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THE ‘EMBATTLED UNIVERSITY’:  

STUDENT PROTEST AND ARCHITETURE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 

IN THE 1960’s AND 1970s 

 

ABSTRACT: 

 During the 1960s and 1970s, universities across the country experienced 

unprecedented growth and social upheaval as the baby-boom generation asserted 

its values by protesting for civil rights and student power, and against the Vietnam 

War. While much is written about student activism during this time, scholars 

seldom examine these protests through the lenses of architecture and campus 

planning. This study contends the designed environment of the university embodies 

the cultural and social values of the institution. Therefore, students used buildings, 

landscapes, and spaces throughout campus as places of protest against the values 

embodied within the architecture. Using the University of Minnesota as a microcosm 

of national trends, this thesis aims to find out why specific spaces on campus are 

chosen as nodes of protest, in order to understand the role of architecture in 

shaping activism. These locations—the Armory, student union, administration 

building, and auditorium—contain controls and affordances for protests that 

influenced why these spaces were repeatedly chosen for student activism.  The 

design, association, and program of these buildings and the spaces around them, 

principally elements of massing, scale, ornamentation, and association, created a 

stage in which protests gained legitimacy and visibility for their causes. Archival 
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materials used for this exhibition—particularly newspaper clippings, photographs, 

and oral histories—validate and characterize these findings. Further analysis and 

diagramming were presented with archival materials as an exhibition entitled “The 

Embattled University”, to highlight the relationship between architecture and 

activism. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

INTRODUCTION: 

In the days following the events of May 10, 1972, in a letter to the Student 

Demonstration Commission of Inquiry, an anonymous protester described their 

experience. Reflecting on the “long and violent day” they described how the events 

unfolded. Around noon, demonstrators gathered on the steps of Northrop listening 

to speakers at a rally. As interest waned and agitation grew, protesters marched to 

the Dinkytown Air Force recruiting office to occupy the building. Finding it empty, 

the anonymous protester, among others, stormed the campus Armory. 

Once there [at the Armory], screens were taken off windows. A guy climbed 
the North entrance of the Armory and tried to get in a window there. I was 
struck by a stone ricocheting from the building. The people couldn’t decide 
what to do with the building. Several demonstrators tore down part of the 
wrought iron railing so it wouldn’t impede escape if the Tac squad attacked. 
Several of the screens were gathered together and set on fire. Then the 
screens were taken and put to use as battering rams, but the doors stayed 
closed. About this time the squad did arrive. The iron railing was used to 
block University Avenue at either end of the Armory. The Tac squad 
evacuated the building from the south entrance, and occupied it. Then more 
came chanting down university [avenue], swinging clubs and squirting mace.  
. . . The cops charged again, we ran all the way to the stadium. The smell of 
mace was in the air, my lungs were bursting, my throat dry.  . . . 
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During those two charges I learned fear. Those cops had one idea in their 
heads, and that was to beat people up. They came four deep, spanning the 
street, just ready for murder.1 

 
The anonymous protester’s poignant words describe a frightening scenario that 

unfolded spontaneously and sporadically, as if in total chaos. Yet, throughout the 

author’s words, there is a subtler theme that perhaps provided some understanding 

and logic to the scene: architecture and space. Using words that are often used to 

describe buildings, give directions, and describe spaces, the writer places us in the 

scene as it unfolds. Spatial descriptors like “gathering on the steps of Northrop,” “the 

iron railing was used to block University Avenue” and “they came four deep, 

spanning the street” rely on architectural elements and spatial terminology to force 

the reader into the situation; in this case, architecture is essential to protests, 

playing a large role in shaping our understanding of activism.  

Using the University of Minnesota as a microcosm of national trends, this 

thesis aims to find out how specific spaces on campus became nodes of protest in 

order to understand the role of architecture in shaping—and inhibiting—activism. 

Activists continually adapted and transformed the spaces they occupied. During the 

May 10th, 1972 demonstration, protesters erected barricades, scaled the Armory 

walls, and obstructed the flow of people and vehicles. In each case, the existing 

spatial condition was—whether consciously or not—evaluated and used to meet the 

desires of those protesting; put differently the existing spatial conditions contained 

controls and affordances for protests. In this way, architecture had a significant role 

                                                        
1 Correspondence from anonymous student to the Student Demonstration Commission of Inquiry, 
1972, Box 175, Folder “General Correspondence”, Office of the President Files 1972-1973, University 
Archives, University of Minnesota Archives and Special Collections. 
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in shaping and informing how protests took place. In much the same way that 

protesters engaged and adapted the spaces to their needs, university administrators 

sought to regulate, and in some cases limit or entirely stop protests from happening. 

In either case, changes to the built environment directly impacted the ways in which 

people could occupy and utilize the spaces around them.  

 This study contends the designed environment of the university embodies 

the cultural and social values of the institution. Therefore, these buildings and 

spaces become places of protest against values associated with architecture. The 

existing campus architecture on the Mall—the large rectangular green space in the 

heart of campus—is composed of visually similar buildings that are representative 

of a specific value set and institutional identity that is made manifest through their 

architectural composition (e.g. massing, façade, materiality, etc.). In each case, the 

identity of the building is linked  by activists with an idea, person, or entity seen in 

opposition to their cause. This metonymy associates a campus building with a 

higher power like the president, board of regents, or even national government. 

Here, the students are protesting in opposition to the symbolism and values 

represented by the architecture, and warrants further analysis to understand what 

makes these buildings and spaces politically and socially charged. 

Protest is defined as any intentionally disruptive activity, whether for or 

against and issue. For the purposes of this paper protest is used as a term to broadly 

encompass many types of activism, including but not limited to rallies, marches, 

occupations, strikes, and demonstrations. In each case, the act of protest occurs 
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within a specific place, or set of places, and utilizes the existing architecture to meet 

its goals.  

This thesis and exhibition was done as a collaborative work in conjunction 

with Shreya Ghoshal.  Beginning with a broad analysis of contextual materials from 

the era, we utilized reports from the Office of the President, Board of Regents 

Minutes, and newspaper clippings from Minnesota newspapers (e.g. the Minnesota 

Daily, the Minnesota Star, etc.) to establish a broad base, and to analyze the breadth 

of protests that occurred across the campus. The assertions drawn from these 

collected materials were then augmented with oral histories conducted with student 

protesters from the era.  

Photographs were perhaps the most illuminating method of study utilized, as 

they often place the viewer directly into the chaos of the scene, into the matrix of 

space. The examination of photographs taken at protests reveals the placement of 

people within space during these incidents, and how people used these spaces for 

their advantage, or hindrance. By comparing and contrasting photographs from 

before, during, and after each event, these pictures offer a direct understanding of 

how space was used and adapted by protesters and how the built environment was 

later changed, directly impacting protest activity.  

Oral histories offered an entirely different and vibrant first person 

perspectives, which were often lacking in many of the more cut-and-dry accounts of 

the protests at the university. All of the interviewees were involved in student 

protests in some way, and many of them were actively involved with the 

organization and planning of events. Participants were first asked a series of 
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baseline questions to establish their background: how were they involved in protests 

and what was their relation to the university community, what were their political 

affiliations then and now, and how effective did they think protests were at affecting 

real change? Following the establishment of their background and involvement, 

participants were asked a series of experiential and spatial questions to gauge the 

role of architecture in protests: how did it feel to be part of a demonstration, describe 

the spaces around you, did you notice the architecture during the protests?  Each 

participant often used architectural terms and spatial qualifiers to describe the 

protests they participated in. While many did not explicitly state that the 

architecture affected their demonstrations, all referenced the spatial implications of 

the environments they were part of.  

The final component of the analysis is an exhibition that utilizes architectural 

diagramming, and historical photos to examine the relationship between 

architecture and protest. These methods provide insights into the spatial conditions 

surrounding events of protest by qualifying the vivid accounts of demonstrations 

and others. Photographs of protests were used and the people within each photo 

were translated onto plan view maps of the areas in which each protest took place, 

marking each person as a data point on the map. This allows us to see how students 

occupied spaces and then allows us to interpret that data as a way of analysis. This 

process is then repeated for photographs of the same space from before and after 

each protest to further understand the implications of each protest (i.e. to see how 

each space changed as a result). Following analysis of each space, each was mapped 

on a zoomed out campus plan in order to establish larger spatial trends between 
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each contended space. This large-scale view also allows an understanding of 

protests that change locations and offers insight into why and how these spaces 

might relate.  

