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PUBLIC HOUSING,
BLACK GHETTOS

I HE PURPOSEFUL USE of public housing by federal and local

governments to herd African Americans into urban ghettos

s big an influence as any in the creation of our de jure system

b}

egation.
Most Americans have an image of public housing: groups of high-
rise towers with few amenities like playgrounds or parks, packed
next 1o one another in central city neighborhoods, plagued by crime
2nd drugs, and filled with black (or Hispanic) mothers and their
children. It’s 2 mostly inaccurate image even today,” but it couldn’
be further from the reality of public housing when it began in the

mid-twentieth century. At that tiwbﬁg_hpusiggﬁ was mostly for

.

working- and lower-middle-class white families. It was not heavily

“In New York City an unusually large share of public housing units are in
high-rise buildings, but there high-rises are inhabited by people of all races,
ethnicities, and social classes. This is not true elsewhere. Most public h(.)um.ng
projects consist of garden apartments, low-rise walk-ups, and sing]c—tamgl_\'
homes or townhouses. The federal government stopped funding high-rise
public housing in the 19708, and the share of units in high-rises has been
steadily declining.
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—and middle-class white as well as Afri-

the carly 1950s, working
CIn the

can American families faced a serious housing shortag
Depression only the affluent could afford to purchase lmm(s or
rent NEw apartments, so butlders couldn’t be induced to pro-
\u.g housing for others. World War Il exacerbated the shortage
because all construction material was appropriated for military
purposes. Working- and lower-middle-class familics doubled up
with relatives, staved in apartments that were too small for their
growing families, or remained in emergency Quonset huts that
had been put up toward the end of the war for returning veterans.

In response, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal cre-
ated the nation’s first public housing for civilians who were not
engaged 1n defense work. Race determined the program’s design.
The administration constructed separate projects for African
Americans, segregated buildings by race, or excluded African
Americans entirely from developments.

Segregation in the administration’s housing programs followed
a pattern that was established by New Deal construction, employ-
ment, and jobs agencies. An early initiative was the Tennessee Val-
ley Authority (TVA), created in 1933 to bring jobs and economic
growth to a region whose suffering during the Depression had
been unusually severe. In Norris, Tennessee, where the TVA was
headquartered, the government developed a model village with 500
comfortable homes, leased to employees and construction work-
ers. The village, though, was open only to whites, while the TVA
housed its African American workers in shoddy barracks some
distance away. A TVA official explained that the town was being
reserved for whites because “Negroes do not fit into the program.

Other New Deal agencies shared this commitment to residen-
tial segregation. The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) estab-
lished work camps for jobless youth and young adults. These

camps were segregated notjustin the South but often in the North

as well. In New Jersey, for example, Governor Harold Hoffman -+,

refused to allow any camps for African American corps mem-
bers because of what he termed “local resentment.” The national
CCC director, Robert Fechner, implemented a policy never to

NN
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was ven more rigid. New Deal housing efforts were initial
as a project of the Public Works*Ac_i—mﬁnstratlon (PWA), established in
1933 shortly after Roosevelt took office. The PWA’s goal was (o alle-
viate a national housing shortage while creaz@gs_ in constrl-Jction.

zz:ﬁtarry;) Lo Imcri?r. Harold IC]‘?@ who directed the effort, had
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[ckes established a “neighborhood composition rule” federal
housing projects should reflect the previous racial composition of
their neighborhoods. Projects in white areas could house only white
tenants, those in African American areas could house only A frican
American tenants, and only projects in ;1l]‘(,‘.'ld".*iﬂt(‘gf'&t;.‘d neigh-
borhoods could house both whites and blacks. In Birmingham,
Alabama, the PWA built a project restricted to African Americans
in a neighborhood that the city had zoned for black residence only.
The federal government took a similar approach in Miami, where
it agreed to segregate housing for African Americans in areas that
the city’s planners had designated exclusively for black residents. A
Miami civic leader explained to federal administrators that the sites
were chosen to “remove the entire colored population” from places
that had been reserved for white occupancy.

Despite its nominal rule of respecting the prior racial compo-
sition of neighborhoods—itself a violation of African Americans’
constitutional rights—the PWA segregated projects even where
there was no previous pattern of segregation. At the time, many
urban neighborhoods contained both black and white (mostly
immigrant) low-income families. The neighborhoods were inte-
grated because workers of both races needed to live close to the
downtown factory jobs to which they walked.”

The PWA designated many integrated neighborhoods as either
white or black and then used public housing to make the desig-
nation come true—Dby installing whites-only projects in mixed
neighborhoods it deemed “white” and blacks-only projects in
those it deemed “colored.”

