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It has been 75 years since Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes reportedly said “I like to pay taxes. 
With them I buy civilization.” Since then, the United States has gone through World War II, the civil rights 
movement, the Vietnam war, Reaganomics, 9/11, and the election of Barack Obama as the first African-
American president. “Politics is economics,” as the saying goes, and each one of these moments—and 
many others—has put new strain on how Americans view and relate to their identity as citizens, how they 
fund the government, and, most importantly, how they relate to each other in space.  

The current discourse surrounding government spending (including taxation, budget negotiations, 
and sequestration) operates as an abstraction where the connections between tax collection, budget 
outlays, and the real world effects they have on urban and rural environments often remain opaque to the 
people who reside in and use them.  

Government funded projects are often referred to as “public” yet we will dig deeper into this idea 
and ask who makes the public, what are the requirements to be “a public,” and how is space designated, 
designed, and aestheticized to mark it as public. This class will take the assumption that a key aspect of 
Holmes’ civilization is architecture and the built environment as produced by governments and state 
authorities. As such, we will be deploying the tools of architectural representation to investigate the links 
between state spending, ideas of citizenship, and the architecture it produces.  

The city of Buffalo provides a unique environment to investigate these questions. The first semester 
will focus on two public environments that help define the contemporary city: the University itself and city’s 
physical infrastructure. The University at Buffalo is the largest New York state university and the largest 
university in the northeast region. Students will address their own role as both funders and users of a large 
public institution. Additionally, the many infrastructure projects, from the Peace Bridge, to the Erie Canal, to 
large interstate highway and transportation projects have been a part of the visual identity of the city for 
decades. Students will investigate and represent their relationship and daily use of these public institutions.  

The second semester will develop tools, including site-specific installations and digital technologies 
to project future design scenarios into spaces throughout the city. We will question how public space is 
defined and used, and how formations of citizenship and political agency can be addressed through design. 

Throughout the year, students will engage with various texts and discourses about citizenship, 
aesthetics, political activism, critical practice, and infrastructure while simultaneously developing 
representational techniques, including drawing, modeling, video, and photography for visualizing what 
exactly is meant by public and public space.  


