (@feminist_collages_london)
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WHAT “The right to the city is not merely a right of access to what already 
exists, but a right to change it after our heart’s desire. We need to be sure 
we can live with our own creations (a problem for every planner, architect 
and utopian thinker). But the right to remake ourselves by creating a 
qualitatively different kind of urban sociality is one of the most precious 
of all human rights. The sheer pace and chaotic forms of urbanization 
throughout the world have made it hard to reflect on the nature of this 
task. We have been made and re-made without knowing exactly why, how, 
wherefore and to what end. How then, can we better exercise this right to 
the city?” 
-David Harvey, The Right to the City

What do we mean by Spatial Justice? And more importantly how do we 
imagine this manifesting itself in the built environment? 
To us Spatial Justice, at its core is an opportunity for citizens, architects 
and designers to carve out spaces that facilitate a sense of belonging 
for those who are treated as outsiders. It is about increasing accessibility, 
facilitating adequate representation not just in the built environment, but 
in the city making process and creating platforms for people to have 
authorship over their own shared spaces. Spatial Justice is the opportunity 
for architecture to truly serve the needs of the diverse inhabitants of our 
cities. 

SPATIAL JUSTICE



SPATIAL JUSTICE BRIEF

5

WHY The poor, the marginal, the young, the creative and the bohemian are 
the lifeblood of urban life, but they are being excluded, expelled, exiled 
from our great urban centres by the process of making everything luxury, 
exclusive, designed and desirable.
We must desist from ‘developing’ every area to within an inch of its life; 
Kings Cross, once a dangerous wonderland is now a chic but sterile 
designer mall. Punk once happened on the Kings Road. Pushing people 
to the periphery, like in Paris, is disastrous for the health of a city which is 
hollowed out. Cities need areas of arrival, they need slums, where people 
from all around the world and all classes can settle and start their journey. 
Notting Hill, Spitalfields, Camden Town, Brixton, these were all considered 
‘slums’ in living memory but are now gentrified and atrophied by affluence.”
-Robert Elms, ‘Cities Need Slums’

On 7 June 2020, during the global protests following the killing of George 
Floyd in the United States, Edward Colston’s statue was pulled down by 
demonstrators and pushed in the Bristol Harbour. Since this event, more 
than 200 monuments, historic plaques, buildings and sculptures around 
the world have been toppled, removed or are in the process of being 
dismantled. 

As just one aspect of Spatial Justice, the lack of cultural visibility in 
our cities is a direct reflection of the under-representation of many 
communities, young and old, in our society. Icons, blue plaques, place 
names and historic buildings represent a biased view of what is valuable 
and who shaped our society. The toppling of Edward Colston’s statue 
sends a powerful message to politicians, city planners and architects. 
Justice and equality are not abstract but concrete, not solely something 
doled out by the state, but it is rather a shared responsibility of engaged 
actors in the socio-spatial systems we inhabit. It is now explicit that our 
built environment produces and reproduces power, capital, class and 
cultural relations. 

Recent demonstrations are a symptom of much deeper underlying 
everyday conditions for many, the act of redlining, or designating areas 
for ‘regeneration’ creates a systemic division between people and 
disenfranchises local diverse populations who don’t have a voice via 
an established means of influence. Our cities’ spaces foster conditions 
of opportunity and prosperity for some while pushing others to the 
fringes, and it is therefore our duty to examine how architecture not 
only propagates but is complicit in this spatial injustice. Cultural erasure 
facilitated by our cities is the manifestation of a larger set of inequalities 
present in our society. The current global pandemic and the predicted 
economic crisis which follows will further exacerbate these inequalities and 
continue to challenge our idea of what makes a just city. 

As the idea of social and economic equality is intrinsically linked to 
geography, territory and space, and many organisations have recognised 
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Redlining Philadelphia Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (c. 1937)
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the critical need to take action. In their vision for cities, UN-Habitat now 
includes the need to create equity of access to information, healthcare, 
education, cultural institutions, job diversity, green spaces and clean air 
as part of their commitment to sustainable urban development. Implicit in 
this ambition is a re-thinking/rejection of the neo-liberal economics of the 
last 50 years that have placed profit and financialisation over the needs of 
people and the planet.

It is therefore crucial for today’s architecture students to offer a unique 
perspective into our built environment and demonstrate an understanding 
of design bias. We invite the Design Think Tank to delve deep into the 
interactions between space, society, economics and politics and explore 
the theme of Spatial Justice. The students will tackle issues related 
to mobility, infrastructure, land-use, health, climate, race and gender to 
understand the processes that have shaped spatial inequalities in our 
cities over time. The Think Tank will focus on evidence gathering and 
design solutions, but most importantly, will look at how the design process 
itself can foster equity, diversity and engagement.

