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This	paper	seeks	to	offer	an	interdisciplinary	and	collaborative	
model	for	design	seminars	to	examine	the	very	conditions	that	
have	guided	the	practice,	pedagogy,	and	historiography	of	
architecture.	Excavating	the	University	Campus	is	a	research-
integrative	design	seminar	that	positions	students	to	uncover	
comprehensive,	untold	histories	of	destructions	in	the	wake	
of	 postwar	 and	 ongoing	 urban	 university	 campus	 expan-
sions	across	the	United	States.	Through	campus	case	studies	
spanning	chronologies	and	geographies	across	 the	United	
States,	students	critically	examine	official	campus	histories	
by	deconstructing	their	design	tactics,	linguistic	nuances,	alli-
ances,	and	the	architect/planner’s	design	tools	and	methods.	
The	seminar	challenges	students	to	source	interdisciplinary	
knowledge	and	tools	in	order	to	map,	spatialize,	and	metricize	
the	 extents	 of	 erasures	 through	 two-dimensional,	 three-
dimensional,	image-,	audio-,	and	text-based	translations.	The	
research	process	parallels	with—and	is	theoretically	grounded	
in—a	curated	selection	of	interdisciplinary	foundational	texts	
by	scholars	who	interrogate	the	material	afterlife	of	destruc-
tion	 in	the	built	environment.	Ultimately,	students	design	
multimedia	animations	and	short	films	that	contribute	to	a	
counter-historiography	on	each	case	study	by	juxtaposing,	
superimposing,	and	clustering	layers	of	retrieved	materials	
and	produced	visualizations	to	create	new	assemblages	that	
subvert	official	narratives.

ARCHITECTURE’S	MYTHS
“Silences are inherent in history because any single event 
enters history with some of its constituting parts missing. 
Something is always left out while something else is record-
ed. There is no perfect closure of any event, however one 
chooses to define the boundaries of that event.”

—Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the 
Production of History, 49. 

In Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History, 
Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot unpacks three 
vantage points from which to re-examine the historiography of 

the Haitian Revolution: Sans Souci (the palace in Milot, Haiti), 
San Souci (the palace in Potsdam, Germany), and San Souci (the 
man). Sans Souci Milot was built by Henry Christophe, the King 
of Haiti who was often cited as a hero of the Haitian Revolution 
against slavery. A poorly maintained present-day ruin, historians 
and writers in the English language have attributed the Haitian 
palace’s name, purpose, and architecture to its well-preserved 
namesake counterpart in Germany.1 The alleged influence was 
shaped by the written account from an American physician who 
visited the Haitian palace and noted his delight over Christophe’s 
love for history and supposed fascination with Frederick the 
Great of Prussia, the architect of the German palace.2 Overtime, 
the American physician’s scantily written rhetoric was reposi-
tioned as a historical source that would go on to influence more 
historians to argue for German influence on Haitian architec-
ture. Every instance that the supposed influence is reinforced, 
Trouillot argues that a third Sans Souci gets silenced: Sans Souci 
was the name of a man assassinated by Christophe himself—
he was the true leader of the revolution against slavery when 
Christophe defected and joined French colonial forces seeking 
to reinstate slavery. 

Sans Souci demonstrates how a simple confluence of architec-
ture, language, and precedent can serve as a recipe to control 
the process of historical production. What myths are perpetuat-
ed—and historical silences actively created—by the architectural 
construct? Material traces of Sans Souci as a leading agent in the 
fight against slavery were eradicated twice: first in his assassina-
tion, then in erecting and naming a palace after him to write him 
out of history in plain sight. In so doing, the myth of a heroic 
Christophe was constructed and the identity of the man who 
led the resistance against colonial power was made negligible. 
Every mention of the palace’s German counterpart and its al-
leged influence, thereafter, effectively reinforces the silencing of 
Sans Souci, the man, behind the architectural construct. 

