ROOT SHOCK

HOW TEARING UP
CITY NEIGHBORHOODS
HURTS AMERICA, AND WHAT
WE CAN DO ABOUT IT

Mindy Thompson Fullilove, M.D.

“By practicing good science in a fallow field, Fullilove illuminates
her chosen subject and also transcends it.”
—]JANE JACOBS, author of The Death and Life of Great American Cities
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INTRODUCTION

When there is emotional pain, psychiatrists like me believe that we
can help. But before we act, we need to find some handle for the
problem, some name to guide action. Once in a while, we realize that
these names are inadequate for the problems we are seeing. Then we
search for new names, or new ways to group old names.

When I bumped into the emotional pain related to displacement,
I had the option of using labels like “posttraumatic stress disorder,”
“depression,” “anxiety,” and “adjustment disorders.” But I didn’t think
those labels—useful as they are—were enough to tell the whole story.
Like Robert Coles, Oliver Sacks, and Arthur Kleinman, I wanted to
understand displacement through the words of the people who had
suffered from it. | wanted to walk the streets they were talking about,
examine their photographs, visit their houses, and get a deep feeling
for what they were sharing with me. I wanted to know the emotional
truth of the experience through which they had lived. Between 1995
and 2003, I logged thousands of air miles, walked hundreds of city
streets, examined archives, collected photographs, and talked to peo-
ple who had stories to tell.
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I had listened to many voices when, on December 2002, the truth
hit me. At the time, [ was sitting in the comfortable living room of Dr.
Walter Claytor, listening to the story of his remarkable family, a family
that in one generation went from slavery to professional education, a
family that built significant buildings and provided a high level of
health care for the surrounding community. I was so proud of Dr. Clay-
tor and his father and his grandfather that I found it unbearable that
this great American family had been dispossessed by _urban renewal.a,
program of the U.S. government that had, between 1949 and 1973,
bulldozed 2,500 neighborhoods in 993 American cities.A million peo-
ple were dispossessed by the program, among them the Claytors.

I don’t know if it was Dr. Claytor’s charm or his insouciance that
helped pull the pieces together for me. He was not seeking my pity.
In fact, he strove to maintain his dignity while telling the story of his
losses. But the pain was such that he couldn’t quite keep it out of his
voice. It was the breaking edge of his grief that linked it to the sound
of pain that I'd so often heard, a sound that was obvious in some
voices, and just beneath the cheerfulness in others. There was a re-
markable emptiness in that pain. In that searing moment, I realized

the loss he was describing was, in a crucial way, the collective loss. It

was the loss of a massive web of connections—a way of bemg———that

had been destroyed by urban renewal; it was as if thousands of pcogie.

who seemned-to-be-with e in sunlight, were at some deeper level of

their bemg wandermg lost in a dense fog, unable to o find one another
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head, with the cry,“We have lost one another.”

Being in touch with such sorrow was not easy. What popped into
my mind were the famous words spoken by Jack Nicholson in the
movie A Few Good Men: “You don’t want the truth.You can't handle
the truth”

Nope, I thought, I can’t handle the truth. The phrase, though it
seemed a bit irreverent, was rather comforting. This is one of those
handy mental tricks that people use to manage intense emotions. I
might have used denial (“That never happened™) or repression
(“‘What did you say, Dr. Claytor?”) or intellectualization ("How many
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people feel the way you do?”) but I used Jack. I must have told a hun-
dred people, “I can't handle the truth,” before I started to feel differ-
ently.

This process taught me a new respect for the story of upheaval. It
is hard to hear, because it is a story filled with a large, multivoiced
pain. It is not a pain that should be pigeonholed in a diagnostic cate-
gory, but Tather inderstood as a communication about human-tn-
durance in the face of bitter defear. S '

There 1s a song writtégi)mnymous slave that has the line “I

hear the archangels are rockin’ Jerusalem, 1 hear the archangels are
ringin’ them bells.” Imagine, for a moment, that songwriter: living in
the oppression of slavery, torn from Africa, separated from family,
driven by the lash, worked from sunup to sundown, yet able to imag-
ine a rockin’ Jerusalem. In the pain of upheaval, there is the unremit-
ting effort of the oppressed to shake off the agony of unequal
treatment. It is that effort that calls us, tells us not to be afraid of the
truth, but to join the movement toward a more equitable future.