The first PWA project, the Techwood Homes in Atlanta, opened
in 1935, It was built on land cleared by demolishing the Flats, a low-
income integrated neighborhood adjacent to downtown that had

* West Oakland, California, for example, was intcgr:ucd—nms[l_\' \\"lmc, but
ion—because the Pullman Company hired only
ar porters, Oakland was the western rail ter-
the ])(’u'lcr.s had 1o live close to the station.
ge handlers in other cities also

with a small black populat
African Americans as sleeping ¢
minus for intercontinental trains;
For similar reasons, African American bagga

intcgratcd downtown nciy,lll)(il']l()l)d“-
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oo Tamilics, nearly one-third of whom were Af:
! ican

The PWA remade the neighborhood with 604 units §

ilh‘lll\‘](‘kl
American.

- . .q vyt ryt . ()r
white families only. The lechwood project not only created 3 g0

Ore
gated white community, it also intensified the segregation of /\fri;—_
American families who, evicted from their homes, could find nc",j,
housing only by crowding into other neighborhoods where African
Americans were already living. Some families evicted from the Fla
settled in a segregated development, also created by the federal goy.
ernment, that later opened on the west side. But because public hoys.
ing was intended not for poor but for lower-middle-class families,
many of those displaced from the Flats had incomes that were insuf-
ficient to qualify. Instead, many had to double up with relatives or
rent units created when other African American families subdivided
their houses. A result of the government program, therefore, was
the increased population density that turned the African American
neighborhoods into slums.

In 1934, the city of St. Louis proposed to raze the DeSoto-Carr
area, a tenement neighborhood on the near north side whose popu-
lation was split nearly evenly between whites and African Ameri-
cans. For the cleared site, the city proposed a whites-only low-rise
project. When the federal government objected to the city’s failure
to accommodate African Americans, St. Louis agreed to a blacks-
only project as well. In the end, St. Louis built a segregated devel-
opment for African Americans in the DeSoto-Carr area, while it
demolished another previously integrated neighborhood south of
downtown to build a separate project for whites.

Across the Northeast and the Midwest, the PWA imposed seg-
regation on integrated communities. In Cleveland, for example, the
Central neighborhood had been a packed but racially mixed ten-
ement community, housing African Americans along with [talian
¢ Afrcan

and Eastern European immigrants. Langston Hughes, th
obiog-

American poet, playwright, and novelist, recounts in his aut

raphy that when he attended Central High School in the late 19105

he dated a Jewish girl and his best friend was Polish. Over the next
ffteen years, white families began to leave the Central neighbor-

hood, and African Americans arrived. Yet many whites remained.
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Despite the neighborhood’s biracial history, the PWA con-
sructed two segregated projects, one for A l'rit'.'\n Americans (the
Outhwaite Homes) and one for whites (the Cedar-Central apart-
ments). Although there previously had been ethnic and racial clus-
cers in the neighborhood, the PWA solidified its racial segregation.
The PWA also built a third Cleveland project, Lakeview Terrace,
developed, as its name suggests, in a more scenic location; it was
exclusively for whites. Like many other PWA projects for white
families—Dbut rarely like those for African Americans—Lakeview
Terrace included a community center, playgrounds, and plentiful
green space, and it was decorated with murals.

PWA projects also concentrated African Americans in low-
income neighborhoods in Detroit, Indianapolis, Toledo, and New
York where, for example, the PWA created two segregated proj-

“ects: the Williamsburg Homes in a white neighborhood was for
whites, and the Harlem River Houses in a black neighborhood
was for African Americans. Of the twenty-six projects built in the
Northeast and Midwest, sixteen were reserved for whites, eight
for African Americans, and two were internally segregated.

In 1937, Congress ended the PWA program of direct federal con-
struction of public housing and required localities wanting such proj-
ects to establish their own agencies that could then build housing
W?ﬁﬁffederal subsidies provided by the newly created U.S. Housing
Authority (USHA). The authority continued the policy of claim-
ing to respect existing neighborhood racial characteristics while in

practice creating new racially homogenous communities. The USHA
manual warned that it was undesirable to have projects for white fam-
ilics “in arcas now occupied by Negroes” and added: “The aim of the
[local housing] authority should be the preservation rather than the
disruption of community social structures which best fit the desires
of the groups concerned.” The manual stated that projects in previ-
ously integrated areas should be open to mixed occupancy, but this
standard, like that of the PWA, was rarely honored.

The first USHA-funded projects were built in Austin, Texas,
largely because of aggressive promotion by its congressman, Lyndon

Johnson. Segrcgatcd projects were constructed for African Americans
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\ustin's black nci:;lll’ml'h(mt’ and for whites on the Weg
: ' ' 2 [S.l(
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in Fast
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ceattered throug
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Rosewood Courts, Austin’s Eastside project for African Arter.
ans, was butlt on land obtained by condemning Emzmcipatj(:r
Park, the site of an annual festival to commemorate the abo}itig,l.
of slavery. The park had been privately owned by a ncighborhooé
Lssociation, the Travis County Emancipation Organization, ang
residents protested the condemnation of this community instity.
tion in which they took great pride. But their objections had no
effect, despite the availability of other vacant land.

