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university” 
shreya ghoshal + jake torkelson

“I am moving with the crowd across Washington Avenue.  Thousands of people are out in the street,” gasped a panicked 
reporter.  “Police are putting on gas masks! The crowd is going up onto the mall.  A gas bomb right near me! Police are 
charging up the mall.  We are running away!” 

Portrayals of protests like this depict scenes of energy, conflict, movement, and disarray.  In analyses of 
student demonstrations, these powerful associations often overshadow the role that physical space has in 
activism. On the University of Minnesota campus, student protesters adopted and adapted architecture 
based on elements such as scale, procession, and visibility.  In each case, students subverted the power 
expressed in landscapes symbolic of the institution.



“revolution, realization”

The 1960s and 1970s was a period of great unrest on university campuses nation-wide.  A few 
demonstrations, indicated by larger circles on the map below, inspired protests on campuses 
across the country,  including at the University of Minnesota. 

national student protest movement
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boycott occupy

camp burn

[left] May 11, 1972. Students assemble in front of Coffman Memorial Union in a spring anti-war demonstration, occupying Washington Avenue. 
[right] May 1972.  Dozens of students worked together to build a barricade made of metal, wood, and other materials to block  Washington  Avenue.  
Demonstrators had a “proprietary interest in their pile of defiance.” As one protester noted, “If they bring in bulldozers, it ought to stop them.”

[left] April 8, 1969. Anti-ROTC demonstrators march along the Armory fence.  The march was part of a week-long effort to propose demolition of the  Armory 
due to student continued dissatisfaction with the ROTC and the draft.
[right] May 1972. University President Malcolm Moos addresses a rally on the steps of Northrop Auditorium.  A student holds an upside-down flag in 
protest of US involvement in Vietnam.

[left] Spring 1965. Students boycott the University bookstore due to high costs of textbooks. Demonstrators wanted profits from sales to go towards 
scholarships for minority students.
[right] January 1969. White students gather outside Morrill Hall in support of black students who occupied the building to establish an Afro-American Studies 
Department.  The University of Minnesota joined the ranks of other universities where students occupied administration buildings in protest.

[left] April 21, 1972. Students stake their claim to the Mall, setting up a camp-in for several months in front of Northrop to protest US air raids in Southeast Asia.  “We’d 
like to use the camp-in to get everybody together. It can be used as a gathering point for all different causes” declared one camper.
[right] May 2, 1969.  Students for the Preservation of the American Republic stage a flag-burning outside Northrop. Before the flag was burned, the leaders of 
the organization addressed the fifty students who had gathered.  As the flag fell apart in flames, a university official’s clothing caught fire.

Scholarship and archival sources use the word protest interchangeably with the terms 
demonstration, strike, and occupation. Here, protest is defined as any intentionally 
disruptive activity, whether for or against an issue. The following photographs illustrate 
forms of protest on campus;  the map and icons indicate spaces that protesters used.

“crowds crowd, pickets picket” 
protests at the university of minnesota, 1960s-1970s
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This diagram is drawn based on a 1972 map of the University of Minnesota.
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quintessential protest + activation of the mall

a new campus identity, 1920s-1930s
“the ivory tower”

The University’s new design of the Mall and the surrounding buildings expressed the power and authority of  the 
institution.  Students appropriated the association between power and architecture for their own purposes,  juxtaposing 
the order of Northrop’s formal architecture with disruptive protests on the plaza. Elements of massing, scale, 
ornamentation, and association established a stage on which protesters gained legitimacy and visibility for their causes.

Architect Cass Gilbert’s early plan [left] called for a temple-like structure as the focal point of campus, located at the head of a large rectilinear open space. Clarence Johnston, university architect, carried out Gilbert’s plan, 
which created a sense of enclosure through the use of uniform facade detailing and ornamentation [right].
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May 1972.  Activists stormed the street to protest the Vietnam War while National Guardsmen defended the Armory. This sketch is based on a 
photograph [left] of protesters tearing down wrought iron fences that defined and separated the building from the public realm. Debris was used 
to build a barricade and lay claim to the space. The sketch illustrates the order of the military versus spontaneity of student demonstrators.

military authority / armory

campus administration / morrill hall

theater of campus / northrop memorial auditorium

students’ domain / coffman memorial union

January 13, 1969. White students blocked entrance to the administrative offices to support black students who took up positions in the inner 
lobby as they barricaded one set of doors with large wooden tables, bringing administrative business to a halt. Students occupied the building 
to advocate for an Afro-American Studies department. The sketch [right] is based on photographs and newspaper reports on the occupation.

February 18, 1964. This sketch is based on a photograph [left] of demonstrators who formed a “human wheel” on Northrop plaza in protest of 
Governor Wallace, who was addressing an audience inside Northrop. Nearly ten thousand people showed up and police had to limit entrance 
to the auditorium. Students who did not gain admission gathered on the steps of Johnston Hall, Northrop, and the embankment of the plaza.

Spring 1970.  Protesters crowded together in front of Coffman Union as police hemmed them in during an anti-war rally.  A speaker addressed 
students from the steps underneath the portico.  This sketch is based on an oral history describing how police often controlled protesters’ actions 
in front of Coffman. The police used the design of space, in this case, to prevent demonstrators from occupying a larger area.

“anatomy of a crisis”
recurring spaces of activism at the university

After an analysis of over one hundred 
protests, four buildings emerged as 
recurring sites of activism:  the  Armory, 
Morrill Hall, Northrop Memorial 
Auditorium, and Coffman Memorial 
Union.  Whether consciously or not,  
protesters selected these spaces based 
on stylistic, spatial, or programmatic 
factors.  In each case,  architecture was 
adopted or adapted to add meaning to 
the protests.

The  Armory was designed in 
the “military-gothic” style; the 
structure was meant to be imposing, 
authoritative, and impenetrable. 
Protesters saw the  Armory,  home 
of the ROTC,  as a tangible symbol 
of the University’s complicity with 
Vietnam War efforts, which they 
firmly opposed.

Protesters used Morrill Hall 
—frequently occupying the 
building—due to its architectural 
and programmatic association 
with the authority of the university 
and the office of the president. 
Students demonstrated at Morrill 
Hall even when the president was 
not there, indicating the symbolic 
importance of the space.

Demonstrators outside Northrop 
turned the Mall into a theater: 
students were both actors and 
audience; the building was the 
backdrop,  and the steps were the 
stage from which protesters spoke 
out against “the establishment.”

Coffman was first and foremost 
the students’ turf. Activists 
gathered within the building to 
plan protests,  safe from authority 
figures.  Organizers could leave the 
building and easily attract attention 
from passing students.  As one of 
the most open and visible spaces 
on campus,  demonstrations could 
begin at Coffman and flow into the 
Mall.



“campus changes quiet protest”
transformation and fragmentation of the mall

the mall / pre-1975

the mall / today

Protesters can no longer organize in Coffman, flow out onto the Mall, and take the stage at the steps of Northrop.  Successive changes to Washington  Avenue and Northrop Plaza fragmented the Mall,  disrupting the 
procession and hierarchy of space.  Smaller areas discouraged students from gathering en-masse.  These alterations isolated a large portion of the Mall and rendered it a less effective platform for student activism.

1972

2017
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“history of rallies could 
foretell today’s events”

Demonstrators assemble on the Mall, filling the lawn, bridge, and rooftops. How 
does the enclosure of the space influence your feelings of safety?

Imagine yourself in a crowd of 10,000 protesters. If you can simply join a movement 
on social media, why participate in a protest?

A line of National Guardsman extends the perimeter of the Armory. How does your 
behavior change in their presence?
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