One hundred years ago, the distinguished African American
scholar Dr.W.E.B. Du Bois wrote that the problem the twentieth cen-
‘tury needed to solve was the problem of the color line. It took sixty
more years for the United States to engage wholeheartedly in the bat-
tle for civil rights. Yet, as we have faced the truth of the color line, we
have acted, reacted, thought, and felt differently. We are a better nation
for it.

I venture to propose that displacement is the problem the twenty-
first century must solve. Africans and aborigines, rural peasants and

city dwellers have been shunted from ane place to another. as progress

has demanded, “Land here!” or “People there!” In cutting the roots of
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so many people, we have destroyed language, culture, dietary tradi-
tions, and social bonds. We have lined the oceans with bones, and
filled the garbage dumps with bricks.

What are we to do?

I have seen people in many towns and cities working to reconnect
after root shock. Whether it was building a labyrinth, or holding a flea
market, they were gathering together as neighbors to re-form the web




INTRODUCTION

; S5 A L o4y

Fig. 0.1 : Carlos F. Peterson. “At Freedom Corner.” This drawing represents the slow couapsg c:flg:rlos
P:t.ers;o;l's community in the aftermath of urban renewal. It depicts the Church of St. Benedic

i i it
Moor, with the statue of the saint soaring above the sanctuary. Pittsburgh civil rights marches start a
this c';urner. hence the name, Freedom Corner. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST.

of relationships. Within such a moment, people can recover an:l pﬁcs—
per. This highly respected type of healing, which is. called mll.leu
therapy” by psychiatrists, works through the c.:reatlon of healing
places. For an environment to lift the spirit, attention Ijn'LlSt be focus'ed
on opportunities for relatedness. A psychiatric team might accomplish
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this by setting up a hospitable dayroom, or by having a meeting in
which all the patients are encouraged to participate. The tools are
many, and the intervention is powerful.

But milieu therapy is not an intervention that need be adminis-
tered by licensed health care practitioners. In the psychiatric hospital,
any member of the unit—staff or patient alike—can promote the
common good. Similarly, each and every one of us has the power to
improve the places we hold in common, whether we are concerned
with the neighborhood, city, nation, or planet. A man in Berkeley,
California, decided to stand by the road and wave at passersby. His
death was mourned by the thousands of people who got a daily dose
of friendliness from his white-gloved hand. We are cach that man.

This book, then, tells a painful story, but it also offers hope. We
have a century ahead of us: we have a treatment for root shock: we
have the possibility of preventing further damage by nurturing the
world’s neighborhoods instead of destroying them; we who care
about community are many.

I present here the words of the people who lived upheaval: the
uprooted, the planners, the advocates, and the historians. R.ead their
words with care for them and for yourself. Read their words not as
single individuals living through a bad time, but as a multitude all
sharing their morsel of the same bad time. Read in that manner and [
believe that you will get the true nature of root shock. Read in that
manner, and I believe you will be able to embrace the truth, not as a
fearful thing, but as a call to Join the struggle for a better tomorrow.




Chapter 1

THE BUTTERFLY IN BEIJING

Every once 1n a while, in a particular location and at a particular

time, people spin the wheel of routine, and they make magic. One
such location was Ebbets Field in the heart of Brooklyn, where,
through World War I, the Roaring Twenties, the Great Depression,
World War I1, and the postwar struggles for equality in America, hard-
working people enjoyed baseball. That small, unpredictable, and inti-
mate ballpark was a gallery for characters to strut their stuff, and the
characters in the stands took as much advantage of the opportunity as
did the characters on the field. It was there that Jackie Robinson
‘broke the color bar in Major League Baseball, and there that “Shorty’s

Sym-Phony Band” tortured the opposition. Words like “raucous” and

“zany” are invoked to help those of us who were never present imag-

~ ine the intensity and the uniqueness of what went on.!