Certainly, many urban areas already had distinct African Amer-
ican neighborhoods when the PWA or USHA came on the sceng;
federal agencies cannot be charged with sole responsibility for seg-
regation. But they reinforced it. In Chicago, for example, a sub-

stantial African American population in segregated neigth_ﬂE)st
predated the Depression. The PWA constructed four projects in
that city. Two, the Julia C. Lathrop and Trumbull Parlg_Hg_;r}cs' for
white families, were in previously all-white communities. African
American families were aékéi‘grrféamifg’t'}mz—lé‘._Wé‘[l'é'”H’omes in an
African American neighborhood. The Jane Addams Houses, in a
mostly white area that had some African Americans, Was called
“integrated”: the PWA gave about 3 percent of the Jane Addams

units to African Americans but Segregated them in a designnt‘cd secs

lhousti

tion within the project.

It would be going too far to suggest that cities like these

'J - " - . ® o .
rould have evolved into integrated metropolises were 1t not tor

?"\J 3 Yo » . & .
New Deal public housing. But it is also the case that the fed-

eral TOVer nt’e s #
povernment’s housing rules pushed these cities into 3 more

viotd spseaid , _ :
4 gregation than otherwise would have existed. The burd-

cial character of m:. ' s1as
ter of many neighborhoods presented opportum“f”

for differe
: ¢ren caq th-
L futuus Ih.ln rhc scgrcgntcd ones tlmt now seem SO

unexception;
1al. Ye o & ..
I l. Yet those opportunities were never seized.
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111

As THE nation px‘cp.n‘nl for war i 1940, Congress ;l(lnpt_c(l the
Lanham Actto hnance h»ou_singll'()}j workers in defense industries.
[ anham Act projects pl.l_\‘Cd a p;wt.icul;wly important role in seg-

1—\15._1_1_%_13.:‘_,}"171{15.‘1n ;ll'c;ls——mic ['ran k StCVCl'lS(m’s Ric]] m()nd——whcrc
fow African Americans had previously lived. In some cities, the
government provided war housing only for whites, ]caving Afri-
can Americans in congested slums and restricting their access to
obs. In other cities, like Richmond, war housing was created for
African American workers as well, but it was segregated. By the

war’s end, the Lanham Act had combined/vgi;b,PWA and USHA

programs to create or solidify ,rc_si_d_e._.ll_t_i‘a_l___raci_gl_ segregation 1n

“every metropolitan area they had touched.

ng resumed, 1t con-
rinued to promote segregation. Local gover g@.@f}ﬁz-,V.V_i.t,h,.f,‘?(,i_eral}«.:_.
support, were responsible for its racial character. Segregation Vvio- .
late constitut@l rights whether it was federal, state, or local gov; \
-rnment that insisted upon It. The examples that follow—from the
Northeast, Midwest, and Pacific Coast—reflect a racial design that
prevailed throughout the country during the war and its aftermath.

In 1941, Boston began building the wadway project, des+

ignated for white middle-class occupancy only. Tt remained almos

few token African Americans, until a legali
complaint by civil rights groups in 1962 forced the city to cease exclud-
ing qualified African American applicants. Another Boston project
from the 1940s, Mission Hill, had two sections: Mission Hill itself and
et, the Mission Hill Extension. In 1962, 1,024 families,
African American, lived in Mission Hill. At the Mis-
sc0 of 580 families were Af
the developments, Mis-
Mission Hill Extension

When construction of civilian public houst

entirely white, with only a

across the stre
not one of them
sion Hill Fxtension, rican American. Five

years later, after Boston agreed to desegregate

sion Hill was still 97 percent white while the
had increased to 98 percent African American, One observer reported,
“In the rental office there are two windows, one for Mission Hill and |
one for the Extension, and except for the absence of two signs saying
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it might be Birmingham, Alabama. There ;.

. . » lin:r\
Negroes payimng their rent.”

“white’ and ‘k'(\l()l'(‘("

ally al
Cambric
of Technology,
In 1935, the Cambridge Hot
1 low-income teneme
d a low-1nc nement neighb,.

ne of whites and aline of
[pe, home of Harvard U
also required segregation in its hoye
ising Authority, in C()()p;,:;{

