
Great architects build structures that
can make us feel enclosed, liberated or
suspended. They lead us through
space, make us speed up or slow down
to contemplate. Great writers, in devis-
ing literary structures, do the same. 

So what happens when we ask writers to try their
hand at architecture? At the “Laboratory of Literary
Architecture,” a course I have taught at the Scuola
Holden in Turin, Italy, and also, this past semester, at
the M.F.A. writing program at Columbia University
School of the Arts (SOA) in New York, I encourage stu-
dents to extract and then physically build the literary
architecture of a text. 

Each student chooses a novel, short story or essay.
We start with the plot, the subject or simply a feeling
that the student has about the text. We break the piece
of writing down into its most basic elements and ana-
lyze the relationship of each part to the structure, mak-
ing sure to avoid any literal translations of the text —
for example, a specific building or setting.

The exercise is a process of reduction. In architec-
ture, once you remove the skin — the “language” of
walls and ceilings — what remains is space. In writing,
once you discard the words, what’s left? Thus we work
toward the questions that architects must address:
how does one design and build using emptiness? How
do we perceive space? And how does it affect us?

Once the writing students have an idea for their
structures, they team up with architecture students to
construct 3-D models. This moment always has an ele-
ment of magic: students from different disciplines,
now sharing a common language. They discuss spatial
relationships, repetition, reflection, sequence, trans-
parency, tension, pacing, chronology and so forth. Any
architectural question is answered from a literary
point of view; any literary issue is addressed by a spa-
tial idea. There is no room for arbitrary moves. 

For an architect who has spent much of his life
drawing and occasionally writing, I find pleasure in
watching the students progress from nervously ap-
proaching the course’s early moments, when card-
board, scissors and glue sit untouched, to not only be-
ing able to make the tangible out of the intangible but
to mastering sophisticated design decisions. For writ-
ing students, being able to think wordlessly about liter-
ature can be revealing, liberating and empowering. 

See more models in Draft, at nytimes.com/opinionator.
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THE MODEL recreates the experience of reading The Falls by George Saunders, a short story narrated
in an almost stream-of-consciousness manner. The massiveness of the structure mimics the thought
process of the main character and pushes you down through myriad ramps accentuating a sense of
helplessness. Visualizing this story in architectural terms helped me understand how structure isn’t
composed solely of beginning, middle and end. It became clear that the emotions and sensations
that we experience while reading are, to some extent, a consequence of the story’s structure. 
— Javier Fuentes, SOA Fiction, partnered with Lorenzo Villaggi, M. Arch ’15 

THE UNCONVENTIONAL choices in Concerning
the Bodyguard, a short story by Donald
Barthelme almost completely composed of
questions, should translate architecturally.
The model should be complicated subter-
raneanly, and even somewhat strange. The
reader might ask: does the story hold up?
Similarly, a viewer should ask: would this
building actually hold up? — Olivia Tun,
SOA Fiction, partnered with Stephanie
Jones, M. Arch ’15

WITH THIS PATH I’m conveying David Lurie’s
progression in Disgrace, a novel by J. M.
Coetzee. A professor who is fired after he
refuses to apologize for raping a student,
Mr. Lurie endures traumatic events (the
knifelike cuts above) that change his per-
ception. His path zigzags, but change is il-
lusory because ultimately he is headed in
the same direction. Mr. Lurie’s eventual
ability to relate to women as human is rep-
resented by a drop-off into water. 
— Joanne Yao, SOA Nonfiction, partnered
with Chelsea Hyduk, M. Arch ’15

I FOUND the short story The Royal Game by
Stefan Zweig to be a testament to the lim-
berness of human nature. I designed a
staircase that, in its irregularity, demands
not only the physical investment of the
climb but also the care one needs to put
into finding a solid step. In addition, the
darker-toned underbelly of the staircase is
visible in a reflecting pool at the bottom, so
that the person who dares to look inside
herself is forced to acknowledge her dark
side. — Eloísa Díaz, SOA Fiction, part-
nered with Chelsea Hyduk, M. Arch ’15 
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MAGINE you’re thinking about
blowing the whistle on your employ-
er. As the impassioned responses to
the actions of whistle-blowers like

Edward J. Snowden have reminded us,
you face a moral quandary: Is reporting
misdeeds an act of heroism or betrayal?