In 1957, Walter O’Malley, the owner of the Dodgers, moved them
to Los Angeles. The horror of that act is undiminished in the voices of
fans. “1 felt like a jilted lover” recalls a sixty-year-old physician of the

i: catastrophe that darkened his young life. Forty-six years after the
- Dodgers played their last game there, it remains important to people
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to tell the story of Ebbets Field, and in particular, to try to take us into il
‘ its magic. This is the real essence of “nostalgia,” an emotion that is in
i one second bitter, and in another sweet, as the rememberer vacillates
L- ‘ between the joy of what was and the grief of the loss. Enduring sor-
‘ ‘ row and untempered anger are hallmarks of the stories related by fans

of the Brooklyn Dodgers. “I never rooted for them again,” says my
doctor friend, and he is not alone in the implacable anger that still
seems the only reasonable response to that kind of pain.

Three vears after the Dodgers Jeft, Ebbets Field was destroyed, and
apartment buildings were erected on the site. People have to get the
address and specific directions to find the small plaque that is all that
remains of the cathedral of baseball which once stood there. And so
the team is gone, the fans dispersed, the stadium demolished. Of
deeper importance for people who had lots of work and not much
‘ hope, a place of magic was ripped from their daily lives, leaving them
| dull and gray. The loss of Ebbets Field was a tragedy that could not be
‘ repaired: it changed Brooklyn forever.

But how could the loss of a baseball stadium undermine what
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shock requires the support and direction of emergency workers who
can erect shelter, provide food, and ensure safety until the victim has
stabilized and can begin to take over these functions again.

[magine the victim of an earthquake, a hurricane, a flood, or a ter-
rorist attack. He suffers from root shock as he looks at the twisted re-
mains of the known universe, searching for the road to the
supermarket, which used to be there, but is now a pile of rubble.
[magining such 2 person—and knowing that these tragedies can hap-
pen to any of us—we open our hearts and wallets to the Red Cross
and other relief organizations that show up immediately to be the
temporary mazeway, the transfusion of an environment to those who
are naked to the elements.

The experience of root shock—Ilike the aftermath of a severe
burn—does not end with emergency treatment, but will stay with the
individual for a lifetime. In fact, the injury from root shock may be
even more enduring than a burn, as it can affect generations and gen-
erations of people. Noah’s ark—and his effort to rebuild the world
after the flood—is the true story of a lost world. We keep telling that
story because we keep living it, not simply when the floods come, but
after they have receded and we try to rebuild.

Carlos Peterson, a resident of the Lower Hill, was deeply affected
by the bulldozing of his neighborhood. He related, “1 remember
being able to look from the third floor and actually see the bulldozers
and the destruction of where we once lived. This urban renewal
process was preparation for Pittsburgh’s Civic Arena. I was young and
did not fully understand what was happening. 1 only knew this
process was coming towards us. Coupled with the sense of personal
loss of friends and neighborhood, this event had quite an influence on
my life.” As an adult, he gained a deeper understanding of the process
that continued to destroy the neighborhood. It was with a sense of in-

creasing urgency that he sought to document what was happening
around him. The photograph shown here depicts the bulldozing in
the area of Crawford Street, with the dome of the Civic Arena in the
background, and exposed tree roots in the foreground. The disrupted
context, exterior to the individual and the group, is the fundamental
process that engenders root shock.

ROOT SHOCK
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end up with a lot of stretched and distorted images that [ thought re-
flected the economics in a downtrodden neighborhood.”