Trouillot’s critical analysis of the hidden implications behind ar-
chitecture and precedent is productive. Much of architectural 
pedagogy positions us to focus on architecture-as-construct—
we analyze its history; its form; its transformation of context; 
its theoretical parameters; its dissemination; its exhibition; 
its generative potential for creative misprision. Through that 
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predominant framework, little has been devoted in architec-
tural pedagogy to uncovering the social and cultural implications 
behind the construct and its perpetuated myths. In the United 
States, such implications are all but invisible in the very typology 
where pedagogy is shaped—the university campus. Countless 
urban university campus expansions from 1950 to the present 
day were justified under the guise of slum clearance and in the 
name of progress and higher education. Such construct came 
at the expense of demolishing and marginalizing primarily Black 
and immigrant neighborhoods, leaving little to no material trace 
of their histories or a comprehensive record of this pattern of de-
struction. Instead, narratives surrounding campus planning and 
architecture have often emphasized progress and the influence 
of precedent—from Thomas Jefferson’s pursuit of European 
citations to embody Enlightenment ideals in the conception of 
the University of Virginia campus, to Mies van der Rohe’s ad-
aptation of design principles he developed in Europe to design 
the Illinois Institute of Technology’s modernist postwar campus 
expansion—all the while deflecting from the silences produced 
in the making of and by the architecture itself. 

Such conceptual framework guides the development of a re-
search-integrative design seminar taught at Syracuse University 
School of Architecture. In reflecting on the seminar’s pedagogi-
cal ambitions, this paper seeks to offer an interdisciplinary and 
collaborative model for design seminars that positions students 
to critically examine the very conditions that have guided the 
practice, pedagogy, and historiography of architecture. The sem-
inar, titled “Excavating the University Campus: Tracing Material 
and Immaterial Debris,” challenges undergraduate students 
to uncover comprehensive, untold histories of destructions 
in the wake of postwar and ongoing urban university campus 
expansions across the United States. Through case studies 
spanning chronologies and geographies across the country—
Illinois Institute of Technology’s (IIT) expansion into Bronzeville 
(1940s-50s); University of South Carolina’s (USC) expansion into 
Ward One and Wheeler Hill (1950s-80s); Indiana University-
Purdue University Indianapolis’s (IUPUI) expansion into the Near 
Westside (1960s-70s); and Columbia University’s ongoing expan-
sion into Manhattanville (2003-30)3—students critically examine 
official campus histories by deconstructing their design tactics, 
linguistic nuances, alliances, and the architect/planner’s design 
tools and methods. The four campus case studies are carefully 
selected to reflect the national and chronological reach of this 
overlooked pattern of destruction in the wake of urban campus 
expansions, and because there has been a steadily increasing 
body of scholarship led by researchers in the humanities and 
social sciences at all four institutions in recent years, providing 
a rich body of interdisciplinary knowledge with which the stu-
dents can engage.

The design seminar is structured in two phases: Phase I launches 
with a series of tailored “excavation exercises” that challenge 
students to source interdisciplinary knowledge and tools to 
map, spatialize, and metricize the extents of erasures through 

two-dimensional, three-dimensional, image-, audio-, and text-
based translations. During this phase, the research process 
parallels with—and is theoretically grounded in—a curated 
selection of interdisciplinary foundational texts by scholars 
who interrogate the material afterlife of destruction in the built 
environment and its enduring formations. Ultimately, Phase II 
challenges students to explore time-based modes of architectur-
al representation by juxtaposing, superimposing, and clustering 
layers of retrieved historical materials and produced visualiza-
tions to create new assemblages that recognize the often linear, 
one-sided historicity of official campus histories as unfinished 
histories to be subverted. 

PHASE	I:	EXCAVATION	
The schedule of the research-integrative design seminar is split 
between Mondays and Wednesdays, with each session running 
for an hour and twenty minutes. Students enrolled in the semi-
nar are primarily in their fourth- and fifth-year of the Bachelor 
of Architecture program—as such, the seminar’s research-inten-
sive nature comes at a critical point in the students’ educational 
trajectory as they prepare to define their undergraduate theses 
through disciplinary and extra-disciplinary frameworks. 