This paper uses the University of Minnesota as a case study to examine how 

students adapted and utilized spaces for protest, while tying this analysis to an 

understanding of the sociocultural values embodied within the architecture. I  look 

at the development and planning of the campus holistically, examining prior eras 

that established the design of the campus and indirectly contributed to student 

activism. I then go on to analyze what effects national protest events (e.g. Berkeley, 

U Chicago, Columbia, etc.) had on creating protest typologies used at the University 

of Minnesota, relating national protest events to the variety of protests at the 

University of Minnesota. I then provide an examination of the spatial conditions that 

contributed to student protests at the University of Minnesota through architectural 

diagramming and spatial mapping. Elements of façade, style, association, and 

massing—key elements when trying to understand architecture’s role in activism—

are represented in each drawing.  I then conclude with recommendations for 

understanding protests on campuses today, the effects prior activism has had on the 

activism of recent years, and the role of social media in protests today. How can we 

memorialize and remember the events that happened on the University of 

Minnesota campus in the 1960s and 1970s? 

 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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LITERATURE REVIEW: 

 Scholarly discussion and analysis of activism all too often neglects the 

omnipresent spatial reality of protests; the bulk of administrative and academic 

literature focuses on an approach grounded in sociology or political science. Those 

studies that analyze the evolution of student protest through the lens of space do so 

by establishing relationships between changes in campus capital planning and 

campus master plans.2 Instead, most scholars discuss activism through changing 

generational values and ideological shifts—in each case students are said to be 

reacting against the values of previous generations. However, student protest, as 

much scholarship points out, is not a phenomena unique to the era of the 1960s and 

1970s. As one author notes, “those who believe that disorder and conflict are unique 

to the campuses of the 1960s are unacquainted with the history of American 

Colleges.”  

Nonetheless, student activism on college campuses in the 1960s and 1970s 

had “unprecedented qualities.”3 This change has been attributed to a rapid influx of 

college enrollment, eleven times the growth of the general population.4 Protests of 

the era generally involved more students, tended to be more militant and were 

found at campuses across the country.5 Unlike other eras, students saw their role as 

                                                        
2 Mark Macek, “The Politics of Campus Planning: How UT Architecture Restricts Activism”, Polemicist 

1, no. 6 (1990): 3.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Milton Katz, “Aspects of the ‘Embattled University’,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical 

Society 114, no. 5, (1970): 344. 
5 Ibid., 344. 
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going beyond fixing a single issue; rather they believed in a large scale restructuring 

of society.6  

The scholarship analyzed in this literature review was drawn from a wide 

range of disciplines—political science, sociology, history, higher education studies, 

and campus planning—all of which provide different perspectives on the period of 

study. This literature review breaks down each of these disciplines, both what they 

offer and what they lack, in order to set up a framework to understand the role of 

architecture in shaping activism. 

The majority of scholarship emerged in the immediate period following the 

protests years, and was often written by academics and administrators who were 

trying to make sense of protests on their campuses and others nationwide. 

Sociologists and political scientists offer insight into ideological and generational 

shifts, namely how and why campuses became the centers of student activism. 

Historical discourse tracks the evolution of protests, particularly how certain 

protests at campuses like Berkeley and Columbia were replicated nationwide, and 

how they became typologies for many universities. Administrative and educational 

theory establish how universities saw their role in regards to student life, a view 

that was often at odds with student activists. Campus planning literature offers 

insight into how campuses—including the architecture, landscape and the spaces in 

between—were designed, and to some extent how and why those designs were 

adapted for student protests. 

 

                                                        
6 Jerome Skolnick, “Student Protest,” AAUP Bulletin 55, no. 3 (Sep., 1969): 313. Nella van Dyke, 
“Hotbeds of Activism: Locations of Student Protest,” Social Problems 45, no. 2, (May 1998): 208. 
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Sociocultural Context 

Social scientists associate this ideological shift, and sharp increase in 

activism, with a reaction against the values of the previous generation, arguing the 

new generation felt that the established value system was oppressive and counter to 

what a society should be.7 In many ways, the political background of the so-called 

‘Silent Generation’ lent itself to a degree of political apathy. Emerging out of a 

childhood rooted in the Great Depression and an adult life engulfed by World War II, 

this generation, as many argue, was characterized by a desire to return to 

normalcy.8 Activism in the postwar years was limited, and done within traditional 

systems and means, rarely challenging authority. As a result of the indifference to 

activism, students of the 1960s and 1970s saw their role as going well beyond the 

reform of single issues, seeing themselves as being involved in “a massive 

restructuring of society… aimed at curing numerous social ills”.9 This ‘movement’, 

rather than protest, encompassed issues ranging from anger over the draft and war 

in Vietnam, ROTC recruitment, and industrial/corporate defense research to civil 

rights and the increased enrollment of minority students. 

 However, this begs the question of why universities were chosen 

consistently as so-called ‘hotbeds of activism.’ In one particular study, it was found 

universities which had protests in preceding eras were much more likely to 

experience protest activity in later years, based on a cycle of protest rather than 

                                                        
7Lewis S. Feuer, “The New Student Left of the 1960s,” in The Conflict of Generations: The Character 

and Significance of Student Movements. (New York: Basic Books, Inc. Publishers, 1969), 385–435. 
8 Toran Hansen, “Social Justice at the University of Minnesota from 1945 to 1960” (paper presented 

at the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota, November 2005).  University Archives. 

Sklonich, “Student Protest,” 312. 
9 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 208. Skolnich, “Student Protest,” 313. 
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individual events.10 But what of universities that had little to no prior student 

activism? Was there a relationship between the ideals of each generation imbued 

within the place of a university? Here, the scholarship is surprisingly silent. It is easy 

to assume that universities embodied all of the numerous social ills that students 

opposed, and thus they became the epicenters of student activism; but more study is 

needed to confirm this generalization.   

Nonetheless, the sociocultural literature does shed some light on this issue. 

One explanation offers that “universities are both a symbol and a primary channel of 

upward social mobility.”11 As multiple scholars point out, universities become the 

place in which societal issues take center stage, acting as beacons of both reform 

and social challenges. However obvious these conclusions may be, it is important to 

note the underlying trends. Upon analyzing this phenomenon, it was found student 

activism happened most commonly at elite universities and those with extensive 

campuses.12 This was especially true of universities close to urban centers, which 

tended to experience greater activism as they were often closer to the root of social 

ills.13 

History of Student Protests 

In order to understand the development of student protest, the historical and 

sociological literature points to several key ‘case studies’ which set national trends 

as precedents for other protests. Among the most famous were the events at the 

                                                        
10 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 207. 
11 Katz, “The Embattled University,” 346. 
12 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 205. 
13 Richard E. Peterson, “The Student Left in American Higher Education,” Daedalus 97, no. 1 (Winter, 

1998): 306. 
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University of California at Berkeley. As one scholar noted, “since Berkeley … college 

campuses in many parts of the country have witnessed an unprecedented level of 

organized student protest and the impact has been substantial.”14 However, the real 

effect of Berkeley goes well beyond its initial shock. Due to its widely televised 

nature, Berkeley demonstrated to the country the impact student action could have 

on affecting real change.15 Following the arrest of an activist, protesters, numbering 

ten thousand, surrounded the police car containing the arrestee, and did so for 

several days. More recent scholarship points out that Berkley proved a great 

example of critical mass theory: “As a certain proportion of people begin acting 

collectively, others who only participate given a critical mass of protesters will join 

in.”16 

The protests at Berkeley in many ways became a template for protests across 

the nation, not only changing the ways in which students approached dissent, but 

also the ways in which people perceived university administrators.17  Following 

Berkeley, administrators were now seen as being in direct opposition to the needs 

and wants of their students. However, students were not necessarily unhappy with 

the education they were receiving; rather they disagreed with the university’s role 

in matters outside the classroom.18 

 What the discussion about Berkeley fails to do is to point out how the 

physical actions of protesters were replicated across the country. In the same way in 

                                                        
14 Peterson, “The Student Left,” 294. Skolnick, “Student Protest,” 314. 
15 Ibid., 314. 
16 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 207. 
17 Skolnick, “Student Protest,” 318. 
18 Peterson, “The Student Left,” 305. 
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which national attitudes towards university administration were influenced by the 

widespread media coverage, how were images of protesters using the campus 

replicated throughout the nation? The correlation between the actions of protesters 

at Berkeley and other universities throughout the country is not discussed. 

 If the events at Berkeley set a precedent for large-scale protests nationally, 

the occupation of the administration building at the University of Chicago set a 

similar precedent for campuses nationwide. In 1966, 500 students occupied and 

controlled the administration building, holding it for three and a half days. Similar 

occupations happened across the country in much the same way at the University of 

Wisconsin, University of Minnesota, Columbia University and many others.19  

However, what the discussion fails to do is to state what may perhaps seem 

obvious: why was the administration building chosen for occupation, and then why 

was that example subsequently replicated across the nation? It fails to mention 

what it is about these certain protests that create similar spatial conditions across 

the nation.  

 

Role of Higher Education in Protest  

In the years following World War II, a new model of the university emerged 

and challenged the traditional role of higher education in student life. Enrollment 

burgeoned from just fifteen percent of the population enrolled in college in 1939, to 

over fifty percent in 1970.20  This new idea marked a shift from the prevailing 

sentiment of the university as a neutral entity, indicating that the institution could 

                                                        
19 Skolnick, “Student Protest,” 318. 
20 Ibid. 
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no longer hold this role in the minds of its students and staff. 21 Increasingly, 

universities were being challenged in regards to their role in student life.  