In “Stream of Consciousness,” the drawing shown here, the iso-
lated buildings, open grave, and looming cross create 2 landscape of
loss. The artist has placed his profile among the doomed buildings on
the horizon. A dressmaker’s model and a fallen stop sign are poignant
reminders that this world once worked and moved and meant some-
thing to the people who lived in it. Thus, Carlos Peterson attempts to
reveal the texture and content of the painful emotions that accom-
pany root shock.

“This drawing contains symbolism that characterized my state of
mind during the time when the Hill District was at its lowest ebb. My
drawings were my therapy through the smothering depression that
came with the area’s carcass-like Jandscape. During that time I saw
contradiction between religion and nature. Man-made structures and
man always succumb to nature no matter how strong man’s faith,
prayer, or objects. . . . Nature renews itself through death and dying.
With this realization, I included my profile near the horizon just be-
yond the fence, upper right”

Root shock, at the level of the individual,is a profound emotional
upheaval that destroys the working model of the world that had ex-
isted in the individuals head.® Root shock undermines trust, increases
anxiety about letting loved ones out of one’s sight, destabilizes rela-
tionships, destroys social, emotional, and financial resources, and in-
creases the risk for every kind of stress-related disease, from depression

to heart attack. Root shock leaves people chronically cranky, barking a
distinctive croaky complaint that their world was abruptly taken away.

W Root shock, at the level of the local communisy, he it neighbor-
d Lﬁ;d or something else, ruptures bonds, dis i all the
&7 X Firections of the compassJEven if they manage to regroup, they are

Gt sure what to do with one another. People who were near are too

far, and people who were far are too near. The elegance of the neigh-
borhood—each person in his social and geographic slot—is de-
stroyed, and even if the neighborhood is rebuilt exactly as it was, it
won't work. The restored geography is not enough to repair the many
injuries to the mazeway.”

ROOT SHOCK

:s.zo.f(i:arlos F. Peterson, “Streanj of Consciousness.” In this drawing, Carlos Peterson included a
mages of loss and confusion, as he tried to make sense of the disintegration of the world

‘ round him. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST.

Root shock, it is important to recognize, ripples out beyond those

“who are affected—in the way we like to measure these things. Sep-

tember 11 demonstrated our society’s great love for distinguishing an

“affected” group that needs help from an “unaffected” group that

doesn’t. While the “affected” people did need help, many more people
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were affected than was generally conceded. I was part of a call-in tele-
vision show that aired just before the first anniversary of the attack.
People from Queens or Staten Island called to say,“I feel bad, but noth-
ing happened to me. It's making me feel guilty”’ I insisted, over and over
again, that September 11 had happened to all of us and that the bad
feeling was a natural reaction to having one’ city attacked by terrorists.

But root shock goes even further than one city, linking a local
tragedy to events around the globe. During the 1950s and "60s, a fed-
eral program called “urban renewal” destroyed hundreds of African
American neighborhoods, many of which were home to jazz, a music
that flowed through the communities from home to street to club.
The young kids learning to play would linger outside the clubs to
hear the music, dreaming of the day they might participate. Major
chunks of the jazz world—the Fillmore in San Francisco, the Hill
District in Pittsburgh, and the South Side of Chicago, among them—
were torn up by urban renewal, and the structure of home-street-club
was destroyed. Jazz nearly disappeared in the United States, surviving
by dint of becoming an academic subject in high schools and colleges,
played in a few austere clubs in New York and other big cities. The
fact that the music endured had much to do with Europe and Japan,
which offered performance sites where musicians might hone their
craft and earn a living. Japan is now the top consumer of jazz CDs and
Tokyo a “must stop” on a jazz ensemble’s touring schedule.

Tobias von Shéenebeck, a tour guide in Berlin, applied this prin-
ciple of ripple effects on August 3, 2003, while watching fellow citi-
zens participate in 2 new fad called “flash mob,” which had apparently
originated in New York two months earlier. At the Berlin event, the
flash mob, called together by email and cell phone, gathered in front
of the American embassy to pop bottles of champagne, toast Natasha,
and disperse. Von Shéenebeck shook his head, and muttered, “This is
just the sort of thing that happens when you forbid New York to
smoke.”” He was referring to the implementation in April 2003 of
tough new laws outlawing smoking in New York City bars and
restaurants. While few might have made the connection between
New York’s smoking laws and the fads that catch on in Berlin, it is ex-
actly the kind of idea to which I am referring.