Phase I, which runs the first half of the semester, is equally split 
between intensive historical research and reading discussions 
that provide a theoretical framework and vocabulary through 
which to synthesize the research. Splitting the weekly sessions 
between two days enables a productive feedback loop between 
research and critical thinking such that neither one operates in a 
vacuum: Monday sessions are dedicated to student-moderated 
discussions, along with weekly 400-word reading responses 
bookended with discussion questions, on a curated selection of 
scholarship that interrogates the im/materiality of destruction 
in the built environment and its implications on the process of 
historical production (Figure 1). Wednesday sessions introduce 
weekly or biweekly “excavation exercises” that expose students 
to different tools and methodologies for historical research as 
they deconstruct their campus case study. Students work col-
laboratively in groups of three for the duration of the semester.

PHASE	1A:	ON	DECONSTRUCTING	ARCHITECTURE’S	
MYTHS 
The reading series launches with multidisciplinary scholarly 
articles on the four case studies of university campus expan-
sions. The selection of articles—written by art and architectural 
historian Daniel Bluestone, architect Sarah Whiting, historical 
archaeologist Paul R. Mullins, anthropologist Lewis Jones, eco-
nomic geographer Conor Harrison, and anthropologist Steven 
Gregory—emphasizes a wide-spanning pattern of destruction 
in the name of higher education and the necessarily interdis-
ciplinary nature of re-examining architecture’s historiography. 
From the outset, students are exposed to an architectural 
historian’s focused deconstruction of the myths behind a 
canonical building; an architect’s critical analysis of represen-
tational strategies in the context of postwar urban renewal; a 
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historical archaeologist’s extraction of underlying racist prac-
tices through an analysis of architecture’s debris; an economic 
geographer’s tracing of land acquisition, absentee landlordship, 
and eviction practices at the institutional and federal level; and 
an anthropologist’s examination of linguistic nuances behind the 
orchestration of spatial narratives. 

Launching the reading series with the four case studies and arti-
cles written by scholars from various disciplines sets the stage for 
engaging interdisciplinary scholarship to reflect on the politics 
of space and the complex network of operations that guide the 
practice and historiography of architecture. Beyond the destruc-
tion of entire neighborhoods—which reduces them to debris, an 
obvious material evidence of destruction—the articles tease out 
the less perceptible, less eventful, and more drawn-out material 
traces of violence that nonetheless dominate the archives—and 
thereby histories—associated with the architecture of each cam-
pus. Such traces include the paper trail of policies, language, 
correspondences, alliances, and representations that were 

weaponized under the guise of progress. Strategic absences in 
institutional narratives and archives are evident in the lack of 
documentation of the neighborhoods demolished, communities 
affected, and forms of resistance suppressed. While the initial 
set of readings introduce students to these crafts specifically 
through the campus expansion case studies, the remainder of 
the reading series unpacks the theoretical underpinnings of ar-
chitecture’s destruction, its material afterlife as debris in the built 
environment, and the longer shadows of social and racial impli-
cations long after the moment of destruction has concluded. 

Architectural historian and designer David Gissen’s essay, 
titled “Debris,” provides a primer on the origins of, and evolv-
ing attitudes around, architecture’s debris by contextualizing 
the emergence of the term débris in the occurrence of two 
important architectural developments: the rise of warfare 
technologies that reduced European cities to debris and the sub-
sequent efforts to excavate and document what remained.4 The 
emergence of the term also coincides with the rise of European 
colonial expeditions that sought to selectively destroy and re-
store sites into particular histories.

Beyond the immediate material product of cataclysmic violence, 
be it natural or man-made, architecture’s debris takes on other, 
less identifiable formations. Anthropologist and historical stud-
ies scholar Ann Laura Stoler’s introduction manifesto, titled “The 
Rot Remains,” expands the term to include the durable but less 
perceptible im/material traces of destruction long before or 
after the immediate evidence of destruction—debris—is pro-
duced. Stoler scrutinizes the very labels deployed to describe 
“places swept up by modernization and…those swept aside as 
the refuse of a capitalist market that has since moved on,”5  such 
as “urban decay.” Through this framework, students can begin 
to scrutinize terms, such as “slum” and “slum clearance,” which 
were meticulously defined by federal and state agents and uti-
lized by municipal and university agents to justify demolitions 
while simultaneously severing any connection to preceding 
practices deployed to cause ruination in the first place. Pairing 
Gissen’s and Stoler’s articles positions students to consider both 
the material demolitions and the more abstracted tools and 
methods that guided demolitions to uncover the structures of 
power undergirding each campus case study. 

Anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past: Power 
and the Production of History is explored in-depth to understand 
how “silences enter the process of historical production at four 
crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making 
of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of ar-
chives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); 
and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of 
history in the final instance).”6 Historian and political theorist 
Achille Mbembe’s essay, titled “The Power of the Archive and Its 
Limits,” further elaborates on the institutionalization of histori-
cal traces through the architecture and valuation systems that 
govern the archive. 

Figure 1. Selection of weekly 400-word reading responses and 
discussion questions produced during Phase I. 
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PHASE	1B:	EXCAVATION	EXERCISES
In parallel with the reading series, the design seminar launches 
with a tailored sequence of weekly or biweekly “excavation ex-
ercises” that guide the students’ re-examination of each campus 
case study. The exercises challenge students to engage with in-
terdisciplinary tools and methods to trace and analyze not only 
the extents of demolitions that affected primarily Black and im-
migrant neighborhoods, but also the crafts and tactics guiding 
such erasures. 

OFFICIAL HISTORIES
In Exercise 1, titled “Official Histories,” students begin with the 
campus as we know it by producing two-dimensional and three-
dimensional documentations of the campus at the time of its 
expansion, noting the institutional buildings, parking lots, and 
landscapes that were built in lieu of residences and businesses 
that existed there. While campus buildings are an evident, causal 
product of the erasures that preceded, landscaping and park-
ing lots are less obvious, and therefore invite less scrutiny. In 
“Bas-Relief Urbanism: Chicago’s Figured Field,” Sarah Whiting 
notes from archival correspondences how landscaping—and the 
engagement of landscape architects in IIT’s expansion—was a 
means of relieving the institution’s anxiety over the slowness of 
the building process and the effects of war on suspended build-
ing operations.7 That large swaths of the demolished Bronzeville 
landscape were left eerily empty for extended periods was a 
cause for concern that the institution’s expansion plans may 
appear vulnerable—landscaping became a quick fix to cast the 
appearance that the expansion was progressing uninterrupted. 
In a similar way, Paul R. Mullins and Lewis Jones note how parking 
landscapes were paved to incrementally encroach on residents’ 
homes as a reminder of their impending erasure during IUPUI’s 
expansion into the Near Westside of Indianapolis—yet ironically, 
it is precisely the void of the parking landscape that today con-
tains the most exceptionally preserved materiality of the past.8 

Exercise 1 also sets the stage for each group to scrutinize the 
architect/planner’s tools, methods, and language. In IIT, the 
human impact behind Mies van der Rohe’s organizational, 
representational, and architectural strategies—the overlaying 
of a seemingly neutral 24-square-foot grid on the context of 
Bronzeville; the primarily aerial vantage point of the master plan 
iterations to deflect from realities on the ground; the myth of 
a tabula rasa campus as exemplified by the Miesian photomon-
tage; IIT’s proclamation of the campus buildings’ connection to 
Chicago’s historic architecture while simultaneously wiping out 
the context9—is brought into question. In Columbia University’s 
expansion into Manhattanville, Steven Gregory challenges the 
concept and aesthetic discourse of “transparency” that is pro-
claimed to guide the architecture of the master plan, noting how 
“transparency” is framed as a spatial ideology and a solution 
to urban blight, but in fact “served to elide the asymmetrical 
power relations than underpin urban land use decisions and, as a 
result, masked the social consequences of elite-driven develop-
ment policies.”10

