
How Universities Are Plundering Our Cities:
Uncovering the Economic and Social Impact
Universities have long been regarded as beacons of knowledge and hotspots of
innovation. With their vast campuses and diverse student bodies, these
educational institutions are seen as pillars of intellectual growth. However, there
is a more sinister side to their presence that often goes unnoticed — the
plundering of our cities.

In this article, we will delve deep into the hidden consequences of universities'
expansion and discuss the economic and social impacts they have on the cities
they call home.

The Economic Paradox

At first glance, it may seem like universities are a boon for local economies. They
attract students and faculty from all over the world, who contribute to the local
business ecosystem. Dormitories, restaurants, and shopping centers flourish in
response to the increased demand.
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However, this apparent prosperity often comes at a cost. As universities expand
their facilities, they acquire land and buildings that were once thriving centers of
commerce. Small businesses, unable to compete with the financial might of these
institutions, are forced to close their doors.

Furthermore, universities, being tax-exempt entities, do not contribute their fair
share to the local tax base. This places an additional burden on residents and
businesses who shoulder the cost of essential services such as infrastructure and
public safety.

In addition, the rapid increase in student populations puts pressure on housing
availability, resulting in skyrocketing rental prices. This, coupled with the
displacement of local businesses, leads to gentrification in nearby
neighborhoods.

The Social Fallout

Beyond the economic impact, universities also reshape the social fabric of cities,
often to the detriment of long-term residents. The gentrification caused by
universities displaces lower-income families and contributes to rising inequality.

Moreover, as universities expand, they often encroach upon community spaces
and landmarks. Parks, cultural centers, and historical sites are sacrificed in the
name of the university's growth, erasing vital elements of a city's identity.

Universities also have a profound impact on traffic congestion. With thousands of
students commuting to and from campus, roads become clogged during peak
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hours, affecting the daily lives of city residents. The strain on public transportation
systems further exacerbates the issue.

Finding a Balance

Recognizing the importance of universities in society, we must strive to find a
balance that preserves the prosperity they bring while minimizing the negative
consequences.

Firstly, universities should make efforts to engage with the local community.
Collaborative initiatives that benefit both the institution and the city can be
developed, fostering a sense of unity and shared responsibility.

Secondly, universities should contribute their fair share to the local tax base by
reevaluating their tax-exempt status. This would alleviate the financial burden on
residents and businesses and enable the city to provide the necessary services
to support the growing population.

Lastly, zoning regulations should be put in place to protect community spaces
and landmarks from university encroachment. This would preserve the city's
heritage and maintain the social cohesion that is crucial for a thriving community.

The Way Forward

It is imperative that we recognize the impact universities have on our cities and
take proactive steps to mitigate the negative effects. By balancing economic
growth with social responsibility, we can ensure that our cities thrive while
preserving their unique identities.

Together, we can create a harmonious environment where universities and cities
coexist in synergy, benefiting not only the students and faculty but also the long-
term residents who call these cities home.
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Across America, universities have become big businesses—and our cities their
company towns. But there is a cost to those who live in their shadow.
 
Urban universities play an outsized role in America’s cities. They bring diverse
ideas and people together and they generate new innovations. But they also
gentrify neighborhoods and exacerbate housing inequality in an effort to enrich
their campuses and attract students. They maintain private police forces that
target the Black and Latinx neighborhoods nearby. They become the primary
employers, dictating labor practices and suppressing wages.
 
In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower takes readers from Hartford to Chicago and
from Phoenix to Manhattan, revealing the increasingly parasitic relationship
between universities and our cities. Through eye-opening conversations with city
leaders, low-wage workers tending to students’ needs, and local activists fighting
encroachment, scholar Davarian L. Baldwin makes clear who benefits from
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unchecked university power—and who is made vulnerable.
 
In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower is a wake-up call to the reality that higher
education is no longer the ubiquitous public good it was once thought to be. But
as Baldwin shows, there is an alternative vision for urban life, one that
necessitates a more equitable relationship between our cities and our
universities.
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