ROOT SHOCK 1.7

This lesson of interconnectedness is as hard to learn as differential
calculus or quantum mechanics. The principle is simple: we—that is
to say, all people—Tlive in an emotional ecosystem that attaches us to
the environment, not just as our individual selves, but as beings caught
in a single, universal net of consciousness anchored in small niches we
call neighborhoods or hamlets or villages. Because of the intercon-
nectedness of the net, if your place is destroyed today, I will feel it
hereafter.

Though a simple principle, it is hard to learn because the effects
of root shock immediately get caught up in everything else that’s
going on in the world. As the message moves around the world, it is
possible to think of many other explanations for an initial cause.
Imagine how many factors, other than New York City’s smoking laws,
helped create the Berlin flash mob. The idea that your hurt has an ef-

fect on my life requires us to believe in “action at a distance,” which

makes the average scientist go rigid with skepticism,

The emergence of theories of complex systems, chaos theory
among others, has helped us. We now understand the seemingly im-
possible proposition that the flapping wings of a butterfly in Beijing
could affect the weather in New York." [t is from that perspective that
we must view the ecosystem of emotions. Root shock rips emotional
connections in one part of the globe, and sets in motion small
changes—jazz musicians in search of a venue, smokers acting out their
annoyance—that spread out across the world, shifting the direction of
all interpersonal connections. Imagine it as a version of six degrees of
separation, the idea that each American is only six handshakes away
from the president of the United States. We are each of us only thir-
teen handshakes away from anyone’s root shock—not much distance
in a global world.

Where Are People Rooted?

~ Though [ have already argued that people go into shock if uprooted,

it is useful to consider: Where are people rooted? Before people
moved to cities, this was a fairly straightforward question. They were
rooted where they lived, and they lived where their fathers, and their
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fathers’ fathers, had lived. Of course, this is more complicated than it
seems, as armies swept back and forth across the continents, trade
routes linked distant lands, tribes exhausted their lands and had to
move to new pastures, and adventurers wandered the world. Yet for a
long time in human history, people lived for generations in small
places—a few miles in diameter—and that is where they were rooted.

Things got complicated when people started to move to cities.
After all, cities are much more unstable—people will leave a neigh-
borhood within months or years, rather than decades or centuries, and
they live with a fairly high level of anonymity. A few will live in stable
neighborhoods, like the urban villagers who inhabited Boston’s West
End before it was destroyed by urban renewal.!" But most live in a-city
neighborhood much looser and less secure. So where are they rooted?

The renowned urbanist Jane Jacobs had a profound insight into
this puzzle. She identified the way in which people made the maze-
way in the urban setting, what she called the “sidewalk ballet.” In one
of the passages fundamental to our current understanding of rooted-

ness, she wrote:

The stretch of Hudson Street where I live is each day the scene of an
intricate sidewalk ballet. | make my own entrance into it a little after
eight when I put out the garbage can, surely a prosaic occupation,
but I enjoy my part, my little clang, as the droves of junior high
school students walk by the center of the stage dropping candy
wrappers. (How do they eat so much candy so early in the morning?)

