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INTRODUCTION



CHESS MOVES ON A CHECKERBOARD


I never thought a university would foretell the future of our cities. But there I was, on a December afternoon in 2003, stepping out into the brisk South Side air after hours holed away in the University of Chicago’s Regenstein Library. I immediately heard chants of protest and saw people buzzing about. So I followed the sound over to the main quadrangle, just outside the university’s administration building. There I saw a crowd of about fifty people surrounded by media crews and onlookers. On one side stood residents from the historic Black neighborhood of Bronzeville, alongside students and others chanting “U of C, look at your history!” while holding signs that read “Support the Checkerboard Lounge in Bronzeville.”1 And on the other side, university officials listened, mostly playing defense, with a silent chorus of furrowed brows.


The famed Checkerboard Lounge had been a cultural mainstay of Bronzeville, a “blues shrine” that had stood on 43rd Street since 1972. The lounge needed restoring, but instead of providing funding the university put together a plan to relocate the lounge from its original spot to a university-owned building inside the Hyde Park neighborhood’s Harper Court shopping district. Outraged, Restoring Bronzeville advocates immediately charged UChicago with “cultural piracy.”2 For decades the city had turned its back on Bronzeville, but things were slowly changing, largely because of the sweat equity of local advocates working to turn things around.


Renovated hundred-year-old graystones, newly built condominium developments, and small shops slowly began to fill in the spaces between vacant lots and run-down storefronts. And many saw the Checkerboard as central to the economic revitalization of Bronzeville as “a heritage tourist destination.”3 But just when momentum started building around a modest neighborhood comeback, the university swept in and bought up one of the area’s best cultural assets. And UChicago’s backdoor deal resuscitated almost a century of local stories in which the school had either demolished Black neighborhood blocks or built institutional walls to keep Black residents away from campus. Here we go again, activists thought.
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The “old” Checkerboard Lounge, 423 East 43rd Street, Chicago, Illinois, 2003. Photo by discosour, Flickr.


Of course, the university had a much different take on the story. School administrators and local stakeholders for the Hyde Park campus neighborhood argued that the Checkerboard acquisition was a simple economic transaction between owner and buyer. UChicago officials also explained that the relocation was an act of Black historic preservation.4 At the time, Sonya Malunda was the senior associate vice president for Civic Engagement at the university. She rejected any suggestion that UChicago did anything wrong in the acquisition. In fact, the lounge owner, L. C. Thurman, got on a bullhorn at the December rally and told the protestors to go home. “A lot of myths surrounding the Checkerboard became the narrative,” Malunda explained. School officials were responding to the closing of the lounge because of building code violations and considered the relocation a mutual benefit to the university and the community. She still looks back with frustration on that chapter in her life: “We wanted to do the right thing, but it seems no good deed goes unpunished.”


“I think that’s complete bullshit” is how Bernard Loyd responded to Malunda’s account. As he saw it, the university identified the Checkerboard Lounge as a key attraction for the Hyde Park campus neighborhood… and for no one else. He pointed out that the Harper Court shopping and entertainment district, where the Checkerboard would sit, was being renovated because there was hardly anything to do in Hyde Park. “Students were coming to the Checkerboard,” he exclaimed. In 2003 Loyd was working as a high-end consultant at the downtown business-management firm McKinsey and Company. And there was one moment during the December protest when things got tense and he and Malunda squared off in a testy shouting match.5 As Loyd told me the story, I wondered how this corporate executive became such a feisty Bronzeville community activist waging battle with the university.


Loyd didn’t even grow up on the South Side, but he brought his broad perspective to the Checkerboard controversy. He was born to a white German mother and an African American military vet from Chicago, by way of Louisiana. I could still hear a German inflection in his voice while he explained why the Checkerboard meant so much to him. Loyd had lived with his mother in Liberia before going to school at MIT. After graduation he served on the school’s board of trustees while living in the neighborhoods that Harvard and MIT targeted for campus expansion. “Town-gown friction is not new to me,” he explained. Loyd saw how higher education institutions worked from the inside. This knowledge of town-gown—or the city and its schools—proved critical when he moved to Chicago’s South Side.


Very few corporate executives working for white-shoe firms like McKinsey look for housing on the South Side and definitely not in the hardscrabble blocks of Bronzeville. But Loyd went there anyway, and in 1993 he purchased what he described as a “shell of a home” on 43rd and King Drive. He said one of the things that kept him in the neighborhood was the Checkerboard Lounge. Just two hundred feet from Loyd’s porch steps stood the place known as “Home of the Blues.” Blues great Buddy Guy and local small-business owner L. C. Thurman opened the Checkerboard in 1972. And its “nicotine-hued wall of fame” held many stories about impromptu jam sessions that included Muddy Waters, the Rolling Stones, Eric Clapton, Junior Walker, and KoKo Taylor, just to name a few. Long after blues’ popular appeal faded, university students, suburbanites, and both local and international tourists still came to pray at the altar of this “blues shrine.”6 As Loyd told me, “Anybody and everybody would trickle into the Checkerboard… and I was one of them.”


The city shut down the lounge for what was essentially a problem with the roof. And Loyd had even met with Thurman to address what he considered an easy fix. But he couldn’t believe how quickly the public story became “the University of Chicago is going to ‘save’ the Checkerboard by moving it south to Hyde Park.” Loyd knew something else was going on. When he met with UChicago officials, such as Vice President of Community and Government Affairs Hank Webber, they told him the university was very interested in preserving a community landmark by finding a “mutually agreeable location.” And Loyd believed the best solution was to save the Checkerboard in its original location, within its historic cultural context. But when asked about that solution, Webber told the press, “We don’t make grants to for-profit institutions.”7


As a business consultant, Loyd then wondered why UChicago was willing to renovate a building for free and rent space to the Checkerboard at less than half the market rate in Hyde Park. He certainly didn’t blame Thurman for taking such a sweetheart deal. But if the university was so invested in preserving a historic landmark, why not do it in Bronzeville? He believed that UChicago saw the steady stream of students and faculty going to the lounge and wanted that kind of magnetic pull for its own “entertainment district” in Hyde Park.8 A thriving campus neighborhood draws students and faculty while redirecting investment dollars and new residents to the city. Loyd saw that grabbing the Checkerboard “helped the university increase the allure of Hyde Park as a profitable destination.” But what about Bronzeville?
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The “new” Checkerboard Lounge, 5201 South Harper Court, Chicago, Illinois, 2013. Photo by author.
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UChicago’s chess moves on the Checkerboard Lounge were about much more than a simple neighborhood squabble. The Checkerboard controversy points to a new reality affecting anyone who cares about urban America. Higher education exerts an increasingly powerful hold over our cities and those who struggle to survive in its shadows. Schools have become the dominant employers, real estate holders, health-care providers, and even policing agents in major cities across the country. And the lower-income neighborhoods and communities of color that stand in the immediate path of campus expansion, while in deep need of new investments, are left the most vulnerable. These residents face increased housing costs or even displacement amid university land developments. Many of the same Black and brown urbanites also toil in the low-wage sectors of the higher education workforce as groundskeepers and food service staff. And they often endure violence and surveillance from campus police forces.