Traditionally, administrators saw themselves as in loco parentis, or in the place of 

parents; they were responsible for supervising and teaching students in all aspects 

of their lives, on and off campus. Student protesters did not agree. This image of the 

university was in direct opposition to their desire for more student power and 

involvement in administrative decisions. Yet, the discussion of the image of the 

university as a parent is not discussed in conjunction with the overall image of the 

university. In this way, more discussion is need linking the physical image of the 

university and the symbolic image and ideology of the university’s role in student 

life.   

Nonetheless, this change upset many who saw the new role of the university 

as directly opposed to the image of a university as a forum for discussion and 

academic civility.22 Using the example of defense research, whatever organizations 

or institutions the university chose to do research with, aligned it in the minds of its 

students with certain values often counter to their own. One critic argues that this 

political neutrality may never have existed. Rather, active political subcultures were 

already present from previous generations and led to campus activism.23 

However, with the image of the university shifting, faculty found themselves 

in an increasing position of political activism, with the majority of faculty supporting 

                                                        
21 Skolnick, “Student Protest,” 318. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 217. 
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activism, and many participating in it with their students.24 However, Rubin is clear 

to note that their support only went so far; faculty supported activism that did not 

disrupt college activities. In several cases, faculty even organized students and 

actively participated in demonstrations, with one study stating 75% of faculty were 

involved in some way.25 However, so as not to make it so cut and dry, one study 

went so far as to compare faculty at universities to the role of parents, where an 

action or lack of action has direct effects on their students.26 At the same time as 

faculty attitudes became revealingly liberal, efforts by administration favored a 

more conservative approach, often disapproving of all student activism.27 In many 

cases this role became adversarial, with each dismissive of actions on the part of the 

other.  

 

Campus Planning Literature 

 As is indicated in much of the planning literature, the architecture of the 

university is fashioned to create an “ideal community” and has “often been a vehicle 

for expressing the utopian social visions of the American imagination.”28 However, 

with the departure of the traditional insular university for the ‘multiversity’, that 

definition continued to change.  

                                                        
24 John Bruce Francis et al., “Faculty Attitudes Toward Student Protest,” Research in Higher Education 

1, no. 4 (1973): 347. 
25 Peter Allen, “The End of Modernism? People’s Park, Urban Renewal, and Community Design,” 

Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 70, no. 3 (September, 2011): 366. John Bruce Francis 

et al., “Faculty Attitudes,” 347. 
26 S.R.G., “Preface to the Issue ‘The Embattled University’,” Daedalus 99, no. 1 (Winter, 1970): xii. 
27 Francis et al., “Faculty Attitudes,” 357. 
28 Paul Venable Turner, Campus: an American Planning Tradition (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1984). 

Allen, “The End of Modernism,” 257. 
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 Many architecture and planning critics point to the formation of the 

‘multiversity’, a term created by Clark Kerr to indicate the fragmented character of 

American universities, as a factor in the rise of protests at universities across the 

country.29 As campuses expanded and adjusted to increased enrollment, they began 

to specialize and break down into smaller units, having little relation to one another, 

and increasing the student disconnect from the administration leading to a 

detrimental effect on the sense of community.30  

While many attribute the idea of increased student activism to an aversion by 

students to their new roles in a ‘multiversity’, this is perhaps not actually a ‘smoking 

gun’, but rather more simply a contributing factor. As one critic points out, student 

alienation is less the fault of a multiversity than the result of campus growth 

bringing together many different students, with many different backgrounds, in one 

place.31 

 Here there is a disconnect within the planning literature. Earlier writings 

indicate that universities fashioned their campuses to match collegiate social 

views.32 Later writings indicate that the rise of the multiversity adversely inhibited 

this embodiment; little is said about the effects this had on student activism. Is there 

a relationship between generational ideas of what university should be, what its 

architecture represents, and how students respond within space? In this aspect, the 

literature is silent.  

                                                        
29 Allen, “The End of Modernism,” 257. 
30 Skolnick, “Student Protest,” 322. 

 Katz, “The Embattled University,” 435. 
31 Peterson, “The Student Left,” 311. 
32 Turner, Campus, 196. 
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 Nonetheless, in one study of the University at Texas, Austin, the author 

asserts that there is to a large degree a back and forth between campus planning 

and protest events, often a reactionary one. As Mark Macek argues, campuses are 

designed as controlling environments, “contrived spaces” “meticulously controlled” 

by designers to be apathetic to the “social, cultural, and political activities of its 

users.”33 In the case of UT Austin, administrators adapted and remodeled campus 

buildings and open spaces to make student congregation nearly impossible. What 

the university did by removing existing grassy areas and replacing them with 

planter boxes, was to take away the power students experienced by exercising 

control of their environments; students were no longer able to subvert the authority 

of the university by congregating en-mass.34  

 While this may not be the explicit case with all colleges, every university has 

a unique arrangement of physical elements that can be either adapted or utilized to 

both inhibit and enhance student protest. Here, it is important to note that campus 

planning and the role of architecture does not necessarily have a direct cause and 

effect, like at UT Austin, but does nonetheless play an important role in defining 

student protest and warrants further research and scholarly discussion.  

 

 

 

                                                        
33 Macek, Social Justice, 3. 
34 Macek, Social Justice, 3. 
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT: 

Following President Richard Nixon’s announcement of the mining of 

Haiphong harbor in Vietnam and the blockading of the North Vietnamese coast, 

activists became enraged. Nixon’s decision to escalate the war, and refusal to 

withdraw troops, sparked demonstrations at campuses across the nation. A reporter 

in the midst of the protest at the University of Minnesota, describes how “how the 

battle sounded” and depicts the events as they are unfolding: 

I am moving partially with the crowd, under the bridge, one of the bridges 
across Washington Avenue. Apparently they are driving the police line back 
… the pedestrian bridges overhead are jam crowded with people. The street 
is filled, thousands of people out in the street right now.  

 
Police and clearing people 
off the pedestrian bridge, 
over my head. Here they 
come. Obscenities are 
shouting. Police are moving 
back again. Students who 
were gassed are going into 
Ford hall seeking refuge 
from the police, washing 
the gas from their eyes. 
Police are putting on gas 
masks! Police are putting 
on gas masks above the 
bridge. Several people are 
already maced. There are 
two, four, six officers up 
there with the gas guns. My 

eyes are starting to water.  
 

They’re coming! They’re moving on down the street. I am moving in front of 
the crowd, most of the crowd is going up onto the Mall. I’m underneath 
pedestrian bridge near the Chemistry building. A gas bomb right near me! 
There it goes! It is within feet from me! We are running away! Big ass bombs 
going off, firing all over the area! A student is throwing it back at the police! 

Figure 1: Police in gas masks confront protesters, 
moving down the Mall amidst clouds of tear gas. A 
reporter looks on, at the scenes unfolding. (University of 
Minnesota Archives) 
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Smoke up in the air! I am running down the street now to avoid the gas, 
police are charging up the Mall.35 

The narrative of the reporter is almost cinematic; the chaos of the event unfolds 

around him, and is presented to us as a series of vignettes at different locations 

throughout the Mall. Protesters mount the pedestrian bridges to get away from the 

tear gas; they throw things at police officers from above. Police officers use the 

enclosure of the Mall to force protesters up the embankment of Washington Avenue 

and down the Mall. Gas fills the Mall. In each case, the spaces are the Mall offer 

controls and affordances to protesters and police alike. The street, occupied by 

protesters, becomes a symbol of resistance. Police officers battle with protesters to 

win that space back. The architecture of the Mall serves as the stage for the events 

that are unfolding. 

 Events like this one, at the University of Minnesota, throughout the period of 

the 1960s and 1970s, mirror the predominant attitudes and trends of campuses 

nationwide. Protests at the University of Minnesota corresponded to those on other 

campuses across the country, and were part of larger typologies that were 

replicated from university to university. Many of the spaces utilized at the 

University were similar in nature to those at other universities. Architecture thus 

played an essential role in shaping student activism on campuses across the 

country.  