In a series of studies, we investigated
how would-be whistle-blowers make this
decision. Our findings, to be published in
the Journal of Experimental Social Psy-
chology, not only shed light on the moral
psychology of whistle-blowing but also
reveal ways to encourage or discourage
the practice. 

In one study, we asked a group of 74 re-
search participants to write a paragraph
about an occasion when they witnessed
unethical behavior and reported it (and
why), and we asked another group, of 61
participants, to write about an occasion
when they witnessed unethical behavior
and kept their mouths shut. We found
that the whistle-blowers used 10 times as
many terms related to fairness and jus-
tice, whereas non-whistle-blowers used
twice as many terms related to loyalty.

It makes sense that whistle-blowing
brings these two moral values, fairness
and loyalty, into conflict. Doing what is
fair or just (e.g., promoting an employee
based on talent alone) often conflicts
with showing loyalty (e.g., promoting a
longstanding but unskilled employee). 

Although fairness and loyalty are both
basic moral values, some people prio-
ritize one over the other. Studies show
that American liberals tend to focus more
on fairness, while American conserva-
tives tend to focus more on loyalty, which
may help explain differing responses to
Mr. Snowden. To some he was defending
the rights of all Americans; to others he
was a traitor to his country.

Does such variation in moral values
predict whether someone will decide to
blow the whistle? In another study, we

gave 83 research participants a question-
naire. Some questions probed their con-
cern for fairness (e.g., “whether or not
someone was denied his or her rights”),
whereas others probed their concern for
loyalty (e.g., “whether or not someone
did something to betray his or her
group”). We computed a “fairness score”
and a “loyalty score” for each partici-
pant. We also asked questions about how
likely they would be to report a stranger,
an acquaintance, a friend and a family
member for crimes of varying severity
(from petty theft to murder).

We found that neither fairness nor loy-
alty alone predicted whistle-blowing.
However, the way people traded one val-
ue against another — the difference be-
tween people’s fairness and loyalty
scores — did. People who valued fairness
more than loyalty expressed greater will-
ingness to blow the whistle, whereas peo-

ple who valued loyalty more than fair-
ness were more hesitant.

To test whether such whistle-blowing
decisions are susceptible to manipula-
tion, we asked 293 participants across
two experiments about their willingness
to blow the whistle, but first we had them
write short essays on the importance of
fairness or the importance of loyalty. We
compared whistle-blowing scores be-
tween these two groups and found that
participants who wrote about fairness
were more willing to blow the whistle
than those who wrote about loyalty.

In our final study, we sought to de-
termine whether this writing exercise
could be used to influence people’s be-
havior in a nonhypothetical situation. For
our real-world test, we focused on Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk, an online market-
place where users (“requesters”) post
tasks like proofreading and evaluating

advertisements, to be completed by oth-
er users (“workers”) in exchange for
money. Reputation is paramount on Me-
chanical Turk, and users can publicly
evaluate and even blacklist one another. 

In our study, involving 142 users of Me-
chanical Turk, we first asked the partici-

pants to write a short essay about the im-
portance of fairness or loyalty. Then we
made sure that all of the participants at
some point during the study witnessed
the substandard work of a fellow Me-
chanical Turk user. At the end of the
study, we surprised the participants by
creating a whistle-blowing quandary: we
asked whether the user whose shoddy
work they witnessed had violated any
rules and whether we should block that
user from future tasks. When we com-
pared the responses from our two
groups, we found that those who had
written about the importance of fairness
were significantly more willing to report
a fellow worker than those who had writ-
ten about loyalty. Even a nudge can af-
fect people’s whistle-blowing behavior.

This does not mean that a five-minute
writing task will cause government con-
tractors to leak confidential information.
But our studies suggest that if, for in-
stance, you want to encourage whistle-
blowing, you might emphasize fairness in
mission statements, codes of ethics, hon-
or codes or even ad campaigns. And to
sway those who prize loyalty at all costs,
you could reframe whistle-blowing, as
many have done in discussing Mr. Snow-
den’s case, as an act of “larger loyalty” to
the greater good. In this way, our moral
values need not conflict.
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