Figure 2. Stitched Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps of Indianapolis, IN 
(top), Columbia, SC (middle), and Chicago, IL (bottom). The stitching 
process reconciles weather-related decays and warping of the 
digitized sheets. As such, individual sheets/blocks are placed in 
relation to present-day block locations and selectively (and accord-
ingly) stretched or warped. Digital scans of individual sheets courtesy 
of Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, Sanborn Maps 
Collection. 
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SILENCED HISTORIES
After getting acclimated with each campus case study, Exercise 
2, titled “Silenced Histories,” introduces students to two types 
of digitized historical maps that provide the most accurate doc-
umentation of the built environment before the demolitions: 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps and historic aerial maps (Figure 
2). Students retrieve and meticulously stitch digitized Sanborn 

sheets from the digital collections of the Library of Congress, 
university archives, or state archives—depending on which ar-
chive holds the most recent iteration of each context prior to 
demolitions. High resolution aerial maps and photographs are 
retrieved from state clearinghouses, USGS EarthExplorer, or uni-
versity digital collections. Because the year when an aerial map 
was photographed may not necessarily correlate with the year 

Figure 3. Discrepant Histories combining past and present layers of each campus master plan: Illinois Institute of Technology’s expansion into 
Bronzeville in Chicago (top left); University of South Carolina’s expansion into Ward One and Wheeler Hill in Columbia (top right); Indiana 
University-Purdue University Indianapolis’s expansion into the Near Westside in Indianapolis (bottom left); Columbia University’s expansion into 
Manhattanville in Manhattan (bottom right). Drawings reproduced by author. 
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the Sanborn map was published, students address the inherent 
discrepancies of the process through an investigative cross-ref-
erencing of both sources as they digitally translate the maps into 
two-dimensional drawings and three-dimensional models to re-
construct the pre-demolished conditions of each neighborhood. 
While this exercise format is applicable to the groups examining 
the postwar expansion of IIT, IUPUI, and USC, the group examin-
ing Columbia University’s expansion into Manhattanville takes a 
slightly different approach considering their campus expansion is 
a more recent and ongoing phenomenon. As such, the students 
examining Columbia retrieve and stitch high resolution aerial 
maps taken at two-year increments to examine the evolution of 
demolition and construction between 2003 and the present day. 

DISCREPANT HISTORIES
Silenced histories and official histories come together in Exercise 
3, titled “Discrepant Histories,” to set the stage for the former 
to complicate the narrative of the latter. At the urban scale, the 
reconstructed neighborhoods are rendered in red and overlayed 
onto the existing campus conditions to analyze the extents of 
each erasure and to take stock of the demolished residences, 
businesses, and civic spaces (Figure 3). Beyond the urban scale, 
students analyze the discrepancies between both histories by 
collecting regional historic newspaper scans, documents of state 
and federal policies that funded the expansions, publicity pam-
phlets, and citizens’ broadsides published prior to, during, and 
after each campus expansion. In analyzing the scans, strategies 
emerge behind the language and framing of each campus expan-
sion and its impact on ‘community.’ Notably, and unsurprisingly, 
prints that skew pro-expansion foreground the positive impact 
of higher education on the long-term betterment of the com-
munity—itself a vaguely defined term—with no mention of the 
immediate and enduring impact on the community that would 
be displaced. In state and federal policy documents, the funding 
impact of the Housing Act of 1949 on projects of urban renewal 
and postwar campus expansions is often cited—but in going fur-
ther back to the Housing Act of 1937, we see the introduction of 
terms such as ‘slum’ and ‘slum clearance,’ and the meticulous ef-
fort to define the terms in ways that will structurally set the stage 
for the universities to capitalize on their framing.11 Contrastingly, 
prints that skew anti-expansion take on a more subversive tone 
that urges community members to read between the lines. In 
published proceedings of the Chicago City Council, for example, 
efforts to scrutinize and unpack the discriminatory language of 
policies and housing practices emerge.12

GEOHISTORIES 
While the first two exercises engage the campus and its pre-
demolished context at the urban scale, Exercise 4, titled 
“Geohistories,” positions students to zoom into the building 
scale to gather, where possible, a focused collection of historical 
materials on each demolished building and the campus building 
that would be erected in its place. The process begins by revisit-
ing information embedded in the Sanborn maps—or in the case 
of Columbia, recent maps—to deduce a combination of building 