 

                                                        
35 http://umedia.lib.umn.edu/node/1188815 Loose transcription of audio recording, (University of 
Minnesota Archives) 
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 University of Minnesota Campus Planning and Use, 1920s-1930s 

 In order to understand how architectural spaces influenced protests in the 

1960s and 1970s, it is essential to understand how and why the buildings and 

spaces of campus were designed in the early decades of the 20th century. The 

University was trying to convey an image through its architecture. Following a 

massive redesign of the campus in the 1920s, the University of Minnesota has since 

derived its institutional identity from Beaux-Arts principles of architecture and 

planning. For a University growing in wealth and stature, it was essential to create a 

campus that reflected its status in the eyes of world, and the monumental views and 

open plans of the Ecolé des Beaux Arts afforded this opportunity. Eric Sevareid, a 

graduate of the university and journalist,  conveys this desire several decades later 

in 1954, when reflecting on the University: 

The University of Minnesota … It is a miniature of American life, faithfully 
accommodating the taxpayers of the state in all their ideas of what their 
children and their civilization should grow up to be… I know of no university 
which belongs so unquestionably to the state, none which the people of the 
state so instinctively regard as part of their individual lives.36 

For Sevareid specifically, the values, ideals, and hopes of an entire generation—not 

just the university and its administrators—were tied to the identity and image of the 

university. The architecture and the landscapes of the University are the tangible 

representations of its identity and by extension they are the embodiment of these 

ideals, conveying them to the public. Thus these spaces (the Mall, Northrop and 

Coffman) emerged as the most common spaces in which the university community 

                                                        
36 Quoted in Stanford Lehmberg and Ann M. Pflaum, The University of Minnesota: 1945-2000. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press: 2001, xv. 
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gathered—a pattern, which perhaps is most apparent during the subsequent protest 

years of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Designed by famed 

architect Cass Gilbert, the 

University of Minnesota 

campus master plan used 

several earlier planning 

precedents, most notably 

Thomas Jefferson’s plan for the 

University of Virginia.37 In his 

award winning design, Gilbert 

arranged the institutional 

buildings around a rectangular 

open space, recalling the Mall 

created in Jefferson’s earlier 

plan. This plan called for a long 

rectangular open space that 

created a visual axis to a 

prominent building structure at one end, in what Jefferson called an ‘academical 

village’.38  

                                                        
37 Turner, Campus, 191. 
38 Ibid., 79. 

Figure 2: Thomas Jefferson’s plan for the University of Virginia. 
Note the library as a focal point on one end of a long enclosed 
green space. Cass Gilbert would later use this as precedent for 
the University of Minnesota. (Turner Campus, 85) 

Figure 3: Rendering of Cass Gilbert’s plan for the University of 
Minnesota campus. Note the long rectangular Mall the stretches 
from Northrop Auditorium (center), down to the river (right). 
(University of Minnesota Archives) 
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The Virginia plan, however, was not often celebrated until almost a century 

later with the establishment of the École des Beaux-Arts, the 1900 Chicago  Worlds 

Fair, and a renewed interest in classical American architecture.39 It is evident in the 

plan for the University of Minnesota that Gilbert was well aware of Jefferson’s plan; 

each design shares almost identical organizational and formal principles.  

Nonetheless, Gilbert departed somewhat remarkably in his design, building on 

Jefferson’s Virginia plan, while incorporating French formal park squares and 

gardens. Here, he utilizes the Beaux-Arts approach to design, creating a hierarchy of 

spaces with secondary groupings and minor axes.40 

Gilbert’s design for the University of Minnesota called for a large temple-like 

structure located at the highest point of campus to serve as the focal point of the 

axial design. Sloping downward from this ‘temple’, buildings are grouped into 

smaller hierarchies and secondary axes. Gilbert’s design ultimately terminates at the 

Mississippi River with a monumental French style garden complete with 

amphitheaters and an inland harbor.41  

 He broke the Mall into three parts, dividing it with two strong horizontal 

axes, based on existing roads that cut across the campus. Gilbert, in his design, 

related all parts back to the focal point of his plan, the temple, Northrop Auditorium. 

As Paul Turner notes, there is an important distinction to be made between Beaux-

Arts ideas of planning and styles. As he writes, Beaux-Arts plans, if they follow all of 

                                                        
39 Turner, Campus, 191. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Cass Gilbert Papers, University Archives, University of Minnesota.  
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the principles of organization, hierarchy, and order, could then be executed in any 

style. However, “more austere styles [were] better suited to an atmosphere of 

learning.”42 Gilbert, in his design, utilized a neoclassical vocabulary, visually 

composing the buildings of the Mall in much the same way. This uniformity creates a 

feeling of order and centrality that bolsters the idea of the Mall as the heart of 

campus, an image associated with the identity of the university. 

Cass Gilbert’s plan for the University of Minnesota was largely followed after 

being selected by the Board of Regents in 1908. Spatially, the campus today looks 

much like the rendering he made for his campus master plan. However, with the 

addition of Coffman Memorial Union in 1939, Gilbert’s design for a palatial city park 

and formal gardens reaching the Mississippi was not realized. Even though Gilbert’s 

design was not completed in its entirety, much of campus retains the design and 

formal characteristics associated within it. Today, the Mall is capped on each end 

with the monumental buildings of Northrop Auditorium and Coffman Memorial 

Union. These buildings serve as the focal points on the north and south ends of the 

Mall, while secondary buildings compose the western and eastern boundaries of the 

space. The major axis of the Mall runs from north to south, while two minor axes run 

east to west and segment the Mall just below Northrop Plaza, and again on 

Washington Avenue in front of Coffman Memorial Union.43 

 The Mall, considered the heart of campus by many students, has long been 

the center of activities for both academic and student life. Graduations and weekly 

                                                        
42 Turner, Campus, 196. 
43 For a map of campus, see Appendix B.  



 25 

convocations took place within Northrop Auditorium, while student life was 

centered within Coffman Union. The space between these two buildings, the Mall, 

served as an area for students to congregate, and, in warmer months, to relax. 

Traditionally, graduation 

processions started outside 

Northrop auditorium in the 

center of the Mall, and the 

graduates and faculty made 

their way up a slight incline 

and several sets of steps 

before entering Northrop 

Auditorium.44 As a result of both official activities and informal student life, 

Northrop, the plaza in front of it, Coffman Union, and the Mall as a whole emerged as 

the most common spaces in which the university community gathered—a pattern, 

which perhaps is most apparent during the subsequent protest years of the 1960s 

and 1970s.  

National Precedents 

Shifting generational ideals and a new fervor for activism characterized the 

‘protest years’ of the 1960s and 1970s.  Students across the country were part of 

what many referred to as a ‘movement’ “aimed at restructuring social relations in a 

                                                        
44 Northrop Auditorium Image File, University of Minnesota Archives, Minneapolis, MN. 

Figure 4: A graduation procession makes its way up the Mall, 
into Northrop auditorium. (University of Minnesota Archives) 



 26 

variety of ways.”45 “It felt like a time of complete upheaval and social change,”46 

recalled former activist Kate Maple. Rather than many separate movements or 

causes, many activists participated in a multitude of social issues including civil 

rights, student power, and anti-war/anti-draft sentiments. College campuses 

became the centers for student activism, as a majority of the issues directly 

impacted the student demographic. Large universities, like the University of 

Minnesota, experienced greater protest activity, and as a result gained even greater 

momentum as the years progressed.47 

 Throughout the early part of the ‘protest years’, the sweeping causes and 

widespread activism that have come to characterize the era were not yet apparent. 

In the early 1960s, the majority of students at campuses across the nation were 

involved with changing more localized campus-based issues including living 

accommodations, tuition hikes, and food services; most campus protests remained 

small scale and localized to one campus. 48 The large-scale patterns that were 

replicated had not emerged in the early 1960s. Protests often were more civil, with 

“most student groups not participating in a great deal of social activism.” 49 A 

popular method of protest at the time was the ‘teach-in’, in which students gathered 

inside buildings or on large plazas to hear varying opinions by scholars on 

important and timely issues. Teach-ins were first used at the University of Michigan, 

and were later replicated nation-wide as a rally typology. The first teach-in held at 

                                                        
45 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 208. 
46 Kate Maple. Oral history Interview with Jacob Torkelson and Shreya Ghoshal, Minneapolis, January 
26, 2017. 
47 Van Dyke, “Hotbeds of Activism,” 205. 
48 Peterson, “The Student Left,” 294. 
49 Hansen , “Social Justice,” 5. 
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the University of Minnesota in 1965 filled the entirety of Northrop auditorium, all 

4,800 seats.50 In the following years, protest activities remained relatively minimal, 

and teach-ins continued to be the dominant form of activism.51 

 Protests at the University of California Berkeley in the fall of 1964 were the 

catalyst for sustained change in the student protest movement nationwide, and 

created a demonstration typology that was replicated at numerous other campuses. 

Following the arrest of an activist, 

protesters, numbering ten thousand, 

surrounded the police car containing 

the arrestee, and did so for several days. 

As one academic noted at the time, 

“certainly the strategies of activists at 

Berkeley have not gone unnoticed by 

students on other campuses.”52 In many 

ways, the protests at the University of California Berkeley became the springboard 

for other campuses across the nation to embark on similar actions. The 

unforgettable image of protesters marching under the campus gate can be read as 

two forces in opposition to one another: the gate representing the values of the 

university, and the students as a new generation in opposition to that. It is not an 

accident that the image is composed this way, and it could be argued by extension 

that architectural factors like the gate took a central role within the protests. Images 

                                                        
50 “Filled Northrop Hears Teach-in” Minnesota Daily, May 25, 1965. Also Hansen, “Social Justice,” 6. 
51 Teach-ins occurred each spring starting in 1966 until 1968. 
52 Hansen, “Social Justice,” 6. 