Those in the immediate shadow of the ivory towers have long been the first to experience the consequences of the entangled relationship between higher education and urban life, or what I call the rise of UniverCities. But the story here is bigger than campus neighborhoods. The growing influence of these schools on entire cities solidifies their political authority over housing costs, labor conditions, and policing practices for everyone living in urban America.9


In times of meager state funding, colleges and universities have had to find new ways to shore up their fiscal stability. Urban development is higher education’s latest economic growth strategy. And building profitable UniverCities helps schools offset a drop in state funding. Campus-expansion projects meet the increased demands for upscale housing, high-tech laboratories, and plentiful retail options that will attract world-class students, faculty, and researchers. These university developments also reorganize their host cities for new private investments in the bioscience and information-technology industries. As urban campuses continue to grow, all city residents will be living in the shadows of ivory towers.


Indeed, urban universities and their medical centers—the “meds and eds”—stand as one of the most central yet least examined social forces shaping today’s cities.10 In today’s knowledge economy, universities have become the new companies, and our major cities serve as their company towns. But unlike Amazon, Microsoft, and other info-tech industries, higher education claims responsibility for our public good. It’s time we investigated that promise, asking whether a school’s increased for-profit ambitions can undermine the interests of the public. In fact, the presumption that higher education is a public good has for too long distracted critics and urban residents from getting to the heart of the matter: what makes universities good for our cities? We need fewer assumptions and more analysis.


When most of the United States had abandoned cities in the mid-twentieth century, higher education was one of the only institutions that remained. A core group of colleges and universities used public urban renewal money to bunker themselves behind the walls of campus buildings or demolished city blocks—and away from the growing “invasion” of Black and Latinx residents. But starting in the 1990s, young professionals, empty nesters, and the children of suburban sprawl began to seek a more urbane lifestyle. And municipal politicians and real estate developers from different cities started competing with one another to capture the potentially lucrative new tax base and its consumer dollars. At the same time, colleges and universities were looking for new revenue streams in the face of tight state budgets. The interests of university and city leaders converged when the college campus was reimaged as the palatable and profitable version of a safe urban experience.11


The university has shifted from being one small, noble part of the city to serving as a model for the city itself. It is precisely the commercial amenities associated with “university life”—concerts, coffee shops, foot traffic congestion, fully wired networking, and high-tech research—that are sold today as a desirable urban lifestyle. Residents have flocked back to cities looking for these university-style urban experiences. And city schools are finding ways to generate new revenue in the for-profit realms of low-wage labor management, health care, applied science, and real estate.


The urban planning model of UniverCities is celebrated for providing needed capital to institutions of higher education and for generating a vibrant kind of urban life with cultural activities, sporting events, and student energy that can entice nonstudent residents to resettle in once-struggling cities. Social scientist and “prosperity” expert Richard Florida used the term creative city to describe these enlivened urban locales that attract wealth-building entrepreneurs and the workers they employ. A 2009 article discussing the economic development of Ithaca, New York, celebrated higher education as a key weapon for countering what it called the “bright flight” of the creative class.12 This racially charged allusion to “white flight” was left for the reader to interpret.


But no matter the dangerous implications, everyone wants to build a UniverCity. Places ranging from New York City to Mesa, Arizona, have recruited schools from across the country to build a campus in their backyard.13 Former New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg issued an international call for a school to establish a tech campus in exchange for land on New York City’s Roosevelt Island and up to $100 million toward infrastructure improvements. The partnership between Cornell University and Technicon–Israel Institute of Technology won the 2011 Applied Sciences NYC competition. During a waning third mayoral term of worker layoffs and budget cuts in the city, Bloomberg sought to reenergize confidence in New York’s capacity to generate prosperity. In a July 2011 speech he openly lamented that during “the 1980s and 90s, Silicon Valley—not New York—became the world capital of technology start-ups.”14


Colleges and universities are celebrated for sparking neighborhood vitality when they provide museums, lectures, and public safety protections while also creating new economic opportunities. The most successful of these efforts often arise when city leaders and higher education administrators come together in resourceful ways to navigate the changing economy.15 In Pittsburgh, for example, the University of Pittsburgh, Carnegie Mellon University, and the city government collaborated to transform the dangerous brownfields from an abandoned steel mill into the Pittsburgh Technology Center in 1994, an office park for advanced academic and corporate technology research. Saint Louis University instituted the Hometown SLU mortgage-loan-forgiveness program for employees and in 2011 opened the boutique-style Hotel Ignacio as part of its multimillion-dollar investment into the revitalized Midtown Alley district.16
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The Pittsburgh Technology Center on the site of a former steel mill, 2018. Photo by author.


There is no question that higher education institutions can deliver positive community outcomes for their cities. But a central question remains: what are the costs when colleges and universities exercise significant power over a city’s financial resources, policing priorities, labor relations, and land values? Despite all of the triumphalist rhetoric surrounding higher education’s expansive reach across US cities, Black and Latinx communities that largely surround campuses don’t experience the same levels of prosperity. These neighboring communities of color frequently sit in zones of relatively cheap and sometimes divested land, while holding little political influence.


By the 1970s, many urban schools had become islands of wealth amid a sea of poverty. But in the 2000s, this uneven geography rapidly gave way to an extension of the campus as a planning model for larger swaths of the city. The result? Poorer neighbors are pushed farther to the periphery of “meds and eds” prosperity. Large-scale university acquisitions of now prime real estate—in cities such as Philadelphia, New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles—lead to housing and land values that skyrocket beyond the reach of local community members. In 2017 the University of Southern California demolished a decaying shopping center to make way for its upscale $900 million residential and commercial complex, USC Village. But with a design derided as “Disneyland meets Hogwarts,” the new complex also pushed out community-friendly stores while doing little to prevent student-related rent spikes in the impoverished South-Central neighborhoods around the school.17


In the 2000s, Johns Hopkins University and the city of Baltimore joined forces to create the East Baltimore Development Initiative (EBDI) and take control of eighty acres of the city. This partnership invoked the power of eminent domain to displace 742 Black families and make way for a biotechnology park. Residents first learned of their own forced removal from news reports. According to EBDI officials, residents were given funds for a comparable replacement home minus appraisal costs, as mandated by the Department of Housing and Urban Development. But activists and residents counter it was only after they formed the Save Middle East Action Committee that homes were purchased at fair-market value and relocation funds were included. In 2011 Lorna Alexander was one of many displaced residents angry about what she saw as the broken promises that they would have jobs and housing to return to in the mixed-use development area. “They came in and tore up the community,” she said. It wasn’t until 2018 that housing, laboratories, and biotech incubators began taking root.18
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USC Village, 2020. Photo by Shana Skelton.


Johns Hopkins points to a portion of construction jobs made available to residents of East Baltimore and the hefty housing subsidy of $36,000 for some of the school’s employees to settle in new townhouses on the development site. But one professor told me the housing program “represents one of the signal examples of how gentrification is packaged at Hopkins.” The subsidy underwrites inflated housing costs for its employees in the new development but at prices above the means of previous residents. At the same time, subsidies are not accessible to the lower-wage workers employed by the university subcontractor, Broadway Services. Former residents have found few pathways of return to their original homes.