Bottom: Various world projections (Why all world maps are wrong, Vox)

Maps are often seen as neutral sources of information. However, this is not the case and it is important to understand the biases present 
in data. The above image shows the different 2D projections of the globe. The Mercator Projection retains form but distorts the size of 
continents and countries. The Mercator map was useful for sailors but its prevalence continues to promote colonial ideologies as countries 
in the southern hemisphere are depicted significantly smaller than they actually are.

Mercator projection (Why all world maps 
are wrong, Vox)

Galls-Peter projection (Why all world maps 
are wrong, Vox)
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HOW Our DTT will host a weekly series of collaborators/speakers with 
alternative views of the city and city-making (see list at end)

Find Something New
The design methodology will emphasise the importance of a research, 
ethnographic and activist led approach to design, giving it equal 
importance to the final outcome. The students will be expected to search 
for ‘new’ or previously marginalised pieces of information, scavenge 
multiple sources of searches, digital/personal/experiential and harvest 
this information into a ‘Book of the Hidden’. Students will work together to 
create a manifesto that represents their collective values to help illustrate 
their strategy for design and engagement. Collaboration will form a key 
component of the research as students foster relationships outside the 
profession.

Deep research - Live Someone Else’s Life
“For history is written by the victors and framed according to the 
prejudices and bias existing on their side.”
Sen. George Graham Vest, 1891
Revealing latent inequalities prevalent in our cities requires unconventional 
methods of perceiving and engaging with our cities. We encourage 
students to put themselves in someone else’s shoes and look at the city 
through a different lens. As part of the Design Think Tank, students will try 
to unlearn personal and professional biases by making use of investigative 
research tools typically seen outside of the architectural professionm. 
Students will be expected to attempt producing alternative forms of 
forensic survey to better engage with their site. For example, students 
should speak to at least 10 people to complement/critique a purely data 
driven narrative. Visit Pages of Hackney Bookshop for alternative/radical 
histories. Students will be expected to use film and videos and to rely on 
personal sources of mapping and evidence gathering rather than overly 
relying on desktop research and data mining.

Show and Tell - Communication not Conventions
Looking at different approaches to understand the city will push students 
to explore alternative methods of representation. The standard tools 
used by architects and built environment professionals are esoteric and 
inherently undemocratic. In the name of justice, students are therefore 
encouraged to produce work which can be accessible to the wider public 
and read by those who are not formally trained to read architectural 
drawings. 
We strongly encourage the use of non-standard forms of architectural 
representation. Students will be expected to work with time-based media 
(film, animations, moving sketchbooks for example). This will not only 
encourage students to gain new and valuable skills relevant to designers 
of the next decade but will help students to understand how to create 
narratives and build arguments that are more accessible to the wider 
public.
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WHERE London Fields - for the many, not the few
The Think Tank will explore past, present and potential future spatial 
injustices around the London Fields, Hackney area and understand how 
engagement and design interventions can help to address these. The 
location for your investigations can be one holistic site or a series of 
interconnected smaller sites, each identified and developed by individuals 
within the DTT.

The current planning system relies on outdated modes of information sharing whilst advertising continues to grab the attention of the 
masses. Students will be required to explore alternative techniques for sharing information to increase participation in architectural discourse.

LBC Southwark planning notice Fly postering, Tooting
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TASKS 1.0 - A Tale of Two Cities
- Mapping intersections: The rich body of research from Design 
Cities Module will need to be narrowed down through ‘diagramming of 
Intersections’ identifying and agreeing on key aspects of their collective 
research that could be used as a basis for an architectural response.
- Cultural artefacts/urban stories: Students will be invited to delve 
into London fields’ cultures through physical and digital investigations. 
We will study cultural artefacts (including objects, art, music, dance, ritual, 
theatre, cinema, fashion etc), buildings, sites, programmes – past and 
present – to ask: What do they communicate, and on behalf of whom? 
Why are they relevant? How are they made? Which cultures and histories 
do buildings and public spaces represent and support? Emerging from this 
research, a series of images, gifs, stories and/or films will be produced 
to help shine a light on a particular injustice or an intersection of a few 
injustices. Can these institutions and mechanisms of power be repurposed 
as icons and symbols of change to serve the people they are meant to 
represent? 
- Brief & Client: Students will be expected to write and develop 
their brief, a storyboard/roadmap to spatial justice will be an expected 
outcome from the research carried out during this period with speculations 
on the potential user group/client. Students must be able to justify the 
format of their project; is it to be a critique of the current state of affairs, 
a speculative (fictional or real) response to act as a provocation, a design 
‘solution’ or none of the above?  
- Reflect on discussions from Symposium 01 and firm up the brief 
with the aim of working towards an architectural proposition.

1.5 - Alternative/Democractic City-Building Case Study
- Students will research the opportunities, biases and limitations 
of how the city is currently built. The DTT will produce a case study 
analysis report on creative engagement processes and other alternative 
democratic methods that address the representation and spatial 
distribution of cultural values in our cities and identify how these can be 
improved/enhanced to address wider intersectional issues.