Figure 3: Protesters at the University of California 
Berkeley march triumphantly through the campus 
gate, a symbol of the institution. (useumca.org) 
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like these circulated through the media nationwide and demonstrated to students 

the substantial impact protests could have on affecting real change. 53  

 Civil Rights protests were arguably less common across campuses 

nationwide, as many of these protests occurred at government buildings and in city 

centers. Civil rights protests took on a new dimension with the assassination of 

Martin Luther King in 1968. Following King’s death activists across the country 

advocated for increase black student enrollment, black faculty, and the 

establishment of departments dedicated to the study of African American history. 

Occupations of administrative buildings at Columbia University and the University 

of Chicago were often replicated as a protest typology, and at the University of 

Minnesota students occupied the administration building, Morrill Hall, to demand 

the establishment of an Afro studies department.54 

 As the Vietnam War carried on, student power and free speech protests took 

a backseat to antiwar and anti-draft 

protests, which unlike localized campus 

protests, created solidarity amongst 

campuses nationwide. Upon election, 

Richard Nixon promised a complete 

withdrawal of American troops within 

his term, a promise which was broken 

                                                        
53 Peterson, “The Student Left In Higher Education,” 294. 
54 Office of the President report on the events of the Morrill Hall occupation, student protest subject 
files, folder 2, University of Minnesota Archives. 

Figure 4: A student crouches next to a dead student 
in agony at Kent State University in 1970. 
(100photos.time.com) 
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just two years later with the invasion of Cambodia. The student demographic was 

most affected by the draft, and as a result, students across the country mobilized, 

and a renewed wave of activism sprang up. Following the Kent State protests, in 

which national guardsman killed four students, there was a palpable fear across 

campuses, a fear that something like Kent State could happen again.55 Massive 

rallies and demonstrations, techniques that emerged from Berkeley among other 

places, were replicated in urgency after Kent State. 

 

Protests at the University of Minnesota in the 1960s & 1970s 

Protests, or student activism more broadly, were not something unique to 

the period termed ‘the protest years’’ rather protests as noted in the literature 

review were common 

throughout the University of 

Minnesota campus history, even 

as early as the 1930s. 

Nonetheless, the student 

activism during the protest years 

took on new urgency, a new level 

of organization, and occurred on 

scales not seen before. Space and 

                                                        
55 Kate Maple. Oral history Interview with Jacob Torkelson and Shreya Ghoshal, Minneapolis, January 
26, 2017. 

Figure 5: Students occupy the administration building, 
demanding the establishment of an Afro American studies 
department. (University of Minnesota Archives) 
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architectural design—whether consciously thought of, or not—became a crucial 

factor in the formation of protests.  

Even within the singular unit of the University of Minnesota, the sheer 

diversity of acts of protest and the variety of issues protested is stunning. In perhaps 

one of the more widely known protests, students occupied the administration 

building, Morrill Hall for several days in 1968. Students physically staked their claim 

to the building and the spaces they occupied, refusing to give them up until their 

demands had been met. Another lesser-known example was an event where 

students entered the Armory with brooms and began to ‘sweep’ out the military as a 

protest against U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War.56 Protests came in almost any 

imaginable form: sit-ins (occupation), love-ins (rally), flag burnings 

(demonstration), teach-ins (rally), marches, and camp-ins (occupation) to name a 

few. 

This spectrum of events 

represents many different ways in which 

space or architecture played a role in 

shaping activism. On one end, events like 

flag burnings could theoretically happen 

anywhere on campus, yet, in the case of 

one protest on the steps of Northrop, 

students  burned the North Vietnamese 

                                                        
56 Minneapolis Star (Minneapolis, MN), November 10, 1967. 

Figure 6: Student burn the North Vietnamese flag 
on the steps of Northrop. (MN Daily, May 2, 1969) 
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flag, and used the façade of Northrop as a theatrical backdrop.  Flags were 

frequently burned on the steps of institutional buildings like Northrop and Coffman 

Union, as these buildings were tangible manifestations of activist’s frustrations. A 

student in the decades following the protest years reflects on this association: 

The reason why the Armory, and even Morrill Hall, had become the objects of 
such violent protest is that they were symbols of the power structure that 
was carrying out the war. In other words, these buildings were all considered 
tangible objects at which frustration over the war could be vented. They 
were seen as examples of the University and state complicity with the war 
effort.57 

The building in this case became a symbol of authority, which was the object of 

opposition to the flag burner’s protest.  

On the other end of the spectrum, camp-ins or occupations relied not only on 

symbolic opposition to the building or space they occupied; they also physically 

occupied and claimed space. Each tent, for example, or each person made a literal 

claim to the space that they 

inhabited. Their claim to space was 

essential to their act of resistance. 

In each case—flag burning and 

occupation—space was a key 

element, and a means to an end for 

their objective.  

Nonetheless in the case of 

                                                        
57 Hansen, “Social Justice,” 26. 

Figure 7: “Demonstrators Form Human Wheel” on the 
steps of Northrop, in protests of the events inside. 
(University of Minnesota Archives) 
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each issue being protested, activists utilized the existing spatial conditions and 

architectural elements to meet the goals of their movement. In one article published 

in the Minneapolis Star, the activists formed a human wheel when they could not get 

into the auditorium. An image of the protest shows the demonstrators located just 

below the slope down from Northrop Plaza. The steps of the auditorium, and the 

slope itself, then became natural seating for those observing or partaking in the 

protest.58 Former student activist Kate Maple made a similar observation.  When 

reflecting on a protest on Northrop Mall, she stated: 

[Northrop] is a built in stage, almost in the round. You have the stairs that are 
fairly steep, so you can get up high to be seen. You have the pediment with 
the lamp-poles on each side of the stairs where you can stand up on—where 
the lights are—so you have something to put signs on. That architecture is a 
really great container for a protest.59 

 

As Maple suggests, protesters utilized the architecture in a way that helped them to 

broadcast their message. Similar protests occurred at Morrill Hall, Coffman Union, 

and Johnston Hall, all of which were designed in the same Beaux-Arts style symbolic 

of authority, which lent legitimacy to demonstrators’ causes. Steps lead up to the 

entrance of each building, and can act as both seating in one direction, and a stage in 

the other.  

 In other cases, the building itself became the object of protest rather than 

merely a space of congregation. Here, the building is a metonymy standing in for the 

identity of a person, organization, or issue. In the case of the many protests at the 

                                                        
58 Minneapolis Star (Minneapolis, MN), February 18, 1964. 
59 Kate Maple. Oral history Interview with Jacob Torkelson and Shreya Ghoshal, Minneapolis, January 
26, 2017. 
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Armory, the fortress-like building that housed the ROTC program became the object 

of opposition for the protesters. The architecture, which was designed to resemble a 

castellated fortification, stood out like a sore thumb during a time when the military 

was not held in high esteem. A similar situation occurred with the Morrill Hall 

occupation in 1968, when seventy black students occupied the building, which 

housed both the president’s office and the Board of Regents meeting room. 

Protesters demanded the establishment of an African American Studies department 

and demanded to speak to the president. Here, once again, the building stood in for 

the actual object of their attention. Protests at the Armory and Morrill Hall were 

dependent on the architecture, and would not have happened at these locations 

without the symbolic associations of each. 

 

The Breaking Point, May 10th 1972 

Protests on the University of Minnesota campus began to ramp up in 1963, 

reaching their critical mass in 1972, when the Vietnam War had reached its climax. 

May 10th 1972 was the breaking point.  

Following President Richard Nixon’s announcement of the bombing of 

Haiphong Harbor in Vietnam and the blockading of the North Vietnamese coast, 

activists across the country became enraged. In the days following, May 10-12th, the 

University of Minnesota experienced the highest and most violent level of protests 

in its history. A particularly vivid Minnesota Daily article reads like a storybook; the 

descriptions of the protests rely heavily on spatial descriptions that track the 
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movement of protesters and police throughout campus. Beginning in the morning 

on May 10th, students held an anti-war rally on Northrop plaza, drawing around two 

thousand people. The rally quickly devolved as protesters left the plaza, and 

marched to the Air Force recruiting center where they subsequently attempted to 

occupy the building in protest. Finding it locked, protesters proceeded to the next 

best thing, another building that 

stood for the Vietnam War—the 

Armory. 60 

Three thousand 

demonstrators surrounded the 

building and tore down the wrought 

iron fence that separated the 

Armory from the rest of the 

campus. The broken fence and 

other debris were used to 

blockade the street, and to stake 

claim to the territory outside the 

Armory. Protesters, conscious of 

the association between the 

architecture of the army and the 

military-industrial machine, tore 

                                                        
60 Minnesota Daily, May 11, 1972. 

Figure 8: Protesters square off with national 
guardsmen in front of the Armory (University of 
Minnesota Archives) 

Figure 9: Demonstrators form a barricade on 
Washington Avenue, blocking off the street, and 
claiming the territory as their own. (University  of 
Minnesota Archives) 
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apart the physical manifestations of their opposition. By tearing down the fence, 

protesters claimed the space for their cause and subsequently fought police and 

national guardsmen to hold it temporarily.  