Many of the excluded residents return only through the low-wage sectors of higher education labor, as ivory tower janitors, cooks, groundskeepers, and other support staff. At the University of Virginia, African Americans and women from the city of Charlottesville make up a large portion of the school’s low-income employees. Black workers continue to endure clear racial inequalities in salary, promotions, and disciplinary sanctions. Since the 1960s, a core group of students has been organizing around these disparities; in 2006 UVA’s living-wage supporters staged a three-day sit-in at the president’s office, in solidarity with local workers, until they were arrested by the police.19


On another battlefront, roughly twenty-six thousand low-wage workers throughout the University of California system went on strike in November 2019 to protest unfair labor practices. Workers charged the university with outsourcing a significant number of jobs to subcontractors to avoid paying negotiated wages and benefits. AFSCME’s local 329, the university’s largest employee union, supplied the Mercury News with two sets of pay stubs for one food service worker at rates well below the $15-per-hour minimum. The union alleged that this worker was paid under two names to avoid providing overtime pay. UC has since amended its outsourcing and competitive bidding protocols, and spokesperson Claire Doan insisted that the worker might have been employed with a company under a contract that predated the new minimum wage. Still, both workers and organizers remain suspicious of the contract loopholes that seem to remain.20


At the same time, residents near city schools are subjected to racial disparities in policing. Residents in Black and brown neighborhoods that surround predominantly white schools grow especially weary when university police have jurisdiction to patrol their blocks but are driven by a mandate to protect the campus. A 2003 University of Pennsylvania Police report found that the department stopped Black people in a car or on foot more than any other racial group. And between 2012 and 2015, seven cases involving excessive force and violation of civil rights were filed against the same police force. Four of these cases were settled out of court and dismissed. Penn officials also point to the “Municipal Police Officers’ Education and Training” required for all police officers in the state of Pennsylvania. But the training fails to curtail the broad discretion that campus officers are given when making arrests and determining the appropriate amount of force.21


Students and staff of color face similar kinds of surveillance. Tahj Blow, the son of New York Times columnist Charles Blow, got forced to the ground at gunpoint by Yale police in 2015. Reportedly, the officer let Blow get up after learning he was a Yale student, as if that kind of rough treatment would have been acceptable for a mere New Haven resident. Ultimately, Yale conducted an internal investigation and found that the police officer did nothing wrong while also oddly acknowledging that “the student [Tahj Blow] who was detained endured a deeply troubling experience.”22


The long-simmering racial injustice of urban policing came to a boil in the summer of 2020, when the coronavirus pandemic forced the world to confront a series of killings that included George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, and Rayshard Brooks on a digital feedback loop. The terror was unrelenting. Yet these deaths galvanized years of grassroots organizing into a social movement that called for the abolition of the current policing apparatus as a state-sanctioned expression of white supremacy. Both community and student activists have also reignited long-standing critiques of campus police. But this time policing, for many, became a window into a deeper analysis of higher education’s broad political and economic impact.


As this critical moment forces us to reckon with higher education’s wide-ranging influence over our cities, we can’t keep discussing colleges and universities in purely educational terms. UniverCities are all around us, yet we fail to examine the consequences of schools embracing an increasingly for-profit approach to their urban surroundings. Our blind spot to this shift largely comes from the assumption that higher education is an inherent public good, most clearly marked by its tax-exempt status for providing services that would otherwise come from the government.


But it’s here that a critical paradox has emerged. Nonprofit status is precisely what allows for an easier transfer of public dollars into higher education’s private developments with little public oversight or scrutiny. City colleges and universities pay virtually no taxes on their increasingly prominent real estate footprint. Even public universities, which are in fact government entities, use their public-good status to shelter their own interests in for-profit research or even the financial security of private developers and investors that sit on their campus land. Schools also reap the benefits of police and fire protections, snow and trash removal, road maintenance, and other municipal services while shouldering little financial burden. Homeowners and small-business owners take on the weight of inflated property taxes caused by urban campuses while the cost of rental properties skyrocket.


Such unfair taxing rates compelled Princeton to pay more than $18 million to settle a 2016 lawsuit with residents of the historically Black New Jersey neighborhood of Witherspoon-Jackson.23 Residents argued that while local property taxes increased, the university still received tax exemption for buildings where research had generated millions of dollars in commercial royalties. The unqualified belief in higher education’s public good creates a lucrative “shelter” economy where tax-exempt status helps generate significant private profits for schools without public discussion and with little public benefit. Donor gifts to endowments are tax deductible. The investment income earned by endowments is tax free.24 And higher education institutions have a competitive edge over similar industries, whether biotech or property management, that still pay property taxes.


One plaintiff in the Princeton case described the university as “a hedge fund that conducts classes.”25 It’s an insult often lobbed at today’s higher education institutions. Colleges and universities have become city managers that, along with producing educational services, also discuss students as consumers, see alumni as shareholders, and imagine the world beyond the campus walls as either prime real estate or a dangerous threat to the brand.


This corporate mode includes the financially predatory relationship between universities and their own students. Although many colleges have recently banned this practice, it wasn’t long ago that fliers for preapproved credit cards were stuffed into the mailbox of every college student at the start of each school year.


At one point, Catherine Reynolds was heavily scrutinized for what some perceived as a conflict of interest because she served on NYU’s Board of Trustees while also owning Servus International, which made high-interest loans to students who maxed out of the federal loan market. Reynolds has continually explained that she followed standard business practices. But the optics of a company Gulfstream jet and million-dollar salaries, acquired from the interest rates charged to high-risk borrowers, simply exposed another exploitative market in the world of nonprofit higher education.26 And when campuses expand across cities, they often choose to bank land and await its appreciation rather than invest in services and infrastructure that would aid the existing community. Higher education is central to the growth of capital in today’s cities. These institutions have been given the keys to drive the urban economy forward by reorganizing urban space to best service their institutional desires, as much or more than any public interest.
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It is time for a broad examination of higher education’s growing for-profit influence on our cities. And this conversation must take place now, before it’s too late and America’s cities have fully ceded our public resources and public control to these tax-exempt “hedge fund[s] that conduct classes.” Urban colleges and universities are increasingly setting the wage ceiling for workers, determining the use and value of our land, directing the priorities of our police, and dictating the distribution of our public funds in cities all over the country. We regularly rail against the high price tag and diminished value of higher education. But public discourse remains overwhelmingly silent about the consequences of turning the US city into one big campus.


To be clear, the growing faith in higher education as an urban growth engine has also gone global. The provocatively named Education City in Doha, Qatar, and the controversies surrounding NYU’s franchising of its university brand in Shanghai and Abu Dhabi help demonstrate the worldwide reach of the city-as-campus model.27


In the last two decades a growing body of work has examined what is being called “the university as corporation.” Soaring tuition costs, corporate-funded research, and the for-profit push of online learning seem to signal the death of the university as we knew it.28 The “university-as-corporation” scholarship is insightful for highlighting the shift in higher education policy from public good to private profits. However, we must move beyond campus walls to understand the full impact of universities.


A much smaller group of thinkers and activists has started to detail the recent history of universities as engines of “smart growth,” driving the urban economy.29 But it’s time to bring this story to the present and explore university-driven city building on a national scale, from the small private liberal arts college to the large public research university.


When Richard Florida introduced us to the “creative class,” many dying cities could finally see a future after the fall of factories. Florida prophesied that innovations produced in hospitals, laboratories, tech start-ups, and design studios would power the economic rebirth of cities. He explained that in order to attract creative types, cities must redesign their landscape around a “street level culture” that blurs the lines between work and play.30 Florida has recently pulled back on his grand claims about the creative city, admitting that the increased settlement of creative types can actually heighten inequalities. But all across the country, urban stakeholders are still scrambling to build a creative city with a dynamic array of lofts and workstations adorned in glass and steel facades that spill out onto a teeming blend of cafés, galleries, bookstores, and street life.31


Not surprisingly, this creative landscape sounds a lot like a campus. In fact, Florida marked urban universities as a “central hub institution of the knowledge economy” that can help revitalize cities and attract the creative class.32 But again, the urban realities of town-gown relations mean that many people are left out of the “public” that benefits when the private interests of colleges, universities, and their medical centers chart the course of struggling cities. We must rethink the uncritical celebration of “creative cities” by prioritizing desperate urban issues, from affordable housing and health care to equitable policing and living wages. In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower is a call for greater public oversight as universities take control of urban America.