2.0 - Proposition Development
- Building on early design propositions, the students will work 
towards understanding how they can synthesise their critical positions into 
an architectural response, create an easily accessible format and graphic 
identity for the Design Think Tank
- Reflect on discussions from Symposium 02 and incorporate 
feedback where relevant with the aim of strengthening the argument.

3.0 - Final Urban Intervention(s) / Architectural Proposition 
- Students will publicly showcase their final research led position and 
resultant architectural proposition which will respond to issues of spatial 
injustice. As the makeup of cities is shifting, students will demonstrate an 
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COLLABORATORS / 
GUEST SPEAKERS

KEY DATES

TBC - Weekly schedule to be circulated

17 November  Students meeting and briefing

24 November  Tutorial

1 December  Tutorial

7 December  Symposium 1

8 December  Tutorial and Symposium Debrief
   Christmas Brief - Short Project

Christmas Period 

5 January  Present Case Study + Short Project
   Tutorial

12 January  Tutorial

19 January  Tutorial

25 January  Symposium 2

9 February  Tutorial

22 February  Final Symposium

2 March  Final Tutorial

8 March  Final Hand-in

understanding of how the proposal will develop over time and attempt to 
cater the changing needs of the future. Your proposal should aim to pave 
the way for a new kind of process/architecture that truly represents the 
needs of its inhabitants. 
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WEB

BOOKS

ARTICLES

WATCH

• Property Rights / Property Wrongs
https://provocations.darkmatterlabs.org/property-rights-property-
wrongs-micro-treaties-with-the-earth-9b1ca44b4df

• Just City Index: How do we test, quantify and measure value indicators 
in a city.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b5dfb72697a9837b1f6751b/t/5
b7d9e4221c67c1bee80cbb7/1534959170568/JustCityIndex_Site.pdf

• Pink Plaques Resonates with the idea of social justice, celebrating 
other histories in the city. (Set up by Alicia Pivaro – DTT Mentor) 
https://highgatefestival.org/pink-plaques/

• ACCOUNT - a youth-led social action project based in Hackney, 
London
https://www.accounthackney.org/research

• Stamped from the beginning, Ibram. X Kendi
• Dark Space: Architecture, Representation, Black Identity, Mario Gooden
• Weapons of Math Destruction, Cathy O’Neil
• The Just City Essays, Toni L. Griffin
• No is Not Enough, Naomi Klein
• Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race, Reni Eddo-

Lodge
• The Girlhood of Shakespeare’s Heroines, Mary Cowden Clarke
• Building character the racial politics of modern architectural style, 

Charles L. Davis
• Right to the City, David Harvey

• ‘Redlining’ the British city by Sam Wetherall (https://renewal.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/renewal28.2_13wetherell.pdf)

• Say Their Names: 12 Victims of Police and State Brutality in the UK 
(https://www.vice.com/en/article/qj4j8x/remembering-police-brutality-
victims-uk)

• Dr Bridget Snaith: Green space or white space? 
Research on the usage of London’s Olympic Park, and her paper 
Parks and Prejudice, showed that the way we shape the public realm 
in our parks and green spaces can discriminate by design. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=EkdtBNpZf4I&list=WL&index=23&t=369s

• Architecture Foundation 100 Day Studio: Black Females in Architecture 
- ‘Decolonising the Profession’ Use of audio to portray the experiences 
of non-white architects 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UR-4C7yw4UE

• Forensic Architecture
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCEeyMdTjYEYESf_8HyiCRAg

• The lost neighbourhood under New York’s Central Park
https://youtu.be/HdsWYOZ8iqM

REFERENCES
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MAPS

ACTIVIST / ARTISTS

• ‘The Street’ - Documentary Film
• ‘Screaming Queens: The Riot at Compton’s Cafeteria’ - Documentary 

Film
• Cities Need Slums - Robert Elms

https://www.londonsociety.org.uk/post/2020-banister-fletcher-lecture-
robert-elms-cities-need-slums

• Why all world maps are wrong: explores the inherent bias is global 
maps
https://youtu.be/kIID5FDi2JQ

• Japanese World Map, 1821
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/japanese-world-map

• Redlining Map of Philadelphia, Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (c. 1937)
http://www.we-aggregate.org/media/
files/0612edbeefc48dad09b88968120d373b.png

• “Architectural” map of Harlem revitalized by the urban design principles 
of His Own Where
http://www.we-aggregate.org/media/files/
f58b82ecdde7bffba5b26b4d33bb330b.png

• The True Size of…
https://thetruesize.com/#?borders=1~!MTYxMjk5NDU.
MzQ1MTg3Nw*MTE0Nzg2MQ(MzY5NjY4OQ

• Gordon Matta-Clark
• Theaster Gates
• Jeremy Deller
• https://ruthmillington.co.uk/11-famous-protest-art-examples/


