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" Root Shock: The Consequences of
African American Dispossession

Mindy Thompson Fullilove

ABSTRACT Urban renewal was one of several processes that contributed to deurbaniza-
tion of American cities in the second half of the 20th century. Urban renewal was an
important federal policy that affected thousands of communities in hundreds of cities.
Urban renewal was to achieve “clearance” of “blight” and “slum” areas so that they
could be rebuilt for new uses other than housing the poor. Urban renewal programs
fell disproportionately on African American communities, leading to the slogan “Ur-
ban renewal is Negro removal.” The short-term consequences were dire, including
loss of money, loss of social organization, and psychological trauma. The long-term
consequences flow from the social paralysis of dispossession, most important, a col-
lapse of political action. This has important implications for the well-being of African
Americans. It also raises important questions about the strength and quality of Ameri-
can democracy.
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INTRODUCTION

In the first part of the 20th century, African Americans migrated to cities throughout
the United States. Although confined to ghetto areas as a result of segregation, they
were able to develop functioning communities remarkable for achievements in culture,
recreation, and education. In the second part of the century, a process of decon-
struction was set in motion by powers exterior to the ghetto communities. The decon-
struction of ghetto communities took three principal forms: urban renewal, planned
shrinkage, and contagious housing destruction secondary to disinvestment. The de-
construction of these communities resulted in the displacement of large numbers of
African Americans and the late 20th century uneasy integration of the well-to-do and
marginalization in degraded habitats of the poor. Previous work by Wallace described
deurbanization due to planned shrinkage.! This paper extends Wallace’s work and
focuses on the related—and historically earlier—process of dispossession due to ur-
ban renewal. In addition to describing the process of urban renewal, this paper ex-
plores the ethical problems evoked by this program of community deconstruction.

THE GROWTH OF URBAN GHETTOS

African American urbanization unfolded throughout the 20th century.”™* Just as
Jim Crow policies were being enacted into legislation, African Americans were lim-
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ited strictly by real estate practice and exclusionary clauses in their choices of settle-
ment. Entry communities that had housed previous generations of migrants to the
cities typically were open to African American settlement. These communities often
were over-crowded; the housing was likely to be substandard and worn down.
Despite the insalubrious conditions, people took up residence with gusto, using the
new freedoms of the city to create a new way of life. The “new Negro” emerged in
the new urban ghettos.

Within a very short time, and influenced by both the military experiences of
World War I and the prosperity that followed, African American communities be-
gan to flower. While the Harlem Renaissance is the best-known example of this
process, a similar kind of social and cultural awakening was evident in other cities
as well. In addition to the outpouring of artistic expression, there was a growth
in business, an expansion in organizations and associations of all kinds, and the
development of an “urban village” style that provided care for the needy, socializa-
tion of children, and transmission of shared values.””

By the 1950s, residents, although not blind to problems, thought of their com-
munities as vital, exciting places. My father, in a short story set in 1951, captured
the kind of excitement that people felt in that era: They mingled in nightclubs,
joined in the street life, debated the great issues of the day, and jostled each other
in the crowded spaces of the ghetto.’ By all accounts, it was challenging, but em-
bracing, to live in such an environment.

THE URBAN RENEWAL PROGRAM

The Urban Renewal Act of 1949 set in motion urban renewal projects in cities
across the United States.” Urban renewal, especially at the outset, was a program
designed to clear large areas of “stum” housing to make way for modern develop-
ments. In general, the cleared land was sold to private developers for use in new
developments designed to extend the central business district or to attract middle-
income residents. In either case, the former residents of the area were relocated
outside the renewal district. Such major projects as Lincoln Center in New York
City, the Civic Arena in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and the New Jersey College of
Medicine and Dentistry in Newark, New Jersey, are the result of urban renewal
efforts.

At the outset, urban renewal inspired the imagination of the country, and a
broad coalition of industry, labor, and community groups supported the program.
As urban renewal unfurled, however, community opposition grew. Jacobs’s land-
mark book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities,'® was the manifesto of
the antiurban renewal movement; it lambasted the social and esthetic damage the
program was causing and called for alternative, more organic approaches to the
modernization of cities. In contrast to the obliterative approach of urban renewal,
Jacobs and colleagues proposed a “sparrow principle,” arguing that

Not a sparrow should fall. That meant that no planning that the neighborhood
did should hurt anyone in the neighborhood. Not a person, not a household,
not a business, nothing should be at the expense of others. We would not turn
into predgtory animals for the purpose of some grand planning or somebody’s
favor.'?!

Unexamined in Jacobs’s work, but of great concern to many other observers of
the urban renewal story, was the fact that urban renewal was a program that de-
scended disproportionately on African-Americans. In 1961, for example, African
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Americans were 10% of the US population, but 66% of residents of areas slated for
urban renewal."”” A particular hardship of urban renewal was that it strengthened
segregation. African Americans were forced out of the renewal areas, but only were
able to move to other ghetto areas. In some places, these ghetto areas had no vacant
housing. This meant that families were forced to share accommodations, creating
severe overcrowding. Public housing was a partial solution to the problem of over-
crowding, but not to the problem of segregation. Rather, projects were built to
confine blacks to ghetto areas. Indeed, urban renewal intensified segregation by
destroying integrated communities and creating segregated ones."