Drawn from more than one hundred interviews, In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower takes readers into the heart of an urban transformation unfolding right before us. We get to see the world of UniverCities shaped by the aims of municipal leaders, the ambitions of higher education administrators, the anxieties of long-term residents, and the ambivalence of newcomers trying to grapple with the evolving terms of urban living.


Chapter 1 traces the central threads that answer this question: How did we get here? What were the historical conditions that breathed life into the UniverCity? The chapters that follow then offer a deep dive into four present-day urban experiences, each challenging simple celebrations of the city as a campus. Chapter 2 explores the elite liberal arts world of Trinity College and the school’s ambivalent relationship with its location in the largely poor, brown capital city of Hartford, Connecticut. The biggest college town in the country anchors chapter 3, as Columbia and NYU manipulate the levers of city governance to reshape New York City. We then travel to the Midwestern metropolis of Chicago for chapter 4, to focus on UChicago’s dominion over South Side neighborhoods through a dual power of campus policing and campus building. Chapter 5 moves to the Southwest and charts Arizona State University’s rise as one of the most powerful real estate developers in greater Phoenix. The epilogue centers on the University of Winnipeg, offering a vision for equitable and just partnerships between cities and their schools.


Because I am a professor seated behind the walls of a campus, it may seem quite the hypocrisy for me to offer this critique of universities. However, it is precisely my place in higher education that compels me to push this conversation forward. I am hard on city schools because I expect colleges and universities to be a source of public good, which requires being honest about the full reach and implications of our actions. We often see caricatures of colleges and universities as ivory tower bastions for tenured radicals and young “snowflakes,” both out of touch with reality.


But higher education’s footprint across the nation’s cities tells a different story. How do flourishing urban colleges and universities act in the public good when the very people we pass on campus (and pass on the way to campus) are paying the cost of the school’s prosperity? The very notion of a university’s public good has been used as justification to underwrite multimillion-dollar tax-exempt endowments. Higher education has made way for a massive contingent of low-wage labor, increased racial profiling, and the elimination of affordable housing, retail, and health care in campus neighborhoods. But that’s not the only story. Activists, residents, and students have fought hard against these changes and pulled progressive university administrators along to model alternative ways of relating to their cities. It is my hope that readers, whether they are part of the ivory tower or in its shadows, will grapple with these new challenges. The future of urban America depends on it.















CHAPTER ONE



WHEN UNIVERSITIES SWALLOW CITIES


Yale University often gets credit for “saving” the once beat-down city of New Haven, making it safer while attracting new industry and development. But the truth is much more complicated. In March 2016, New Haven was struggling to balance its shrinking budget. And then-mayor Toni Harp joined local politicians and labor unions to set their sights on Yale. They called for a state senate bill to help fine-tune the university’s property tax-exempt status, an area where the school’s prosperity was directly tied to the city’s despair.


Universities and their medical centers are registered with the Internal Revenue Service as 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofits. Because of the public services that higher education institutions ostensibly provide to surrounding communities, their property holdings are exempt from taxation in all fifty states. But New Haven officials said Yale’s multimillion-dollar tax exemption actually contributed to the budget deficit of the city. The Connecticut bill, SB 414, would have allowed the state to tax university properties that generate $6,000 or more in annual income.1


At a city hall press conference, Harp immediately acknowledged the need to uphold the tax protections for nonprofit organizations, including Yale. She celebrated the university’s undeniable role “in the city’s transformation.” Over the past forty years, Yale had become the single largest commercial power in New Haven. But Harp also warned that although cities rely “more and more on eds and meds,” New Haven leaders must “be clear… about the fiscal impact of this transition.” The mayor reminded listeners that “we still have to run a city.” Yale offered, as a compromise, an annual $8 million “payment in lieu of taxes,” or PILOT. By 2019, that payment jumped to more than $12 million. These contributions are voluntary, however, and are a fraction of the taxes Yale would pay based on the assessed value of its properties. But Yale didn’t have to worry; SB 414 did not pass, and the city of New Haven still struggles while its largest local economic entity remains exempt from property taxes.2


Yale’s financial dominance in New Haven is tied to the meteoric ascendancy of the knowledge economy. Here, academic research is used to create profitable, commercial goods or patents in a range of fields, from the pharmaceutical industries and software products to military defense weaponry.3 Yale, in particular, has cultivated relationships with a number of biotech firms to produce new jobs and draw commercial revenue to the university and its host city. But this partnership between private industry and academic research has also created a property-tax “gray area” where profitable research produced for private companies is conducted in educational buildings that are not on the tax rolls.


Yale’s revenues from patent licenses grew from just more than $5 million in 1996 to more than $45 million in 2000.4 And it has also been difficult for New Haven to attract investors to this unlevel playing field. New businesses must pay taxes, and they struggle to coexist with competitors in the same market that are affiliated with the tax-exempt behemoth of Yale. Local politicians such as Harp simply wanted the university to contribute its fair share to the broader community.


But Yale’s financial position in New Haven is the result of more than just biotech. The school also oversees a lucrative portfolio of commercial and residential assets managed by its University Properties. Both students and alumni marvel at the transformation of the area from what was once dingy and even a bit dangerous. Now, when walking through the blocks surrounding the campus, they enjoy a new range of restaurants, shops, and housing options. By 2014, Yale’s more than four hundred downtown properties totaled roughly $2.44 billion in value.


However, the city sees only a small portion of the estimated $102 million in property taxes that, if Yale wasn’t tax-exempt, would come from the school or the additional $31 million that would come from Yale–New Haven Hospital (YNHH). The combined assessed value of properties held by the school and hospital reached $8.47 billion in 2019. Yale’s focus on student rentals has also driven housing prices far above the means of local residents. And commercial tenants have been pushed out in favor of more trendy shops to satisfy the desires of students, such as Abercrombie & Fitch and Shake Shack.5


Yale’s overwhelming footprint not only makes the university one of the city’s largest landlords but, with fourteen hundred employees, also its largest single employer. New Haven was a factory town in the 1960s, most known for the rifle maker Winchester Repeating Arms. The steady relocation of manufacturing to the “global South” in the 1980s helped create a hollowed-out urban core, except for Yale. Even now, one in four New Haven residents lives at or below the poverty line. The city has struggled, in some part because the state failed on its promise to compensate New Haven for the taxes lost to large nonprofits such as Yale. By 1995, there were almost twice as many jobs at Yale as at all of the city’s factories combined.6 But hardly any of the well-paying jobs went to the increasingly brown and poor neighborhoods that surround the campus.


A number of political alliances took shape to fight against the unjust conditions for those living in the shadows of Yale’s ivory towers. New Haven Rising emerged in 2012 to help temper what it considered the heavy hand of Yale–New Haven Hospital. Administrators at the medical center, which built a moneymaking cancer center, blocked union drives and aggressively pursued debt collection on low-income, local patients, which included pursuing liens on homes. Yale never conceded to all of these charges, but New Haven Rising activists pushed the university to enter an agreement for youth programs, a local hiring mandate, and the lowering of medical debt, especially because the hospital’s tax-exempt status was predicated on providing care to indigent patients.7


In 2014 Unidad Latina en Accion (ULA) rallied against Gourmet Heaven, a deli and convenience store located on Yale property, where workers toiled for long hours and made less than minimum wage with no overtime pay. Although that store is no longer in business, the owner was charged with wage theft and had to pay back workers. And local activism forced Yale to say it would not renew the lease of any tenant that failed to comply with labor laws.8 In August 2019, after years of local organizing and protest, Yale signed a new agreement to create job training and apprenticeship programs for residents of New Haven. The university also agreed to hire three hundred new full-time employees from local “neighborhoods of need,” the largely working-class, Black, and Latinx areas of the city.9 The walls of the ivory tower were slowly coming down.