While I sweep up the wrappers I watch the other rituals of
morning: Mr. Halpert unlocking the laundry’s handcart from its
mooring to a cellar door, Joe Cornacchia’s son-in-law stacking out
the empty crates from the delicatessen, the barber bringing out his
sidewalk folding chair, Mr. Goldstein arranging the coils of wire
which proclaim the hardware store is open, the wife of the tene-
ment’s superintendent depositing her chunky three-year-old with a
toy mandolin on the stoop, the vantage point from which he is
learning the English his mother cannot speak . . . It is time for me
to hurry to work too, and T exchange my ritual farewell with Mr.
Lofaro, the short, thick-bodied, white-aproned fruit man who
stands outside his doorway a little up the street, his arms folded, his
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feet planted, looking solid as earth itself. We nod; we each glance
quickly up and down the street, then look back to each other and
smile. We have done this many a morning for more than ten years,
and we both know what it means: All is well,'?

u——*-—-—-————-__-_-"_“-———-______‘__-

The street, bordered by buildings, is the stage of the local world,
Jacobs proposes to us, as she describes her entry onto the “scene.” She
recounts the interactions she experiences daily, informing us through
her interchange with Mr. Lofaro that she is part of this little spot and
she knows its rules.“All is well,” she writes, letting us know how con-
tent she is to be a part of this small theater piece. This construction of

 theater and actors, all knowing their parts and performing them well,
1s what makes up the street ballet. It is another way of describing our
ability to master and run the maze of life, the mazeway, the near envi-
ronment within which we find food, shelter, safety, and companion-
ship.We love the mazeway in which we are rooted, for it is not simply
the buildings that make us safe and secure, but, more complexly, our
knowledge of the “scene” that makes us so. We all have our little part
to play, carefully synchronized with that of all the other players: we are

- rooted in that, our piece of the world-as-stage.

Try the following thought experiments.

First, imagine Jane Jacobs’s street altered in any way you like—
change the size of the buildings and their use; reorganize the street—
move the subway entrance, relocate the school—and then imagine
people making use of it. If you look closely, a sidewalk ballet, albeit
different from Jacobs'’s version, will emerge before your eyes. In this
thought experiment, you are observing the degree to which people
can adapt to different settings, and not just adapt, but attach, connect.
They are connecting not to the negatives or even the positives of the
setting, but to their own mastery of the local players and their play.

Second, take any setting, and reduce it to shreds. The fundamen-
tal geographic points cuing the ballet are now gone. Center stage has
disappeared. Jacobs’s entry is gone, and so are the stores and the stoop
that made possible the three-year-olds English lessons. For a long
moment, the actors will be frozen in horror. As the horror recedes,
confusion will set in. Where is food? Where is shelter? Should I still go
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to school? What you have just imagined is root shock, the traumatic
stress from the loss of a person’s stage set, lifeworld, mazeway, home.

Just as Walter O’Malley, owner of the Brooklyn Dodgers, uprooted his
team without regard for Brooklyn, so too other entrepreneurs of that
era reorganized the landscape so that they could make more money.
e tool that they used was urban renewal, a program of the federal
government that provided money for cities to clear “blight"** Blight,
like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder, and it happened, more often
than not, that the part of the city the businessmen thought was
blighted was the part where black people lived. -

By my estimate, 1,600 black neighborhoods were demolished by
urban renewal.’ This massive destruction caused root shock on two
vels. First, residents of each neighborhood experienced the trau-
n—z_;a&i_c. stress of the loss of their life world, Second, because of the in-
terconnections among all black people in the United States, the
whole of Black America experienced;oot shock as well. Root shock,
post urban renewal, disabled powerful mechanisms of community

meeting the challenges of globalization. o

Urban renewal is the butterfly in Beijing, the unseen actor who
caused the tempest. The vigor of the civil rights movement led to the
expectation that black Americans would be better off when segrega-
tion was defeated. In fact, by 1970, some were but many were not. In-
stead, the have-nots had tumbled deeper into poverty and dysfunction.
The great epidemics of drug addiction, the collapse of the black fam-
ily,and the rise in incarceration of black men—all of these catastrophes
followed the civil rights movements, they did not precede it. Though
there are a number of causes of this dysfunction that cannot be dis-
puted—the loss of manufacturing jobs, in particular—the current sit-
uation of Black America cannot be understood without a full and
complete accounting of the social, economic, cultural, political, and
emotional losses that followed the bulldozing of 1,600 neighborhoods.

But we cannot understand the losses unless we first appreciate*”
what was there.