Similar blockades occurred on Washington Avenue, at the opposite end of the 

Mall, where protesters tried to block off outside access to the Mall. The students and 

other activists claimed the space outside of the student union into the street and 

through the Mall for themselves. The barricade defined the spaces that held, and 

metaphorically marked, the line between their activist cause and the community at 

large. 

In the subsequent days, police officers cleared out protesters, chasing them 

backwards, using the enclosed nature of the Mall to funnel protesters outwards: 

Over 50 tactical squad members used gas and clubs to clear 500 protesters 
off the Mall Wednesday afternoon, marking the first time gas has been used 
in large doses on the University Campus. After clearing the Oak Street and 
Washington Avenue intersection, police moved to Church Street and 
Washington at about 3:30pm to clear the crowd that filled that intersection 
and surrounding open spaces. They used CS, CN and pepper gas three times 
to force protesters up the Mall toward Northrop Plaza, battling protesters for 
half an hour before retreating to their bus. Clouds of bluish-white smoke 
billowed across the greenery…61 

In this case, in contrast to the protesters who used the existing architecture to 

establish themselves, the police utilized the enclosure of the Mall to force protesters 

in the direction they chose. In either case, the planning of the Mall served to meet 

the goals of each group. As protesters and police moved throughout campus, space 

was an essential element, both aiding and inhibiting both sides. The events of May 
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10th are perhaps the best example of protests at the University of Minnesota because 

they incorporate nearly every conceivable type of protest and occur at each nodes of 

activism found throughout the history of protests on campus. 

Recurring Spaces of Protest 

 Kevin Lynch, in his work The Image and the City, theorizes that cities are 

composed of five elements that orient people within them. Nodes, one of these 

elements, are strategic focal points for orientation.62 Using this term, the recurring 

places on campus can be thought of as nodes of activism or protest. Over and over, 

activists chose each of these spaces, or protests evolved and led to them. In the 

following section, each node of campus is analyzed, and called out in a separate sub-

section.  

In an in-depth survey of Minnesota 

Daily articles from the period, a tally 

was made to determine which spaces 

emerged prominently as nodes of 

protest, having been cited regularly. 

Out of this, the following spaces 

emerged as nodes, and will be the 

focus of this paper: the Mall, Northrop 

Auditorium, Coffman Memorial Union, Morrill Hall, and the Armory. 

                                                        
62 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Cambridge: Technology Press, 1960). 

Figure 10: Four spaces emerged as nodes of protest: 
Coffman, Northrop, Morrill, and the Armory. This pie 
chart shows the relative amount of protests that 
occurred at each location. (Author) 
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EXHIBITION 

This project differs 

greatly from the traditional 

format of a thesis, as it 

works in tandem with an 

exhibition created with it. 

The following section of the 

written thesis is composed 

of ‘capsule histories’, and 

reflects the organization 

and layout of diagrams and 

content from the physical 

exhibition. The body of this 

thesis focused on five 

nodes of protest, as we 

have termed them, but is by 

no means exhaustive. 

Protests occurred 

frequently across all parts of the campus in places as localized as a classroom, to as 

large as the surrounding neighborhoods of Dinkytown and Prospect Park. The scope 

of this exhibition is limited, choosing to focus solely on the nodes, which were most 

common and are frequently found to relate to one another in spatial terms. 

Figure 11 Axonometric sketch of the Mall. Note how demonstrators 
occupy the entire space from Coffman, across Washington Avenue, 
and down the Mall. Each of the nodes of protest is called out 
through shading: Northrop Auditorium, Morrill Hall, The Armory, 
and Coffman Union. (Source: Author) 
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NODES OF PROTEST AT THE UNIVERSITY 

Northrop Auditorium 

 Northrop Auditorium, as is indicated in Cass Gilbert’s campus master plan, is 

meant to be the focus and heart of campus. Its architectural vocabulary makes it the 

dominant feature of the enclosed Mall. Located at the highest point on campus, 

Northrop, for many students,  is synonymous with the image of the University of 

Minnesota. The neoclassical vocabulary and famed inscription establish its ethos. 

Just outside of the building, on the south side, is Northrop Plaza, where some of the 

largest protests occurred. This space can be seen from all parts of the Mall, and is 

one of the main stages in which protest took place. 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.” 

The design of the space, and subsequent redesign of it, created two unique 

spatial conditions. In the case of the former, before the 1965 redesign, protests took 

place on the plaza and spilled southward onto the Mall, uninterrupted. Protesters 

could gather in front of the steps to listen to a speaker, who could plug his amplifier 

in Northrop, and then speak out over the crowd, which then could flow downwards. 

Following renovations, the space became a detached plinth, largely removed from 

the main activities of the Mall (see section appendix C). Protesters were now 

confined to a much smaller space, which was not visibly connected to the rest of the 

Mall, and as a result protests within this space have seen a marked decline.  
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Coffman Memorial Union 

Coffman was first and foremost the students’ building. Protesters maintained this 

connection and utilized the architectural and spatial elements of it as a platform in 

which to express their discontent. 

Whereas Northrop was a 

metonymy for the administration 

and higher authority, the 

metonymy of Coffman Union is an 

extension of the students 

themselves, ultimately lending 

legitimacy to the voicing of student 

opinions. 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. The 

busy Washington Avenue that runs 

Figure 13: Students gather in front of Coffman to listen to a 
speaker on the steps, at an antiwar rally. (University  of 
Minnesota Archives) 

Figure 12: This sketch quantifies the number of 
protesters, representing them as dots, and showing in 
plan how the spaces melded into one. (Author) 
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through campus has always uniquely detached the space outside the union from the 

Mall. But before changes were made, protests often blocked the street, and wholly 

occupied it. And in the case of the May 10th events, students utilized Coffman as a 

base of operations, while fighting to hold their occupation of both the plaza and 

Washington Avenue. Bridges run over the busy street and connect the Mall to the 

student union, offering vantage points for protesters to watch from, and in some 

cases they acted as a funnel to move students backwards into the Mall as police took 

back the space. 

Morrill Hall 

 Home to the president and the 

Board of Regents of the University, Morrill 

Hall has been the site of frequent protests 

aimed at changing university policy.  In 

the case of the 1969 Morrill Hall 

occupation, 75 black students occupied 

and held the building for several days 

until their demands were met.63 Here it is 

easy to point out that protests like these 

could happen anywhere that the 

president is housed. Nonetheless, the building in these situations stands for the 

president and the authority of the university, which is in direct opposition to the 

                                                        
63 Minnesota Daily, January 15, 1969. 

Figure 14: Protesters gather on the steps 
outside Morrill Hall to block entrance to the 
building, while black students occupy the 
bursars office of the administration building. 
(Author) 
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goals of those protesting. 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.  

Armory 

 The Armory, home to the ROTC program at the University of Minnesota, was 

the target of much animosity and activism during the 1960s and 1970s, with 

protests occurring almost daily. 

Designed during the early years 

of campus, it predates the 

creation of the Mall and the other 

nodes of protest. It was designed 

as part of the Knoll area of 

campus, and was located in the 

fringes of the university. As 

campus grew, it became 

incorporated into the fabric of 

campus, and is not too far away from the Mall. 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. 

Figure 15: Protesters gather in front of the Armory, while 
national guardsmen stand in formation between them and 
the building. (University of Minnesota Archives) 
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 Beyond the associations of the castle-like structure with the military, the 

building was distinctly separated from the public realm by a series of barriers that 

implied a clear separation of space in which students were not permitted. A knee 

high pipe fence and larger wrought iron fence separated the lawn of the Armory 

from the public right of way. Following the May 1972 protest, activists tore down 

the wrought iron fences that defined and separated the building from the public 

realm in an attempt to break down physical and psychological barriers.   

 In the image of the Armory, national guardsmen are seen guarding the 

building during the 1972 

protests. While the National 

Guard never engaged 

protesters, their presence was 

enough to agitate protesters. In 

the sketch below, protesters 

can be seen to straddle the 

realm between the Armory and 

public space. tearing down 

barriers and staking claim to the spaces around the building. 