Still, even for those well-placed behind Yale’s formidable campus walls, membership can come with a high cost. Consider the story of Brian. He wasn’t a low-wage university worker. Brian wasn’t even a New Haven local. He came to Yale on scholarship in its prestigious Graduate School of Nursing. But Brian also suffered from severe clinical depression, a condition that he did not want to make public at a university that was notorious for what many perceived as a draconian forced-withdrawal policy for medical reasons. If the university ever pushed him out, Brian would lose his nursing scholarship.


Yale students sometimes refuse to seek out help with mental-health issues precisely because they fear they will be forced to withdraw or will be hospitalized. According to Yale regulations, students can be withdrawn if they pose “a danger to self or others because of a serious medical problem.”10 In a recent study, Yale scored an F for its policies regarding students with mental illness.11 While on a clinical rotation, Brian saw a student who refused to take medication. He believed that this student was then forced into compliance by the threat of informing the academic program, despite state and federal laws protecting patient privacy. And, of course, there was the devastating 2015 case of a Yale student jumping from the Golden Gate Bridge to her death after posting a Facebook status describing her fear of seeking treatment because it might trigger a forced withdrawal.12 Still, the consequences of Yale’s forced withdrawal remained pretty theoretical for Brian, until October 2018.


One evening Brian went to the Emergency Department at Yale–New Haven Hospital after feeling urges to overdose on prescribed sleep medication. It was in that moment that he experienced, firsthand, the overwhelming dominance of Yale in the region. As a health-care professional in training, Brian had watched Yale take over health treatment services along the Connecticut shoreline. Now that Brian sought help with his own depression, where would he go without running into a colleague or instructor? And how would his privacy be maintained? Yale Psychiatric Health was Brian’s outpatient provider, YaleHealth was the insurance provider and pharmacy, and Yale School of Nursing was his academic home. Brian said that he was finally admitted to Yale Psychiatric against his own wishes: “I cringed as I was pushed through a hallway where former supervisors were stationed.” He felt forced to sign “release of information” forms for his nursing faculty. One of his own professors/clinical coordinators was assigned to him as a provider. Yale Psychiatric Health reached out to Brian’s academic advisor to assess his academic and clinical performance. He says that whenever he disagreed with treatment, they suggested an involuntary leave with what Brian saw as the cryptic threat that “it wouldn’t look good” to the university if he didn’t comply.


Brian ultimately returned to classes and finished the program but calls himself “lucky” because of his comprehensive understanding of the mental-health system. Still, he was left totally disillusioned by Yale’s forced-withdrawal policy coupled with the university’s monopoly on health-care services in New Haven and throughout the region, which, in his mind, allowed the school to flout standard medical practices. For Brian, the hospital constantly coerced his consent by threatening his academic standing. As a student, patient, and employee, “the conflicts of interest are staggering,” he said. And Brian believed that the university cared more about depressed students as a threat to Yale’s image than his well-being or even his consent: “My privacy was doomed from the start. This is avoidable if other facilities are available but not when your school owns them all.”


Yale’s relentless control of New Haven doesn’t stop at health care, land, and labor. The growing campus footprint is secured by a private police force extending its influence across the entire city. On April 16, 2019, Stephanie Washington and Paul Witherspoon, who are Black, were parked near the Yale campus. Cell-phone footage showed them singing love songs to each other. Then, Hampden (a suburb of New Haven) Police Officer Devin Eaton and Yale Police Officer Terrance Pollock approached the car and shot more than fifteen rounds at the couple. Washington suffered a nonfatal bullet wound to the face; remarkably, Witherspoon was unharmed. This unarmed Black couple posed no threat, but police had received a false report that their red Honda Civic had been involved in an attempted armed robbery.13 The shooting infuriated Black residents who had endured decades of racial profiling in the city and especially around the campus.


Pollock was not arrested or charged because the Yale officer fired in response to Eaton’s actions and because none of his bullets caused injury. He was suspended without pay for thirty days, and after a university review, Pollock returned to the force in a position that does not require a gun or a uniform.14


But Pollock’s presence on the scene raised a critical question: Why was a campus police officer firing his weapon a mile away from campus? Immediately following the shooting, students and residents stormed the streets. With chants of “Who do you protect? Who do you serve?” protestors called for the disarming of all Yale police officers, a restricted police jurisdiction around the campus area, and changes to the university’s labor practices. The university has announced it will partner with the consulting firm 21CP Solutions to improve police services. But many residents of New Haven believe that piecemeal reforms fail to address the scope of the university’s power. Yale PD is seen as the front line that protects the elite, white, billion-dollar ivory tower from the poor brown poverty that surrounds it on all sides. Some even call the area “Yale Haven.”15


Yale’s supremacy over New Haven might seem extreme, but this story illuminates the growing and multilayered points of influence that higher education institutions exert on our cities across the country. How did colleges and universities come to significantly dictate the terms of urban living, from a city’s housing costs and wage ceilings to its health-care standards and even policing practices? The growing dominance of higher education has been transformative for cities. And the roots of this story can be traced to social and economic conditions that have been taking shape for at least the past century.
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The profit motive driving higher education goes as far back as the Atlantic slave trade, as historian Craig Steven Wilder has illustrated in his book Ebony and Ivy. History students at UChicago recently discovered that their school’s massive $7 billion endowment derived from an initial ten acres of land donated by the politician Stephen Douglas, land that was purchased with his slave plantation profits. The university denies any explicit financial or legal relationship between today’s University of Chicago and the “first” University of Chicago, which collapsed in a state of debt and foreclosure in 1886. However, activists point to the work of university historian John Boyer, who argues that an overlapping network of donors and faculty cements a clear inheritance between the two campuses. Even in controversy, universities across the country are being forced to reckon with their varying but unavoidable role in facilitating the country’s dominant economic systems, including slavery.16


During the Civil War the federal government explicitly turned to universities as a key driver of economic growth and urban development. The Morrill Land Grant Acts of 1862 and 1890 helped fund public universities to support agricultural research; the applied sciences, such as engineering; and general education for a growing population. Most accounts have celebrated the Morrill Act for democratizing higher education but have downplayed its true economic focus: to retrain workers for a new urban industrial economy. And until recently there was no discussion of the policy’s origins in American colonialism or its role in reinforcing Jim Crow segregation.17


The Morrill Act first distributed public-domain lands to states that could then be used or sold to build the financial endowments of universities. However, the 10.7 million acres for this project were actually indigenous lands, confiscated through seizure or suspect land treaties. The money made from land sales still sit on the books of these universities, and at least twelve states continue to hold title to unsold acres and profit from associated mineral rights. Most land-grant institutions are in rural areas or small towns, but even city schools, from Massachusetts Institute of Technology to the University of Minnesota, built their endowments on this seizure of indigenous land. We have failed to fully engage with what education studies scholar Sharon Stein calls “the material entanglement of higher education with colonialism.”18


The 1890 version of the act extended land grants to the former Confederate states but through direct cash payments. To their credit, lawmakers included a clause prohibiting racial discrimination in admissions. However, instead of enforcing the integration of land-grant schools, the act provided additional monies to southern states so they could build separate and underfunded historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). With that decision, the federal government used higher education policy to help reinforce racial segregation, even through city schools in Tallahassee, New Orleans, and Dover, Delaware. And this government-funded Jim Crow university system emerged six years before the “separate but equal doctrine” of Plessy v. Ferguson became the law of the land.19 But higher education’s impact on urban segregation didn’t stop at the Mason-Dixon Line.