Cra-

niversity and the Massachy,
5Ct1s

[nstitute
p:’«_\}'vcl.\'.
Gon with the PWA, demolishe

ad been integrated, mostly
authority built Newtowne Coyr,
) ' —— —Y

hood that h by African Americans 354

European immigrants. There the

restricted to white tenants. Later, in 1940, local and federal agencies

.i'gaini&rof]&ccl together to establish Washington Elhms, an adjoining
scg‘r_cgntcd project for African Americans. C
In Detroit, a substantial population of African Americans had
arrived during World War [ secking jobs in munitions plants;
most lived in racially separate neighborhoods. Shortly before
the United States entered World War II in 1941, the government
commissioned a bomber plant in Willow Run, a previously unde-
veloped suburban area with no preexisting racial housing arrange-
ment. Nonetheless, when the government built a new community
for the workers, its policy was that only whites could live there. /
At the time, the ;F‘g_c‘ieral Works Ag‘grlc_ay_w(,EWA)uhad also been
given responsibility fovr‘\kié?fs‘f’r*ﬁéf’l?é'ffemporary housing for war
workers. Clark Foreman, its director, érbﬁééﬂi?’é@@ﬂop'
ment, the Sojourner Truth Homes, for African Americans. The
Project was i the district of Democratic Congressman Rudolph
Tenerowicz, who persuaded his colleagues that funding for the
agency should be cut off unless Foreman was fired and the Sojourner
Truth units were assigned only to whites.
I'he director of the Federal Housing Administration suppOffCd

'J‘Cn » 1 b, . 4 . . .
crowicz, stating that the presence of African Americans 11 the

; ] an was
orced to resy The Feder:
a 'Lff"?-’,“- I'he FFederal Works Agency then proposed a difter-
ent project for Afric: . ) ’ X .
project for African Americans on a plot that the Detroit [Housing

:ir - d ol - -t .
ca would threaten property values of nearby residents. Forem

Commiss
- 115510N o " . . . . .
sion recommended, in an industrial area deemed unsuitable

for whites
es. [t soc »came annar o

on became apparent that chis site, too, would provoke
hbor-

protests because it was . .
se it was not far enough away from a white neig
he

hood. First ;
), Firse | M
wdy Eleanor Roosevelt protested to the prcsidcnt. T
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FWA again reversed course and assigned African Americans to the
Sojourner Truth project. W hites in the neighborhood rioted, leading
o one hundred arrests (all but three were African Americans) and
irtv-eight hospitalizations (all but five were African Americans).

{’QHmving the war, Detroit’s politicians mobilized white voters
by stirring up fear of integration in public housing. Mayor ILdward
loffries’s successtul 1945 reelection campaign warned that projects
.\\'1111 African Americans could be located in white neighborhoods
if his opponent, Dick Frankensteen, won. Jeffries’s literature pro-
claimed, “Mavor Jeffries Is Against Mixed Housing.” One leaflet,
distributed in white neighborhoods but pretending to be addressed
to African Americans, suggested that a vote for Frankensteen would
bring black families to white communities. It read:

NEGROES CAN LIVE ANYWHERE
WITH FRANKENSTEEN MAYOR.

NEGROES — DO YOUR DUTY NOV. 6.

By the late 1940s, as white families increasingly found shelter

e
S

in the private market, more African American than wh1te families
remained dependent on pubhc housmg Pro;ects built for whites
ran the danger of having vacant units that only African Americans

S—

‘Wto fill7Tn 1948 and 1949, the Detroit City Council
held hearings on twelve proposed projects, seven of which were to
be situated in outlying (predominantly white) areas. If approved,
they would have set Detroit on a hard-to-reverse trajectory of
residential integration. But Jeffries’s successor, Albert Cobo, who
bad also campaigned against “Negro invasions” in public hous-
n%, vetoed cight of the twelve, including all seven in the white
neig hhmh(mds Only projects in predominantly African Ameri-
€anareas were approved, furthu solidifying the city’s segregation.

In northern Califor nia, Richmond was not the only community
1N whicl, the government created segregation. ll_lc- San Francisco
””U“nb Authority, in 1942, constructed a massive (lew.l(wpmun to

()
Use 14,000 workers and their families at the Flunters Point Naval

i e



¢HE COLOR O LAW
28 ¢

| to assign apartments on a ”””d'SCI‘llmnator
an to assly

beg biected, insist
‘ The navy objected, insisting -

t-served basis. | et
Jd cause racial conflict among wWol <.u)5 and interf,,
[ocal officials bowed. to_the n:%vy s demand and
N parate sections.

Ship\‘.\ld and
[rsT-come, frs
aregration woul

el ship repatt.
with shlg : " "
{ African American tenants to se

moved andl()l'(lS ]Cft Afncan AmcriCan

<o discrimination by | N Sl .
migrant war workers facing a grc;atcr housing sho ‘.i’ . m’;‘)\’hlt?s,
‘he authority’s policy resulted in many vacant units in the whi,
sections while ‘bl'ack war workers’ llOUSI_llg needs cht‘unm‘e;_ The
San Francisco Housing Authority attemp.ted to recruit white ter.
ants by placing advertisements in hght-r.all commuter cars, df?Splt.e
the long waiting lists of African Amerlca.n.s for. apartments. This
combination of vacant white units and waiting l{s_ts folr<blaclg_g£1it5
incrcas_iﬁgly—Charéctel'ized pgbliﬂgb_qligi‘l}g“ga;ionwide.