The Mall 

 The Mall, although arguably composed of multiple nodes, can be thought of 

as a node unto itself. Within the vast context of the University of Minnesota campus, 

the Mall serves as the central point at the university. Often, it becomes the orienting 

Figure 16: Protesters gather outside the Armory, creating a 
barricade, and occupying the street. (Author). 
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point in which users find their 

way around campus. During the 

protest years, the Mall was a 

unified space that sloped from 

the steps of Coffman Union, 

down to Washington Avenue, 

and up to Northrop. Crowds as 

large as 10,000 students were 

recorded to have gathered 

within the Mall, where they 

overwhelmed sidewalks and 

streets by becoming a massive sea of people. The Mall was the perfect vessel to 

contain a large amount of protesters, making their weight and presence felt.  

The massing and void relationship between the Beaux-Arts buildings that 

surround the space give it an incredible feeling of enclosure and insulation. In many 

ways, the architecture of the buildings that compose the Mall become scenic 

backdrops, as if the Mall were a stage. As Kate Maple mentioned within the Mall, 

several actors take the stage to influence the protests. Prior to the restructuring of 

the Mall in several later alterations, the lawn extended from one end to the other, 

unimpeded, which easily allowed for large crowds to gather and move about within. 

Later changes make this almost impossible.64 

                                                        
64 See Appendix C for sections of the Mall. 

Figure 16B: Demonstrators flow outwards from the steps of 
Coffman, over Washington Avenue, and down the Mall. 
(University Archives) 
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CHANGING THE LANDSCAPE OF PROTEST:  

In many cases across the country, university administrations made changes 

to campus to control and even inhibit protests. While there is no official documented 

evidence of this occurring at the University of Minnesota, it is widely believed that 

this was indeed the case.65 Changes made to Coffman Memorial Union following the 

events of 1972 widely limited the ways in which students could congregate within 

the building. Study spaces were divided up into smaller spaces so that large crowds 

of students could not occupy, plan, or execute a protest within the space. The main 

entrance was eliminated, making 

the two side entrances primary 

spaces, with long interior hallways 

to reach the main sitting area. In 

this way, there was no easy access 

for large groups to enter and 

occupy the building.66 However, 

not all changes were necessarily 

combative. Architects, in their 

initial redesign, which was not realized, called for a small stage or amphitheater to 

serves as a location for protests to take place within. While the architects’ intention 

was not to stifle protests, had their vision been realized, that may have well been the 

case. Setting aside a space for protests is inherently opposite the nature of protests 

                                                        
65 Interviews with Kate Maple, and Rick Macpherson 
66 St. Paul Pioneer Press, Feb 13, 1972, and Coffman Quarterly, 1975 (University Archives). 

Figure 17: The architect’s proposal for Coffman Union 
called for a protest circle, and new side entrances marked 
by sculptural ‘v’s. (Pioneer Press Feb 13, 1972) 
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that are meant to be disruptive, organic, and freeform. More recently, renovations to 

both the plaza and Coffman Union have left its potential for protests diminished. 

Similar changes were made to 

Northrop Plaza, although here it is 

important to note that this was not a 

result of protest activity. Rather, the 

changes to the plaza themselves directly 

impacted the ways in which students 

were able to protest. Whereas before 

the redesign of the plaza students could 

gather in massive quantities and flow 

into the Mall, this was no longer 

possible. New zigzag ramps and granite planter boxes created a plaza that was both 

physically detached and visually removed from the collective Mall.67  

At both Coffman Union and Northrop Memorial Auditorium, changes made to 

the exterior plaza separated them from the overall cohesive unit of the Mall. These 

separations—likely unrelated officially to protests activity—had an extremely 

adverse effect on the ways in which students could gather and protest moving 

forward. No longer were there spaces in front of these nodes that could hold the 

massive crowds of tens of thousands of students.68 

                                                        
67 Minnesota Daily, October 18, 1965. 
68 See Appendix C. 

Figure 18: Note in the background the continuous flow 
of grass up the all, and the stairs into Northrop 
(University Archives) 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

CONCLUSION 

In the past decade, cities and universities across the country have 

experienced a resurgence of political activism. Movements like Occupy Wall Street, 

Arab Spring, and the Women’s March on Washington are among the most prominent 

and visible public protests of the recent past. Each of these demonstrations required 

a specific public space to advance their cause. In the case of Occupy Wall Street, 

protesters literally occupied, true to their name, public squares across the country 

for months at a time, much like the camp-ins of the 1960 and 1970s on the 

University of Minnesota campus. However, demonstrations of the recent past differ 

substantially from the those of the protest years. Public space and private space are 

increasingly becoming connected through the virtual realm.  

Digital space through social media and other similar engines has forever 

changed how and where protests take place. Virtual space takes on a whole new 

dimension, allowing the causes of activists to be taken well beyond the physical 

spaces they inhabit. Their actions are amplified nationally and even globally through 

the instant sharing capacities of social media. A small group of activists on a 

university campus can gain an innumerable amount of ‘digital protesters’ who can 

carry their cause well beyond the immediate physical reality in which it takes place. 

The private home and the public square are now intimately tied. Someone sitting in 

the living room can now participate in protests happening on a university campus 

far across the country.  
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However, not all believe that the new age of activism is equivalent to the era 

of massive scaled demonstrations in the ‘60s and 70’s. Critics coined the term 

‘slacktivist’ to refer to a slacker activists, or rather those who simply ‘like’ something 

on social media without doing anything to further the cause of the movement or 

issue at hand. Critiques like this beg the question of whether or not ‘likes’ on social 

media have an analogue equivalent. Does a ‘like’ on Facebook, for example, equate to 

one protestor in a crowd of 10,000; is ‘liking’ something on Facebook the modern 

day equivalent of coming upon a protest and joining it?  

More recently, occupations of airport entrances in response to President 

Donald Trump’s travel ban have seen great success. Demonstrators blocked 

entrances into and out of airports in solidarity with Muslim flyers who were 

detained at airports nationwide. This physical manipulation of space had 

ramifications that echoed well beyond the immediate vicinity of the area, in much 

the same way that protests at Berkeley and Columbia were replicated as precedents 

for other universities nationally during the 1960s and 1970s. However, where these 

actions perhaps differ is in the ability of contemporary protestors to instantly share 

their message globally through virtual space, sharing photos, videos, and live 

streaming events. News sources in the previous era—newspapers, television, 

radio—carried the message to a broader audience, but at a much slower rate. Today, 

physical space and virtual space are steadily melding into one. 

As protests around the nation increase once again how can the protests of 

the 1960s and 1970s be commemorated and remembered on University campuses? 
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At the University of Minnesota, this chapter is all together lost or erased from the 

narrative most students are familiar with. It is hard to imagine ten thousand 

protestors filling the entirety of the Mall and even harder for the scale of these 

protests—particularly the spatial dimensions—to be recalled and commemorated. If 

you can simply join a movement on social media, why participate in a protest? There 

is something missing in the increasingly digital protests of the modern era. The 

spatial element, or the role of architecture and landscape, is crucial to 

understanding how and why these protests occurred and evolved. The heritage of 

the protest years has a particular relevance to protesters of today. Activists continue 

to adopt and adapt architecture and space—now digital space as well—to add 

legitimacy to their causes. In today’s era, more than ever, it is essential to 

understand the role of architecture in shaping activism; the two are intimately 

linked.  
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APPENDIX A: 

Timeline of Campus Protests 

Timeline of Protest  
• November 25, 1961 Soviet Flag burned outside Coffman  
• October 1962 

o Oct. 24, 1962 “Down with Castro” march from dormitories to campus and 
hung a Cuban Premier effigy on Morrill Hall; protest of President 
Kennedy’s blockade 

o Pelted eggs at UN flag two days later 
• 1963 Beginning of pervasiveness of physical reactions to political situations by 

students on campuses nationwide 
• August 1963 Distribution of University and the Cold War, a speech originally 

delivered at Harvard and then dispersed to students across the nation 
• July 5, 1963 Essay called “Freedom on Campus” by a student regarding the 

campus culture of discussion and conflicting political issues; Dean Williamson’s 
role in the student body  

• 1964 Student involvement in anti-war efforts on college campuses nationwide 
• February 18, 1964 Demonstrators from human wheel on Northrop Plaza, and 

extended out to the Mall in “silent demonstration” 
o 10,000 protesters gathered in the Mall area when Alabama Gov. Wallace 

spoke 
o polls taken ahead of time (Feb 11-17) showed that most students 

opposed his views, but respected his right to speak and felt that 
demonstrators should not interfere 

• October 1, 1964-Nov. 21, 1965 Berkeley Protests 
• February 11, 1965 Vietnam Bombing protest held at Coffman 
• June 4, 1965 Vietnam “Teach-in”  
• February 12, 1966 Pro and Anti-War groups clash about Vietnam bombings 
• February 1967 Columbia University Sit-in’s  
• April 26, 1967 “Lovers routed in Campus Protest of CIA 

o CIA recruiter was on campus interviewing students 
o Students held a love celebration on the Mall near Northrop 

• October 25, 1967 Students hold two day hunger strike over DOW chemical 
recruitment  

o Placement office in Johnston Hall 
• November 11, 1967 “Theater of the Absurd” Protest 

o 35 students symbolically “sweep out” the military by bringing brooms to 
the Armory 