addresses, noted names of businesses, and street names. Such 
geographic identifiers are then used to search the digital collec-
tions of university, state, and local historical society archives of 
each case study for any historic photographs of the addresses, 
businesses, and streets. The focused scale of this exercise en-
ables students to zoom into architectural details that provide 
a consolidated photographic and narrative record of the site’s 
conditions to complicate the official history. In the case of the 
University of South Carolina, one of the demolished buildings 
was a Booker T. Washington High School. Established in 1916 
before being acquired by USC in 1974, the school served as one 
of the few in the city for African American students.13 While 
the main building of the school was renovated to host USC’s 
Department of Theater and Dance, the brick wings were demol-
ished and the bricks were repurposed to pave the driveway of 
the campus historic Horseshoe—a strategic horizontality that is 
arguably undermining to the communities that convened in the 
previous formation of the bricks.14 

RECORDED HISTORIES 
In Exercise 5, titled “Recorded Histories”—the final exercise of the 
series—students engage with two types of recorded histories: 
oral histories of the evicted communities or their descendants 
and recorded audio-interviews with scholars at each campus 
case study. The former type involves the retrieval of already 
recorded or transcribed oral histories from the archival collec-
tions of local historical societies,15 while the latter type involves 
the production of new scholarly interviews (Figure 4). The latter 
type of oral histories—interviewing—is a particularly productive 
but often underutilized tool in architectural education. As such, 
I began this exercise by leading a brief workshop on best prac-
tices for conducting interviews. To prepare for the interviews, 
students lay the groundwork for Exercise 5 long before the ex-
ercise launches in earnest, as it requires early correspondence 
with university stakeholders. Each group identifies historians, 
anthropologists, urban archaeologists, geographers, journalists, 
administrators, and community activists at their campus case 
study and carefully drafts concise email correspondences to in-
quire about the stakeholders’ interest in being interviewed. Once 
the group of students receives a confirmation, they prepare for 
the interview by consulting the scholarship of the interviewee 
and creating a productive list of discussion questions. 

PHASE II: STORYTELLING 
As we transition into the creative output of the design semi-
nar, research remains as a constant component. In Phase II, 
students continue collaborating in groups as they synthesize 
the complex network of found and produced materials on their 
campus case study. To complicate the one-sided historicity of 
each case study—and to challenge the often-linear process of 
historical production—students ultimately explore time-based 
modes of representation and storytelling to constantly shuffle 
back and forth in their constructed counter-histories as they 
carefully deconstruct the myths behind the architecture and 
planning of the campus.
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Phase II challenges students to broaden their visual com-
munications and representational strategies such that their 
counter-historical narratives are digestible by constituents 
within and outside of the discipline, including members of the 
affected communities. To prepare, students explore extra-
disciplinary forms of storytelling. The techniques employed 
in the New York Times’ investigative reporting on the history 
of the Tulsa Race Massacre are an evocative and powerful ap-
proach to overlaying two-dimensional, three-dimensional, still, 
moving, digital, analog, image-, and text-based information in 
the retelling of the massacre’s history.16 Animations created 
by Eyal Weizman’s Forensic Architecture introduces a foren-
sic aesthetic turn to time-based representation, transitioning 
back and forth between layers of investigative reporting using 
audio and oral histories.17 Chris Marker’s short film, La Jetée, 
employs the subtle movements of printed photographs to ef-
fectively animate and make present what is otherwise deemed 
an inert past.18 To further immerse students in the techniques 
and critiques of time-based storytelling, I invited Logan Ryland 
Dandridge, a time-based artist whose film work engages with 
the complex layering of materials to retell histories, to critique 
the students’ progress. 

Ultimately, each group latches onto a framework through which 
to construct their time-based narratives (Figure 5). The IIT group 
complicates the conception of Mies van der Rohe’s S.R. Crown 
Hall through a focused retelling of the site’s history. The short 

film reconstructs a detailed three-dimensional model of the 
Mecca Flats residential building that existed prior to Crown 
Hall through a synthesis of historical materials—Sanborn in-
formation, photographs, poems, written accounts from Mecca 
residents describing the building’s evolution from apartments 
to kitchenettes. Moving between the interior and exterior of 
Mecca Flats, against found video footage of Chicago in the 
1930s-40s, the narrative overlays recorded scholarly interviews 
against animations of Mecca Flats to foreground the evolution 
of the site from a residential building to a site that was strategi-
cally neglected and brought to its demise to justify its eventual 
demolition by the institution to build the School of Architecture. 