Becat

San Francisco created five other projects during the war years,
all segregated. Four were for whites only and were in white
neighborhoods—Holly Courts, Potrero Terrace, Sunnydale, and
Valencia Gardens. The fifth, Westside Courts in the Western
Addition, was exclusively for African Americans.

The Western Addition had been a mixed community, including
a large Japanese American population. But when the federal gov-
ernment relocated Japanese-origin families to internment camps,

their residences were vacated, and African Americans were able to

rent them, making this one of the few San Francisco neighborhoods

where African Americans could find housin
gated project in this integrated area
its transition to almost all-b]
principle that if a neighborh
residents, it should become

In 1942, the San Franci
mainta
the

g. By placing a segre-
, the housing authority propelled
ack. The authority seemed to follow a
ood had even a few African American
an African American neighborhood.

i segrenmtior | SLjO .authority nnnc.)unccd its resolve to
bregation by unanimously adopting a resolution: “In

selection of tep:
cnants - 8§ . .
immtiogd: \nts . . . [we shall] not insofar as possible enforce
BINg of races, but sha) insofar ;
' al composition whicl
tProjectis located.” Ope
olicy (which replicate

reserve the « . s possible maintain and
Preserve the same pae; possible maintain

hood where

1 exists in the neighbor-
test of the I

tommissioner resigned in pro-

d the neighborhood composition
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rule that | Larold Tckes had .ulnl‘lw‘)‘ |’~(".|mm|ill;'| Lo protests ';y civil
qehs groups and Afrcan American residents, the authority said
+ would cease discriminating, but by 1944 only five white families
esided m the Westside Courts” 136 units, and no African Americans
hved in the other (i(‘\'(']()')lﬂ('lllﬂ. A h(m'.in;; ;llllllul'il‘/ commissioner
‘\iwln.mnl that in Westside Courts “[w]e deliberately allowed a few
white families to go in so as not to establish a purely Negro proj-
cct.” By the end of World War 11, over one-third of San Francisco’s
African Americans, barred from private housing almost every where
i the city, were residing in segregated public projects cither in the
Western Addition or in temporary Hunters Point barracks.

The only integrated war project in the Bay Arca was one that
housed shipyard workers in Marin County, across the Golden Gate
Bridge from the city. The project was not integrated purposcly;
the first buildings were dormitories for single men, and the ship-
yard’s rapid expansion left no time to separate the races. As workers
flooded in, officials could barely keep up, just handing out blan-
kets and pillows and assigning rooms that were available. Perhaps
to their surprise, the officials found that integration presented few
problems among the workers, so the biracial character of the project
was maintained when workers’” families arrived. After a few years,
however, private housing in the area became available to whites, and
the Marin project, too, became predominantly African American.

The waffling of San Francisco’s elected leaders and housing admin-
istrators about whether to segregate public projects, like similar waf-
fling in Boston and elsewhere, males sense only if these officials knew
that the segregation they imposed was wrong, if not unconstitutional.
In 1949 the San Francisco Board of Supervisors adopted a resolution
requiring “nonsegregation” for future housing projects and for filling
vacancies on a nondiscriminatory basis. But the city’s housing author-
ity voted 1o reject the new policy, and as a result, all public housing con-
struction was suspended. A compromise was eventually reached—the
housing authority agreed not to discriminate in future projects, while
maintaining jts segregation policy in those already in existence. When
the authority proceeded in 1952 to build one of its already-planned
Projects for whites only, the NAACP took it to court.
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il § 3. The housing authoritve .1 -
The case went to trial in 1953, The housing autl ority S(h‘“”nqn
C tf

ificd that the agency’s intent was to *localize oceupaney of M-
‘1 the Western Addition and ensure l'h.ll" no f\fru,’.l.ll f\mcricnng \u
reside in projects inhabited by whites. The .ulr‘lmrnr\f‘s eXCCutive (r‘
tarv then made this concession: although projects in whjy, rwi;:h!:,
hoods would remain all white, the authority would admi ”“Wc,xnvi\ij
applicants to its nearly all-black Westside CDL.I I'ts project and ¢, H
ers Point (where black and white tenants remained segregated by bui!{
ing). It was a meaningless concession because whites were unlikes, {
;;pi_wly to reside in Westside Courts now that they had rapidly incrca;ir:;_;
opportunities to move to the suburbs. Only a decision to assign Afy;.
can Americans to the all-white projects would have promoted ntegr,.
tion, but such a proposal was not on offer by the authority. Temporary
war units at Hunters Point still housed African Americans twenty-
five years after the war ended. Although most whites had left Hunters
Point by then, few African Americans could find homes o apartments
clsewhere in the city or its environs.