• March 28, 1968 Morningside Park Protest at Columbia University 
• April 4, 1968 Assassination of Martin Luther King 
• April 5, 1968 MSA rally held to announce a Memorial fund 
• April 23,1968 Confrontational Demonstration at Columbia University over 

students rights to protest and Morningside Park 
• April 26, 1968 International Student-Faculty Strike against War, Racism 

o Strike action is part of nationally organized protest of Vietnam War  
o 1,000 protester turnout 
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o Advertised as Rally at Northrop Plaza at 10am 
o Lasted 3 ½ hours, with speeches and music 
o By 1:30p, the plaza “looked more like a picnic than a protest” 
o Anti-war march subsequently scheduled for following day 

• May 15, 1968 Nixon’s response to Columbia University protest 
o calling the protest anarchy and claiming that the American university 

system cannot become the Latin American campuses that have allowed 
themselves to become “hotbeds of political extremists --and educational 
wastelands for the serious student” 

• January 13-15, 1969 Morrill Hall Occupation 
o January 13, 1969 at approximately 12:30p 8 black students (members of 

the AAAC) walked into President Moos’s office and demanded to see 
him, but he was in Duluth 

o Meeting with VP and other high members of admin lasted 3 hours, at the 
end of which the students set up a meeting for the next day at 11a with 
President Moos 

o The students left a list of 3 demands to be responded to by 1p January 
14, which included 

▪ that the university defray costs of the Black Conference 
▪ that an Afro-American studies department leading to a BA degree 

be established for the fall of 1969 semester, which would be led 
by the AAAC 

▪ that the budget for the Martin Luther King Scholarship fund be 
placed in the agency of the black community 

o January 14, 1969 President Moos sent a message to the AAAC stating he 
wanted to meet at Coffman, but the AAAC refused so meeting 
rescheduled for 1pm in Morrill Hall. 

o Approx. 60 black students came to the meeting, which took place in the 
Regents Room. 

o Pres. Moos declined all 3 demands, the students left the Regents Room 
and went into the office of admissions and records --the students 
occupied the records room from 1:30pm on Jan 14 to 1p on Jan 15. 

o 9pm: Black students joined by members of SDS and white students, 
barricaded themselves inside Morrill Hall 

o 10:30pm: Negotiations began  
o Rejected memorandum at 12:30a that night, and finally an acceptable 

memorandum 12:30p on the 15th. 
o January 15, 1969 students began gathering outside Morrill Hall in support 

of occupation 
o 10:30am: negotiations continued 
o 1pm: agreement reached 

• March 5, 1969 Spontaneous demonstration began in classroom, moved to Morrill 
Hall, then City Hall in protest of students’ arrests due to Morrill Hall occupation 

• March 6, 1969 500 students march to courthouse to present petition 
• May 5, 1969 University students burn North Vietnam flag in front of Northrop 

Auditorium 
• January 16, 1970 White students attempt takeover of Johnston hall in protest of 

Morrill Hall occupation last year 
• January 24, 1970 150 SDS students rallied in front of Northrop Auditorium to 

stand against the Criminal Justice department and occupation by US of 
Southeast Asia 
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• April 30, 1970 Nixon declared US invasion of Cambodia 
• May 4, 1970 Kent State Shootings, in response to anti-war protests 
• May 4, 1970 Student occupation of Coffman 

o Coffman declared “liberated territory” for the strike and was open 24 
hours for student occupation/sleeping 

• May 5, 1970 Memorial services conducted on steps of Coffman for Kent State 
students 

o Occupation of Morrill Hall response to alleged firing of a civil service 
worker for participating in a strike 

• May 7, 1970 Rally of estimated 6000 people on steps of Northrop 
• May 8, 1970 University sets aside weekly protest day “Day of reflection and 

contemplation” 
o Picketers in front of Morrill Hall 
o Dinkytown protests/occupation 

• May 8-June 8, 1970 Campus protests for over five weeks regarding the invasion 
of Cambodia and general anti-war sentiments 

o Bi-weekly reports published (see for detailed chronicle) 
• May 19, 1970 Protests/takeover outside Armory 
• May 25, 1970 Rally held out Coffman 
• June 6, 1970 Demonstrators cleared from Coffman; students had been 

occupying the building since May 4 
• December 12-13, 1970 March to Nicollet Mall starting on University Ave.  
• May 3, 1971 Call for a statewide student strike to commemorate the students 

killed at Kent State and Jackson State last year; rally held on steps of Coffman 
• May 6, 1971 1,200 students rallied on steps of Coffman before marching to 

Downtown St. Paul to protest Vietnam War and commemorate the deaths from 
last year 

• October 13, 1971 Moratorium day of meeting, rallies, activities; peace march 
from Northrop Auditorium to Federal Building in Downtown Minneapolis 

• November 6, 1971 Peace march from Northrop Auditorium to St. Paul, Capitol 
building 

• April 19, 1972 Recruiting Office Near University Occupied in Protest  
• April 21, 1972 Camp-in begins? in the Mall 
• April 21, 1972 600 try to close Morrill Hall in war protest; police block entrance 
• April 25, 1972 University Day of Reflection in the Mall 
• May 1, 1972 250 Rally against increased bombing in N  
• May 11, 1972 Protests/riots erupt on campus 

o Noon: anti-war rally on Northrop plaza drew 2000 people. March to the air 
force recruiting center in Dinkytown and to occupy it as a protest to 
President Nixon’s blockading of N Vietnamese coast 

o 12:45: “Almost 1000 persons blocked 4th St SE between 13th and 14th 
Aves., but the recruiting office was locked. Protesters move to Armory 
instead.  

o 1:00pm: Armory locked, protesters now number 3000 gathered in front of 
the building. Several windows were broken and the wrought-iron fence in 
front of the Armory was torn down. Sections of the fence were used to 
block traffic on University Ave. A car on 18th Ave SE near university Ave 
SE was overturned and burned 

o 1:30pm: The Minneapolis police tactical squad arrived and cleared 
University Ave 
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o 2:00pm: About 1500 persons has retreated and now blocked the 
intersection of Church St and Washington Ave 

o 2:30pm: About 500 persons occupied the intersection of Oak St and 
Washington Ave. They sat in the street blocking traffic 

o 3:00pm: About 70 Minneapolis police tactical squad members carrying 
clubs and wearing gas masks, rushed the crowd; some sprayed Mace. 
The protesters were chased toward Fulton St and the street was opened 
to traffic again 

o 3:30pm Protesters again blocked the intersection of Church and 
Washington. The police charged the crowd, chasing them up into the Mall 
and hurling CS (mild tear gas) canisters and a pepper fogger. 

o 4:00pm: The Mall was cleared after the tactical squad had paraded up 
and down the Mall. The squad left campus. 

o 4:15pm: About 150 demonstrators in Dinkytown sat-in the intersection of 
14th St and 4th Ave SE 

o 4:20 pm: A police helicopter made several passes over the crowd with 
tear gas. The gas wouldn't settle because of the wind.  

o 4:30 pm: Demonstrators again blocked Washington Ave in front of 
Coffman. Part of the chain link fence dividing the street was torn down. 

o 5:00pm: Minneapolis police along with a group of 32 Hennepin County 
deputy sheriffs and 50 St. Paul police, moved in on the group. The street 
was cleared once again. 

o 5:30pm: The police again withdrew, telling the crowd to disperse in 25 
minutes or they would return 

o 6:30pm: The police had not returned and 300 demonstrators remained in 
the street 

o 7:30pm: Minneapolis Mayor Charles Stenvig requested that Gov. Wendell 
Andersen call in the National guard. By this time demonstrators had 
constructed a 7 foot barricade across Washington Ave. 

o 1:00am: National Guardsmen arrive at Armory 
• May 12, 1972 Speak out against University Mall Workers who were gassed on 

Northrop Auditorium steps 
• May 15-20, 1972 Occupation of Johnston Hall after organization at Coffman 

o May 16 Teach-in Activities with students and faculty at Coffman 
o May 18 Workshops to plan on-going anti-war activities  

▪ Coffman x9 (Front steps, Women’s Lounge, Interior Rooms) 
▪ Anderson Hall x2 
▪ Nicholson 

o May 19 March from Northrop to Williams Arena to protest ROTC 
• March 22, 1973 Boycott Seminar in Coffman Union 
• November 7, 1974 Hunger strike on steps of Northrop  
• May 6, 1976 Demonstration planned during Regents meeting in Morrill Hall 
• May 5, 1977 Abortion forces rally in Morrill Hall 
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APPENDIX B: 

Map of Campus with Location of Protest Nodes and Major Protest Events 
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APPENDIX C: 

Sections of the Mall, Before and After the Protest Years 
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APPENDIX D: 

Exhibition Layout (See Attached) 

 

 

 

 