That urban renewal did harm to vulnerable people is not disputed (although
some would argue that the harm done was acceptable because it created a greater
good for society). The issue that interests us here is the following: Given that harm
was done, what have been the long-term consequences of that harm for African
Americans? I postulate three ways in which urban renewal might affect health.

First, urban renewal can be a direct cause of ill health. Urban renewal caused
a great deal of stress, which has been implicated, at least anecdotally, in deaths
among the elderly and aggravation of some kinds of existing illness. The process
was also traumatic for some, leading to trauma-related mental disorders, such as
prolonged grief, which are the best-documented of the negative health outcomes. ™

Second, urban renewal can be an indirect cause of illness. Many people dis-
placed by urban renewal were forced to live in substandard housing or in concen-
trated areas of poverty. Therefore, they were exposed to conditions associated with
higher rates of illness.

Third, urban renewal also acts as a “fundamental cause” of disease in the sense
proposed in 1994 by Link and Phelan.” Fundamental causes of disease are those
factors in the environment that influence the distribution of and access to resources.
Urban renewal forced a small number of people to expend economic, social, and
political capital on resettlement, thus placing them at a disadvantage relative to the
rest of society. Put another way, the resources that were “spent” on resettlement
could not be spent to buy advantages, such as the creation of new enterprises or
the acquisition of education, choices that those who had not been displaced were
free to make.

To illustrate the process of urban renewal and the consequences for health
and disease, I describe the experiences of one place—Roanoke, Virginia—and one
person—David Jenkins.

URBAN RENEWAL IN ROANOKE, VIRGINIA

African Americans in Roanoke, Virginia, were concentrated in two communities
adjacent to downtown, Gainsborough and Northeast. These two communities were
designated for urban renewal under the federal urban renewal program. In review-
ing documents and maps and conducting extensive interviews with citizens of Roa-
noke, journalist Mary Bishop was able to document the story of urban renewal in
that city.” Prior to urban renewal, the African American citizens of Roanoke had
lived together, often for generations, and had strong ties to one another. Neighbors
depended on each other in times of need and in times of joy. They developed a
coterie of social, religious, and political organizations. They had an array of busi-
nesses, including a pharmacy, corner grocery stores, and an undertaker. The impor-
tance of the community to its members was heightened by the second-class citizen-
ship its members endured in the rest of the city. At least within their own
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communities, people had a sense of pride and accomplishment. They invested in
their homes and their businesses and accumulated a significant amount of financial
capital.

Because of the structure of segregation, white people rarely visited the ghetto
community. Their knowledge of it was based on superficial inspection and rumor.
In general, the white community viewed the African American community as a
“slum” and greeted the prospect of slum “clearance” with enthusiasm. For exam-
ple, some of the houses in the African American community had outhouses; these
were seen as a blight on the image of Roanoke. Because of the proximity to down-
town, visitors to the center of the city drove through this landscape, much to the
embarrassment of the white city leaders. That this needed to be “cleaned up” was
a foregone conclusion to them, and urban renewal was put into place with alacrity.
Roanoke was early among US cities in its execution of urban renewal efforts.

Urban renewal was directed first at Northeast. When first told about the pro-
gram, residents of the area were led to believe that it was intended for their benefit:
Better housing would be built, and they would return to a renewed community.
They accepted the small payments they were given for their homes in hopes that
this would lead to improvement for all. Instead, the tight-knit community of North-
east was scattered, never to be reunited. As one elderly man, who had lived in
Northeast for many years, said, “I've lost touch with most of my friends. We only
see each other at funerals.” The land was used for such purposes as a post office,
a civic center, and a Ford dealership. While driving me through the area, a former
resident said bitterly, “We used to have a community there. Now it’s just build-
ings.”

Urban renewal of Gainsborough followed a much more convoluted path, in
large measure because the experience of Northeast belied the promises of improve-
ment. This led to the growth of enough community opposition to slow urban re-
newal, although not enough to stop it. Urban renewal took large chunks of the
community. Of those homes and businesses that remained, some were lost because
of disinvestment in the area triggered by the prospect of urban renewal. People
stopped investing in their homes because they thought the government would soon
take them. Road building also took a substantial toll on the area. What has been
done with the land—such as the building of a Coca-Cola bottling plant—in no
way replaced the community that had been there.

Through many interviews, Bishop created a detailed picture of what the loss
was like for the displaced people. In all, urban renewal forced the migration of
thousands of African Americans, took 1,600 of their homes, and leveled more than
200 of their businesses and 24 of their churches. There were several kinds of losses.

First, there were enormous financial costs for the displaced people. Those who
were home owners got very little for their property, rarely enough to pay for the
more expensive homes that were the only housing available for them to buy. People
who had paid off their homes and had made substantial investments in renovations
incurred new debt as a result of the displacement, often requiring many years of
additional payments. People who were renters moved into public housing, which
was a social situation inferior to the one they had left. Whereas in the old commu-
nity poor people had access to the well-to-do, who lived in the same neighborhoods,
only the poor moved to the projects. Thus, a substantial source of financial, social,
and moral support was removed. Businesses had great difficulty relocating, and
many closed. Churches also fared badly in the transition.

Second, there were enormous social costs of the displacement. The tight-knit