The judge’s decision was an NAACP victory: he ruled that the
authority’s policy violated the Fourteenth Amendment. A Califor-
nia appeals court upheld the finding, instructing San Francisco to
abandon segregation and assign black families to projects outside
the Western Addition. With contempt for the spirit of the court
order, the authority established three new public housing projects
in other areas that by then had few white residents, ensuring that
segregation in these neighborhoods would be reinforced. More-
over, the California decision was not widely imitated. Nation-

wide, segregation in public housing remained the rule.

IV

HAarrY Truman became president upon Roosevelt’s death i
“)45: l'iy the time he was elected in his own right in 1948, the lack
f.)f‘ civilian hnusin;; had reached a Crisis. 'l'hc\millions of rerurn-
l.ng World War 11 veterans and their baby boom families needed
shelter, and there was a severe shm'[:lgc. ln- 1949, Truman PmPOSCd
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sublic housing effort. Conservative Republicans had long
ced anv covernment involvement in the private housing mar-
:!:m had supported the Lanham Act as a war measure only
it \,“;;:.-i:‘u‘-c! 1 commitment that all federal housing for war
rkers would be demolished or taken over by localities after hos-
lities ceased. To defeat Truman’s bill, they attempted to sadd]c
legislation with an amendment prohibiting segregation and
acial discrimination in public housing. The conservatives knew
that if such an amendment were adoptcd, southern Democrats
would kill the legislation. Without the amendment, the south-
erners would support public housing as they had other progres-
sive economic legislation throughout the Roosevelt and Truman
administrations, provided the bills did not challenge segregation.
Many southern Democrats particularly wanted public housing for
white constituents in their own districts and states.

Liberals, led by Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey and
llinots Senator Paul Douglas, had to choose between enacting a
scgregated public housing program or no program at all. On the
Senate floor, Douglas proclaimed: “I should like to point out to
my Negro friends what a large amount of housing they will get
under this act. . .. [ am ready to appeal to history and to time
that it is in the best interests of the Negro race that we carry
through the housing program as planned rather than put in the
bill an amendment which will inevitably defeat it.” The Senate
and House rejected the proposed integration amendments, and
the 1949 Housing Act was adopted, permitting local authorities
Y0 continue to design separate public housing projects for blacks
and whites or to segregate blacks and whites within projects.

Whether such segregation was in anyone’s best interests is
doubtfy], True, without the public housing, tens of thousands of

Afr: .
i v . .
Yrcan Americans would have had to remain in tenements that

“re out of compliance with the most minimal municipal build-

ing . -
N and health codes. But with the se
Ame

Cver

, s pregated projects, African
ricane = ) _“_"*—.—T\.__ o I S T TS
1Icans bu...lmL more lunnvcd f‘mm mamstream sociery l‘han
» Packed into high-rise ghettos where communiry 1ife

Mipogs; 4 was
Possible, where access 1o jobs

and social services was more
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tonio of New York, who argued on the | lnu.\

ht to use housing agaimnst civil rights,

was unwilling to sacrifice i“‘t'gr
)

{or more houstt

despite s cyniml
led by Vito Marcan |
floor that “you have no rig | | .l
1 18 advanced 1n the interest of the general welfare ap .

est of strengthlen]ing democracy. When you separate iy
housing you weaken that general welfare.”

In the wake of Congress’s repudiation of integration, gover,.
ment administrators reiterated a commitment to segregation
insisting that they could not impose by regulation what Congress
specifically rejected. The director of the federal Division of Sluy
Clearance justified the use of redevelopment funds to demolish
black neighborhoods and replace them with housing for whites,
saying “it does not appear reasonable to assume that ... we can

Houst!
the nter

richts from

impose an anti-segregation requirement . . . in light of the Con-
gressional intention as evidenced by its vote on [the amendment)”

With funds from the 1949 act, massive segregated high-rise
projects were constructed nationwide, including the Robert Tay-
lor and Cabrini Green Homes in Chicago, Rosen Homes and
Schuylkill Falls in Philadelphia, Van Dyke Houses in New York
City, and the Pruitt-Igoe towers in St. Louis. Although public
hq)usix?g was rapidly becoming a program exclusively for African
Americans, working-class whites were accommodated in places
,,vhcrc.* t.hf:};lstill needjc} housing. The Igoe towers, for examples
were inttally reserved for whi . . Y
can Americans. Black familie:e:,eolil}:czzhlledp-rmu v {Oj Av\i\lcln

pted in Igoe only ™

whites cc , -
¢s could no longer be found to fill vacancies

In about a loze

a dozen states ' o
S ATt 3 § tates (among them California, lowa, M
e Binia, anc Wisconsin), the few sul ban officials who MY
ave wanted integrated suburban ofthcials w .