The IUPUI group contextualize their narrative in an excerpt from 
a 1963 televised interview with James Baldwin, in which he fore-
grounds the stories of people and the human impact of urban 
renewal across the United States.19 Baldwin’s implicit critique 
against dehumanizing narratives frames the group’s focused 
meditation on the sea of parking lots that dot the landscape of 
the demolished Near Westside of Indianapolis vis-à-vis narra-
tives of community members whose homes were incrementally 
surrounded, threatened, and ultimately removed by expanding 
university parking lots.20 One such narrative recounts the life 
and death of an elderly Dr. George Watkins, who was forced 
out of his home of 46 years in 1969, a home where he also ran 
a practice that provided pro bono services to the community. 
The displacement was so impactful that he spent years walking 

Figure 4. Screenshots from audio-recorded Zoom interviews with 14 scholars, university administrators, and community members. Each 
interview averaged around 30 - 45 minutes, and the author worked with students to research each interviewee and prepare interview questions.
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around the neighborhood in search of his home—until he went 
missing for months before his body was recovered five blocks 
from where his home used be, and which had been demolished 
to become a parking lot.21 Grounding the walk-through anima-
tion in humanizing stories vis-à-vis university parking lots—flat, 
voided landscapes—provokes a less perceptible entry point into 
deconstructing the narrative of progress and positive formations 
of higher education. 

The USC group challenges the institution’s predominant narra-
tive of educational expansion by moving back and forth between 

collected historic footage of Ward One and Wheeler Hill and a 
walk-through animation that overlays a massing model of the 
present-day campus onto a reconstructed massing model of the 
now-demolished residential buildings, schools, businesses, and 
churches. The walkthrough pauses to highlight erasures at the 
urban, architectural, and material scale—including the prob-
lematic repurposing of bricks from the demolished Booker T. 
Washington High School. The back-and-forth loop provokes a 
simple yet overlooked question: at whose expense? 

Figure 5. Screenshots from four time-based, counter-historical narratives produced during Phase II: Illinois Institute of Technology’s expansion 
into Bronzeville in Chicago (top left); University of South Carolina’s expansion into Ward One and Wheeler Hill in Columbia (top right); Indiana 
University-Purdue University Indianapolis’s expansion into the Near Westside in Indianapolis (bottom left); Columbia University’s expansion into 
Manhattanville in Manhattan (bottom right). 
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And finally, the Columbia University group scrutinizes the in-
stitution’s public relations wielded to conceal textbook land 
grab practices. An excerpt from a found PR video produced 
by Columbia shows President Lee Bollinger framing the ongo-
ing expansion as one that “gives Columbia the chance to do 
for the institution what Morningside Heights did one hundred 
years ago, when Columbia became the greatest research uni-
versity in the United States and the world.”22 The group’s short 
film juxtaposes excerpts of found footage of community-led 
resistance that was absent from predominant news coverage. 
The juxtaposition of myth and protests frames the PR of the 
ongoing Manhattanville expansion as a double-erasure: of the 
Manhattanville context and of the silenced catastrophic evictions 
during the Morningside Heights expansion (1940s-60s). Taking 
cues from the representational techniques used in another PR 
video that features Diller Scofidio + Renfro’s Columbia Business 
School23—most notably the use of slow-motion animations that 
show the architecture of campus buildings taking shape as a sign 
of progress—the group subverts this technique by showing a 
slow motion of the “undoing” of the buildings that preceded, 
while occasionally pausing to juxtapose historic photographs 
and narratives from collected data. 

The time-based narratives are presented in two rounds: first, 
to invited faculty at Syracuse University School of Architecture, 
and finally to the interviewees and external critics for a virtual 
viewing on Zoom. Positioning the students to think through new 
mediums and share their output within and outside of the dis-
ciplinary and academic bubble re-enforces the notion that the 
conception and historiography of architecture has as much of a 
disciplinary implication as it is does on humanity’s history.
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