Since American colonial times, the placement and design of college campuses reflected a clear antagonism toward urban life and the kind of social diversity that cities engendered.20 In fact, higher education acquired greater value as a pastoral retreat when city life continued to take hold. The word campus even means “field” in Latin. These lush, green campuses were further ensconced in at least quasi-rural environments, where the fresh air and open space were meant to serve as a balm from the foul smell and so-called dangerous ethnic amalgams found in cities. Many of today’s urban schools sat on what once were the fringes of their cities, including Harvard (Cambridge), Columbia (Harlem), and UChicago (Hyde Park).


Trinity first moved from its original downtown Hartford “Capitol Hill” campus to relocate atop Gallows Hill in 1878. This new rural location, outside the city, gave the school a physical profile that reinforced its place alongside other prestigious New England colleges. Trinity existed among a cohort of schools that were later nicknamed the “Little Ivies” and included Amherst, Williams, Bowdoin, and Colby. Like students at traditional Ivy League colleges and universities, the young men at Trinity didn’t enroll to learn a trade or acquire professional development. Higher education was a sort of “finishing school,” meant to develop the character and enhance the networks of male students already well-positioned in families of power and influence.21 The campus setting of rural retreat helped reinforce a status of racial and class distinction.


If Trinity’s rural location wasn’t enough to signal retreat, the college also modeled its architecture on the Victorian design of Oxford University and Trinity College in Scotland. Renderings depict opulent campus quadrangles surrounded by brick facades on all sides with spires atop tall towers on each corner of the quads. Visitors had to breach imposing outer walls on Summit Street to even witness campus life. The architecture screamed exclusivity and prestige. Trinity never finalized all of the walls needed to complete this design, but its plans became the model for UChicago’s notorious quadrangle fortress dressed in stone gargoyles.22


Beyond the explicit fortress imagery of the quadrangle, UChicago grounded its vision of affluent retreat in an economic strategy of land control. Before the first building cornerstone was laid on its second campus in 1892, UChicago raised a large portion of its start-up capital through real estate donations to the school in the surrounding Hyde Park neighborhood. Residential development generated revenue, especially during the economic recession of 1890, when university donors could more easily offer property rather than liquid assets.23 This growing portfolio of real estate assets encouraged the university to manage land development in Hyde Park.
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Burges’s Plan of Trinity College (1874), William Burges Drawings, Watkinson Library, Trinity College.


Rising property values on or around university holdings translated into a bigger endowment. Securing this financial wealth in property turned UChicago into a major landlord in the area. The university razed many of the World’s Fair–related tenements that housed commercial laborers from the then “undesirable” races of Irish, Swede, Greek, and German origins. Many of these buildings were replaced with new structures rented out to faculty, students, and other professionals in the neighborhood. By subsidizing rents for its employees, UChicago inflated the property values that served as a primary economic base for the university. This economic boundary of high land value also provided a virtual wall from the slowly encroaching city.24


By the 1920s, these colleges and universities, which once rested on the urban margins, were awash in the striking transformations that came with urbanization. Even in the small capital of Hartford, city growth advanced toward Trinity’s “Rocky Ridge” campus in ways that threatened to compromise the pastoral ethos of this elite, small liberal arts college. The school now sat in the middle of an immigrant city. Hartford was home to industrial giants, including Colt’s firearms, Pope’s bicycles, and Weed’s sewing machines before the city became an international capital of insurance and finance. These factories beckoned working-class immigrants warehoused in dense, poorly built tenements just blocks from campus.25


As the city changed, Trinity also attracted local students. By 1918, about 50 percent of the student body came from Hartford. This demographic shift posed a direct challenge to the more “gentleman’s country club” profile of the college. Becoming a commuter school endangered Trinity’s desire to maintain the prestige of its liberal arts peers. Some were especially alarmed by the 15 percent Jewish population in the 1920s, believing that these students undermined college culture and could even corrupt the curriculum with “foreign” socialist ideas.26 Especially for students and alumni, the college had to do something.


The student senate marked the college’s one-hundredth anniversary with a resolution that it called the “Student Movement for Americanization at Trinity.” This new edict required all undergraduates to live in buildings “owned or controlled by the college.” A residency requirement seems rather innocuous on the surface, but it was specifically designed to protect the pastoral campus from urban influences. This requirement served a dual purpose: it created an economic barrier for the working-class families who couldn’t afford to attend school and live on campus. And for the immigrants who could still come, the policy separated them from their local environment. A coalition of students, faculty, alumni, and trustees called this approach a “necessity” for Trinity to “Americanize the country’s foreign-born population.” The alumni also established a 20 percent cap on Hartford students.27 Trinity’s Americanization policy lasted only two years, but it reflected higher education’s continued desire to maintain an elite status by keeping the changing city at arm’s length.


During the first wave of the Great Migration in Chicago, African Americans moved to the near northwest of the UChicago campus in the 1920s and 1930s. The actions of university administrators suggested that these new arrivals posed a significant threat to property values in the campus neighborhood. In fact, scholars from the famed “Chicago School” of social science helped provide a pseudoscientific justification for Jim Crow zoning policies across the country with academic theories that described racial segregation in cities as a product of nature. UChicago administrators followed suit by underwriting racially restrictive housing covenants for the notorious Hyde Park and Kenwood neighborhood associations. These were legally binding agreements to prevent the sale, lease, or occupation of property to a targeted racial group. In this case it was African Americans. The university has never officially acknowledged its role in racial segregation. But Black Chicagoans called these covenants “the University of Chicago Agreement to get rid of Negroes.”28


The migration filled the South Side’s segregated “Black Belt” neighborhood beyond capacity in the 1930s and 1940s. And citywide covenants prevented African Americans from living anywhere else. But the local decision of Hansberry v. Lee (1940) set the tone for the landmark 1948 Shelly v. Kramer case, which rendered restrictive covenants unenforceable by law. This decision opened the proverbial floodgates on Black community expansion south into the Hyde Park campus neighborhood. The plaintiff in the Chicago case was the father of writer Lorraine Hansberry, who would dramatize this time of her childhood in the award-winning 1959 Broadway play A Raisin in the Sun.29 These legal cases weakened the ability of the university to sponsor neighborhood groups that upheld residential segregation. UChicago responded to this setback by purchasing and demolishing buildings that could potentially face racial integration. The school also increased the rent levels of subsidized faculty and employee housing to help “maintain the white population” around the campus.30 But such strategies failed to deter African Americans who could still afford to purchase or rent Hyde Park properties.


By the 1950s, the Hyde Park–Kenwood Community Conference shifted its strategy from complete racial exclusion to “community preservation.” With the growing threat of Black neighbors, the conference pushed to build an “interracial community of high standards.”31 Hyde Park boosters began to focus on the economic status of potential middle-class Black residents as a way to control property values. But such efforts failed to stave off panic selling by white residents.