o deve — :

sututional amendmenys velopments were prevented by state con

referendum bef Lllml, ;1‘.1()])lc(| n the 1950s, that rch;ircd a loca
’ 1ore )lli (¢ il] y . ’ Dy ‘ 1 .
—_ a low-incc - :

project. Middle-clqss g A low-income family public housing

white ¢ ot
communities then systematically vetoct
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public housing proposals. A lower federal court found such refer-
enda requirements unconstitutional because their racial motivation
was so obvious—referenda were not required, for cxnmp]c, for low-
income sentor citizen housing. But in 1971 the Supreme Court ruled
otherwise, upholding the referendum provisions on the grounds that
they preserved democratic decision making,

n 1952, 1ts last year in office, the Truman administration had
adopted a new “racial equity formula” that required local hous-
ing authorities that practiced segregation to build separate proj-
ccts to house low-income black families in proportion to their
need, an attempt to address a pervasive situation in which large
numbers of white-designated units remained vacant while Afri-
can Americans stayed impatiently on overflowing waiting lists.

Dwight D. Eisenhower succeeded Truman as president in 1953,
becoming the first Republican to hold the office in twenty years. A
political realignment, with Republicans becoming more conservative
than northern Democrats on matters of racial equality, was under way.
Soon the new administration began to reverse the few halting steps
toward nondiscrimination that the Roosevelt and Truman adminis-
trations had taken or considered. Following the Supreme Court’s 1954
decision invalidating “separate but equal” public education, Berch-
mans Fitzpatrick, general counsel of the Housing and Home Finance
Agency, stated that the decision did not apply to housing. In 1955,
President Eisenhower’s housing administrator told a congressional
committee that the government should not “move too precipitously”
to eliminate racial segregation from federal programs. The adminis-
tration formally abolished a policy (it had never been enforced) that
African Americans and whites receive public housing of equal qual-
ity. It also ended even nominal adherence to requirements that local
housing authorities give priority to the neediest applicants, regard-
less of race, and that the net supply of housing available to African
Americans not be reduced by demolition projects.

In the 19505 some housing authorities built scatter-site rather than
concentrated units, having recognized that high-rise ghettos for the
Poor ageravated residents’” desperation and generated more crime,
They also hoped that scattered units would provoke less opposition
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from whites, In the mid-1970s, the federal government began to rec.
ommend that cities use therr public housing funds this way. Yet mosy
cinies, Chicago and Philadelphia being cxtreme examples, continued 1,
situate public housing mn p:'(‘«l«uninmnl)' low-income African Amer;.
can m-n:.:l;hmImnd'.. A few lnnni(:il‘)ﬂlitit:', did begin to use funds fo;
seatter-site projects, but these were typically cities with small low.
income African American populations.

Public housing authoritics not only continued to choose seg-
regated sites for new developments but made efforts to segregate
existing projects where integration might have been tolerated. In
1960, for example, the Housing Authority of Savannah evicted
A1 white families from its imcgratcd Francis Bartow project,
creating an all-black complex. The authority justified its policy
by observing that with national (and local) housing shortages
abating, whites could casily find homes clsewhere and African
Americans needed the public projects more.

In 1984, investigative reporters from the Dallas Morning News
visited federally funded developments in forty-seven metropoli-
tan areas. The reporters found that the nation’s nearly ten million
public housing tenants were almost always segregated by race and
that every predominantly white-occupied project had facilities,
amenities, services, and maintenance that were superior to what

was found in predominantly black-occupied projects.

\Y%

3y THE 1960’s, when few white families were still living in urban
public housing, civil rights groups had little remaining reason to
challenge the discriminatory assignment of tenants. Instead, their
focus shifted to opposing the placement of what had become pre-
dominantly African American projects in already-segregated neigh-
borhoods, increasing residents’ racial isolation.

In 1976 the Supreme Court adopted lower court findings thn{
the Chicago Housing Authority (CHA), with the complicity of
federal housing agencies, had unconstitutionally selected sites tO
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1‘-1-1i““-‘i“ ‘.h“‘ Ci‘f"f‘. segregated lllll.tlw.llu'. Although the authority
had su:_:;,;'c_\u-d ll.l\l.’w'lh‘li would integrate white n(‘i;(Mmrhwu,]«l,
each project was “”l"‘:c'l m_\'“‘” by the alderman in whose ~.u:1rri
i« was proposed. In his ruling, the district judge who originally
lu‘.ﬂ‘d‘ the case “’1'0_10‘ “No Cl'IICl'ifm. other than race, can pl;m(-’,ib\:;
explain .thc \'cu? of over 99%2% of the housing units located on rh/:.:
white sites which were originally selected on the basis of CHA
expert judgment and at the same time the rejection of only 16% or
so of the units on Negro sites.”

In the years leading up to the final ruling, the City of Chicago
had blocked efforts by the CHA and the Department of Housilhg
nd Urban Development (HUD) to comply with consent decrees and
lower court decisions. In 1971, for example, CHA officials identified
land for new projects that included some predominantly white areas.
Unlike the high-rises the agency had built to concentrate public
housing in a black ghetto, these proposals were for low-rise, scatter-
site housing. But they still would have had African American ten-
ants. Mayor Richard J. Daley rejected the proposal, saying that public
housing should not go where it was not “accepted.”

In defending HUD before the Supreme Court, President
Gerald Ford’s solicitor general, Robert Bork, expressed the gov-
ernment’s opposition to placing public housing in white areas:
“T'here will be an enormous practical impact on innocent com-
munities who have to bear the burden of the housing, who will
have to house a plaintiff class from Chicago, which they wronged
in no way.” Thus the federal government described nondiscrimi-
natory housing policy as punishment visited on the innocent.

The Supreme Court rejected Bork’s objection, upholding low.cr
court orders that HUD must henceforth construct apartments in
predominantly white areas of Chicago nd its suburbs. The CHA-
HUD response was to cease building public housing altogether.
Yet even if the CHA, HUD, and the City of C : L
complied with the Supreme Court’s decision and built umts m

the city’s white communities, 1t mostly would h been
Juring which tume most

hicago itself had

ave been too late.

[he litigation had dragged on for years, \
of the vacant land in white ncighlmrlmods that could have been
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used for scatter-site housing had been developed. I'(,H(,.‘._',m! he
) L . ‘ ) 2 4. - . . .. N i s
t decision, the separation of African American from

Supreme Court Atrican
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other families in Chicago increased. As whites inintegrated urhy,,

neichborhoods departed for the suburbs, the Chicago area’s Share

of African Americans

Other federal court decisions or

.« San Francisco, Yonkers, and elsewhere—also recognizeq
Dallas, San ;

1t HUD or local governments hac% Freated or 'perpctu’at.cd seg-
le, African Americans eligible for

living in all-black arcas grew.
settlements—in Baltimor,
b

th
regation. In Miami, for examp . ‘
public housing were assigned to distinct projects while eligible

whites were given vouchers for rentals of private apartments tq
subsidize their dispersal throughout the community. It was not
until 1998 that civil rights groups won a requirement that vouch-
ers be offered to African Americans as well—too late to reverse
the city’s segregation. In most other cities, court orders and legal
settlements were also not sufficient to undo the segregation that
federal, state, and local government had created and abetted.

VI

FrROM THE beginning, the real estate industry bitterly fought
public housing of any kind and had support from Republicans in
Congress. Industry lobbyists insisted that socialism in housing
was a threat to private enterprise, a difficult argument to make
when, from the 1930s to the end of World War II, private enter-
prise had been unwilling or unable to build dwellings affordable
for working- and middle-class families. But once the housing
shortage cased, the real estate lobby was successful in restrict-
ing public housing to subsidized projects for the poorest families
only. New federal and local regulations set forth strict upper-
income limits for families in public housing. Beginning in about
1950, many middle-class families, white and black, were forced
out under these new rules, although many would have prcfcrrcd
to stay in the low-rise, scatter-site, and well-maintained projects
that mostly characterized pre-1949 public dwellings.
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This policy change, mostly complete by the late 19605, cnsurced
J o : oy CHED

¢hat integrated public housing would cease 1o be possible. Tt trans-

formed public housing into a warchousing system for the poor. The

condition of public projects rapidly deteriorated partly because
v y « AW

housing .unh.m‘%t_\‘ maintenance workers and their families had to
leave 'll‘lC.l\.l.lll(‘llllgﬁ where they worked when their wages made
them 1neligible to 1“"C there, and partly because the loss of middle-
class rents resulted in inadequate maintenance budgets. The fed-
g g(‘)\”c.l‘nn‘lcnt had required public housing to be made available
only to families who needed substantial subsidies, while the same
government declined to provide sufficient subsidies to make public
housing a decent place to live. The loss of middle-class tenants also
removed a constituency that had possessed the political strength to
insist on adequate funds for their projects’ upkeep and amenities.
As a result, the condition and then the reputation of public housing
collapsed. By 1973 the changeover was mostly complete. President
Richard Nixon announced that public housing should not be forced
on white communities that didn’t want it, and he reported to Con-
gress that many public housing projects were “monstrous, depress-
ing places—rundown, overcrowded, crime-ridden.”

Throughout the mid-twentieth century, government housing
projects frequently defined the racial character of neighborhoods
that endured for many years afterward. Reflecting on public
housing in his state, Carey McWilliams, who had been Cali-
fornia’s housing commissioner in the early years of World War
11, later wrote that “the federal government [had] in cffect been
planting the seeds of Jim Crow practices throughout the region
under the guise of ‘respecting local attitudes.”™ We can only won-
der what our urban areas would look like today if, instead of
creating segregation where it never, or perhaps barely, CXi\?th’
federal and local governments had pushed in the opposite direc-
tion, using public housing as an example of how integrated living
could be successful.