The South East Chicago Commission (SECC) stepped in as “the political action arm of the University.”32 UChicago officials and alumni took full control of urban development on the South Side. They helped to write the Urban Community Conservation Act of 1953, where any areas that were simply close to Black neighborhood expansion were targeted for eminent domain and slum clearance. Ultimately, white-occupied Hyde Park blocks that were physically deteriorating got marked for rehabilitation. At the same time, majority-Black areas (from 55th to 56th between Cottage Grove and Woodlawn Avenues) became the sites targeted for clearance and university acquisition, even if the homes and streets were well-maintained. The Hyde Park–Kenwood Urban Renewal Plan of 1958 coordinated the massive displacement of African Americans and rezoned 80 percent of Hyde Park’s commercial districts for residential use, in the process securing land values for the campus community. Instead of urban renewal, local African American residents renamed this process “Negro Removal.”33


The ability to target well-kept Black neighborhoods for urban renewal is rooted in the politics of eminent domain and the racially charged urban designation of “blight.” Eminent domain signals the legal right of a government to compensate a private owner after seizing the land for public use, such as roads and public utilities. However, a property or neighborhood must be deemed “blighted” before a state authority can invoke eminent domain for urban renewal. The term blight, which has its origins in the study of plant disease, is now vaguely used to describe any perceived decay that may turn what are deemed healthy neighborhoods into slums. The perception of decay, as urban historians have shown, is often tied to an area’s racial or ethnic composition. African American neighborhoods, regardless of their physical conditions, were often the ones deemed blighted to justify the demolition of areas that made way for highways, hospitals, public housing, etc.34 Universities couldn’t profit from this designation on their own. UChicago worked with the city of Chicago to wield the racially charged weapon of blight in ways that further bolstered the school’s dominance over the late-twentieth-century city.


The Hyde Park efforts to uphold residential segregation would set a national urban trend where universities served the function of a “parastate”—a proxy role of governance—in the areas of policy making and economic development.35 They also benefited from the federal government’s infusion of capital and resources into Cold War universities that supplied academic research for military applications. UChicago’s Met Lab, for instance, conducted research for the Manhattan Project. Since World War II, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has generated millions as the largest university defense contractor in the country. Stanford used the defense contract system to propel itself from a regional school into a science and technology powerhouse.36 In 1967 Senator J. William Fulbright delivered two speeches at Stanford railing against the new intimacy between the government, the defense industry, and university life, or what he called the “Military-Industrial-Academic Complex.”37


Beyond military research, the federal government standardized higher education’s power to manage the economic development of increasingly multiracial cities. Historian Arnold Hirsch points out that the US shared a similar approach to cold war threats on the world stage and the home front: containment.38 Millions of African Americans continued to flood into cities during the second postwar phase of the Great Migration, and Latinx migrants soon followed. They were forced into already cramped neighborhoods filled with deteriorating buildings, what most called slums. At the same time, white residents fled the cities following industry and a massive government infusion of capital into what became the suburbs. The twin forces of brown poverty and so-called “white flight” signaled a nationwide “urban crisis.”39 Landlocked city colleges and universities believed that they had to stand and fight, working with both local and federal authorities to keep brown residents out and white students and faculty coming onto campus. As one of the few major institutions forced to remain in struggling cities, universities fought to hold the line on neighborhood integration and helped shape the future of urban life.40


Universities became the friendly face of urban renewal, masking ruthless policies that bolstered racial segregation. In Chicago, Executive Director of the South East Chicago Commission (SECC) Julian Levi saw slums surrounding the Hyde Park campus. He wanted to clear away conditions that “will attract lower class Whites and Negroes.” Levi gained a national reputation as “Slum Fighter Levi” when he joined forces with UChicago Chancellor and SECC President Lawrence Kimpton.41 Kimpton sat on the boards of the American Council of Education and the Association of American Universities. In 1959 Kimpton and Levi coordinated fourteen urban universities into a lobbying force that successfully pushed for a significant change in the Federal Housing Act of 1949.


Dubbed the “Section 112 credits program,” this initiative triggered a two-to-one federal matching grant for any urban renewal project on or near a college or university up to five years before the project even began. Moreover, the aid was “transferrable to urban renewal projects anywhere in the city.”42 Municipal leaders clamored to make their schools the showpiece of an urban renewal scheme that could generate so much federal aid. Of course, colleges and universities were happy to let city and federal governments pay for development that kept the growing urban poor at bay. The double barrel of eminent domain and the Section 112 credits helped city schools such as Case Western Reserve and the University of Alabama at Birmingham turn their campuses into largely barricaded zones of learning to stem the tide of African American and Latinx residents living nearby.43 By 1964, there were 154 projects supported by the 112 credits program that involved 120 colleges and universities and 75 hospitals.44


However, not everyone agreed with the consequences of this university-related urban renewal. Some even resisted. Outraged students became urban activists and joined residents to protest how the renewal efforts of their schools helped modernize racial segregation. In the battles over university-based development, New York City stood at the center.
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Karla Spurlock-Evans came to Barnard—Columbia University’s women’s college—as a freshman in 1968. That April, she went to hear a student band called the Soul Syndicate on the Columbia campus across the street. Spurlock-Evans ended up occupying that building for a week as part of a student uprising that drew attention from all over the world. The Students for a Democratic Society and the Student Afro-American Society joined forces to protest Columbia’s involvement in military weapons research. But what really drew the attention of Black students such as Spurlock-Evans was the university’s efforts to place a private gymnasium in the middle of nearby Morningside Park.


Both students and residents would be able to use the facility, but protestors charged “Gym Crow” when they learned that the building would have separate entrances for the largely white school at the top of the hill and the predominantly Black Harlem down below, with limited hours of community access.45 Spurlock-Evans quickly shifted from partying to protest on behalf of those Black people who didn’t share her privileges of sitting behind Columbia’s gates: “I wanted to have a voice and stand on the right side of history regarding Columbia’s encroachment on community property.”


The student occupation of Columbia erupted within a perfect storm of larger events. Students were angered by the US war effort in Vietnam and inspired by a recent student takeover of Howard University in Washington, D.C. Many worried that Harlem would explode after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. just three weeks earlier. Nearly a thousand students occupied five buildings on campus. But Hamilton Hall remained the center of the world, especially for Black students and the surrounding Harlem community. Spurlock-Evans remembers a stream of people entering through the week, churches picketing outside, and plates of soul food handed through the windows while messages went out to worried parents. Black militant leaders H. Rap Brown and Stokely Carmichael visited the protestors. Even China’s Chairman Mao sent a telegram pledging solidarity with the Black students of Hamilton Hall. Ultimately, police removed protestors in one of the largest mass arrests in New York City history. Still, Columbia canceled all weapons research, plans for the gym came to a screeching halt, and the world was forced to confront the broader implications when universities become selfish agents of urban development.46 Spurlock-Evans remains transformed: “Cute guys brought me into the building, but cute guys didn’t keep me.”
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Plan for Morningside Park Gym, 1968. Photo by Tao Tan, Wikimedia Commons.


In 1960s Morningside Heights, like Chicago’s Hyde Park, Columbia had sought ways to contain the influx of Black and brown residents before they encroached on the campus. Instead of investing in the surrounding community, the university purchased properties and displaced residents, most of whom were African American or Puerto Rican.47 In 1961 the New York City Commission on Human Rights issued a letter to Columbia, calling on the school to end its “reliance on tenant removal as a solution to social problems in the neighborhood.” Columbia responded that its first responsibility is to create a desirable neighborhood where its students will feel safe.48 Not much had changed by the time Spurlock-Evans came to campus. In fact, the efforts at building Gym Crow can be seen as the logical extension of the school’s forced evictions from years before.


Just a year after the dust settled at Columbia, the University of Pennsylvania (UPenn) announced its desire to build a massive science center in West Philadelphia. Administrators argued that such a complex would instigate residential, retail, and school improvements, and attract the research units of major technology industries to “University City.” UPenn students followed the lead of Columbia with their own six-day sit-in to protest. But the university moved forward, using the funding power of the 112 credits urban renewal program to build its University City Science Center. It became the nation’s first inner-city urban research park. The University Archives & Records Center commissioned a 1999 exhibit confirming that approximately six hundred low-income and African American families were displaced in the process.49


Peter Dougherty saw the entire UPenn drama unfold from his family’s bar at South 40th, right near the university. Although he is white, Dougherty also maintained an ambivalent relationship to the university, where he said the town-gown distinctions were stark. Dougherty lamented what he saw as UPenn’s wide-ranging actions to level most of West Philadelphia: neighborhoods, schools, homes, and small businesses. Dougherty said the messaging from the university was simple: “We don’t want you!” Working-class whites rode the early white-flight wave out to the suburbs while his Black neighbors got corralled into public housing at 46th and Market.


Even city leaders in Denver used the 112 credits program to build their Auraria campus by displacing 250 businesses and 330 households from an African American and largely Latinx community. It was only because of historic-preservation activists and neighborhood residents that developers provided relocation funds and repurposed important community landmarks for educational purposes. Community opposition couldn’t stop the campus from opening in 1974, but it sparked a robust Chicano movement around the broader issues of housing rights, health care, and police violence.50


The displacement caused by elite universities helped spark critical student and community-led activism, but nothing compared to the role that local city colleges played in creating new relationships between town and gown in a changing urban landscape. Urban junior or community colleges largely hearken back to the Progressive Era, as a public-good effort of spreading the liberal arts to working-class children in rapidly industrializing cities. The idea was to place educational outposts in white ethnic communities as a form of public service. These schools were also meant to instill the conventional values of American culture or “civilization” in the children of immigrants.51


UChicago President William Raney Harper, who served from 1891 to 1906, became one of the most vocal advocates for the community college. But his motives weren’t altruistic. Harper believed that by placing the first two years of basic undergraduate education (junior college) in the high schools or by creating two-year preliminary schools, he could preserve the university as a place of advanced instruction and research. Chicago’s Joliet High School first adopted the new model in 1901; by 1917, there were 170 junior colleges across the country.52 Despite Harper’s gatekeeping ambitions, urban community colleges helped democratize higher education and cultivate civic engagement. The four-year City College of New York was dubbed “Harvard of the Proletariat” in the 1930s, a hotbed of intellectual debate and political agitation for working-class, urban youths.


After World War II, the very notion of the “community” described by the community college model underwent drastic transformation when African American and Latinx migrants occupied the neighborhoods once held by white ethnic families. The now largely Black and brown student bodies demanded that city schools serve the new community. Merritt College became an educational extension of North Oakland’s Black community: reading groups, cafeteria conversations, street speaking, and sponsored tours to Cuba helped lay the groundwork for what became the Black Panther Party for Self Defense in 1966. Black students on Chicago’s West Side seized control of Crane Junior College and renamed it Malcolm X Community College in 1968. What was once a school that failed to transition its Black students to four-year colleges became an institution of community service with increased student aid programs and a “prison annex” to educate incarcerated residents. Students also helped rethink campus safety by pushing to hire unarmed workers from a Black-owned security firm in place of Chicago Police Department officers.53


In 1969 Black students led their Puerto Rican and white allies in a massive protest at New York’s Brooklyn College and City College, demanding the admission of more students of color. These students insisted the city’s tuition-free colleges should help correct for a segregated and inferior school system by providing the bridge instruction to prepare a broader range of taxpaying citizens for social mobility. This political action set the stage for a landmark 1970 open-admissions policy, with support services, for the next three decades. But then the early forays into neoliberal urban policy instigated a wholesale shift of public resources into private accounts. We now look askance at the dysfunction of public services without talking about the full-scale divestment and retreat from a community-controlled public good. But the history of community colleges is a valuable, if forgotten, model for building a people-powered relationship between cities and their schools.54


By the 1970s, most elite universities had become islands of wealth amid a sea of poverty. Outside of investing in private research schools, it seemed America had turned its back on cities, instead embracing suburban sprawl as the future. With a massive influx of Black and brown migrants, along with the exodus of not only white people but also public resources and private industry, cities were left to die. Then, starting in the 1990s, young professionals and empty nesters grew weary of suburban homogeneity and isolation, gradually electing to seek out a more urbane lifestyle. They were especially drawn to cities because municipal leaders reorganized urban areas to make them more attractive, advertising the shorter commutes and cultural amenities that came with urban living. But the real pull came from the public subsidies that underwrote higher-paying knowledge, tech, and creative industries while clearing out the poor from prime real estate with ruthless eviction and policing tactics.55


The back-to-the-city movement found municipal politicians and real estate developers scrambling to prepare a table for the potential economic windfall brought by a renewed urban interest. These “growth coalitions” in different cities began competing with one another to capture the lucrative tax base from new residents, shoppers, and investors. And with the decline in manufacturing, the “bell towers” of higher education were targeted as the new “smokestacks”: the signals of a thriving urban economy after the fall of factories.56


A trendy catchphrase emerged to describe city schools. They were deemed “anchor institutions,” perfectly placed to help bring economic stabilization to urban areas and possibly even rebuild successful communities. Revived campus rebellions around a broad range of issues and the fight for scarce public resources found higher education looking for new ways to explain its value as a public good. University presidents created Campus Compact to solidify an institutional commitment to civic education and community outreach. The Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan Universities touted the university as an “anchor” for rebuilding communities. Finally, in 1994 the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) created the Office of University Partnerships to provide grants and sponsored research that encouraged a better integration between schools and their cities.57


Henry Taylor and Ira Harkavy were both early advocates in the struggle for the anchor idea. Taylor was an urban planner and community activist who moved to the State University of New York at Buffalo (SUNY Buffalo) to lead community engagement efforts in 1987. Harkavy started as a student activist at UPenn in the 1960s, eventually steering the school’s community partnership projects throughout the 1980s and 1990s. They, like many others at the time, shared a desire for neighborhood revitalization; they differed only in what they emphasized. An older cadre of activists and educators looked to urban schools as a beacon for enlivening the values of civic engagement. The classroom and the research center, they believed, could be reoriented to address the needs of the city. Meanwhile, a growing class of administrators, coming out of the corporate world, identified universities as central command posts for generating needed profits in new research and real estate markets.


Both groups used the language of anchor institutions and shared interests in crime reduction and neighborhood improvement. However, fissures began to fester even within the same university about whose interests should dictate community partnerships. A school’s chief financial officer doesn’t discuss real estate investments with the Office of Community Learning. Yet both groups are engaging with the same urban neighborhood. And the failure to reconcile what have become parallel approaches to revitalization continues to shape how university-driven development is done in our cities.


SUNY Buffalo recruited Taylor from Ohio State in 1987 to build stronger connections between the school and the city. But the university had moved its undergraduate education to the suburban town of Amherst in the early 1970s, and its “South campus” now looked abandoned. They asked Taylor to develop a comprehensive plan using the school’s original urban location to help stimulate the deteriorating University Heights neighborhood. The area was in the middle of transition with a still largely white population, a small Black middle class, and a growing spate of unkempt predatory rental facilities packing in as many students as possible to increase profits.
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