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▪ Tocqueville’s Quandary: 
▪ Roughly twenty-five years before the American Civil War, a French 

aristocrat and scholar made a number of critical observations about the 
United States. Much has been made of Alexis de Tocqueville’s remarks in 
Democracy in America. Yet, for all of its splendid commentary and glaring 
limitations, Tocqueville’s observations about race have stood the test of 
time. For Tocqueville, enslaved peoples “were neither in nor of civil 
society. They were objects of gross incivility.”

▪ In thinking about America’s strange juxtaposition of liberty and freedom, 
he defined the choices available to slave owners rather simply. Tocqueville 
argued that the United States could free enslaved peoples and treat them 
with some degree of dignity, or perpetuate African American serfdom for 
as long as possible. The possibility of black freedom, Tocqueville held, 
“intensified rather than alleviated” white prejudices.

▪ (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Freedom to the Free, 1963)

▪ We know now, that the United States chose the latter. 

▪ The story of the Jim Crow South is the story of the perpetuation of African 
American serfdom, a set of beliefs designed to justify that serfdom, and African 
American resistance to both

▪ The story of African Americans after the Civil War is an immigrant story. 
African Americans not only occupied what was literally a foreign country 
during the Civil War, they left the area and/or moved to urban areas in record  
during the early 20th century. \Systematic and systemic exclusion often 
impinged upon many African Americans upwardly mobile aspirations. In the 
South, black Americans were civically dead. With little to no political agency, 
black Americans were often reduced to the very serfdom that Tocqueville 
presaged in 1835. This represented nothing less than the reinstitution of a 
mudsill.

https://theconversation.com/why-read-tocquevilles-democracy-in-america-40802
https://www.worldcat.org/title/political-participation-a-study-of-the-participation-by-negroes-in-the-electoral-and-political-processes-in-10-southern-states-since-passage-of-the-voting-rights-act-of-1965/oclc/269807


▪ In 1960, 46 percent of 
Richmond blacks had less 
than eight years of 
education.

▪ In 1975, , nearly 25 percent 
of black families in 
Richmond were still beneath 
the poverty line

▪ the poverty threshold for an 
urban family of four in 1970 
was $3,743.

▪ By 1970, city schools in 
Richmond-proper were 
nearly sixty-six percent 
African American and an 
alarming number of black 
adolescents failed to finish 
high school.
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▪ There were 7,517 homes in black areas 
that were either overcrowded or where 
African Americans “doubled-down”

▪ African American homes in RVA

▪ 13,977 without indoor private toilets

▪ 13,221 without private baths 

▪ 2,635 without running water

▪ 20,486 with cold-water access only

▪ The City of Richmond failed to install 
modern sewage systems in the African 
American sections of Church Hill until 
1953! 
▪ Ed Grimsley, Richmond Times-Dispatch, 17 March 1959, 1-

2. 

▪ At midcentury, overcrowding in 
Black enclaves gave rise to poor 
sanitation, rampant disease, and a 
general lack of adequate medical 
care. Black Richmond had one of the 
highest mortality rate of any city in 
the United States as a result. 
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▪ In 1980, 38 of Richmond’s 69 total census tracts were predominantly, almost 
exclusively, racially homogenous. 

▪ 14 census tracts were over 90 percent white, while 24 were over 90 percent 
African American. 

▪ 8 census tracts were over 95 percent white and 16 were over 95 percent 
African American. 

▪ Between 1970 and 1980, the fraction of people in Richmond living below 
the poverty level increased by nearly 45 percent, one-fifth of the city’s total 
population. 

▪ During that same period, the figure for Richmonders living below 75 
percent of the poverty level exploded by 60 percent to one-seventh of the 
city’s total population. 

▪ In 1980, African American unemployment rate -14.5 percent- was nearly 
twice as high as the rate for whites 

▪ In 1982, 31 percent of black youth between the ages of sixteen and 
nineteen were unemployed. 
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▪ Before the 1950s, no more than 40 percent of Americans 
owned homes

▪ Homeownership became central to American wealth-
building.

▪ In June of 1933, Washington passed the home owners 
loan act. The law set aside $200 million and was given 
the authority to issue $2 billion in tax-exempt bonds.

▪ The loans applied to homes that were non-farm 
residential properties, did not house more than four 
families, and were not worth more than $20,000. In 
order to sell loans to homeowners, the HOLC bought old 
mortgages from banks with government bonds financed 
by the treasury and capital markets.

▪ This process was deeply discriminatory
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▪ The Federal Housing Administration [FHA] and the home 
owners’ loan association corporation [HOLC] eventually used 
race as a determining factor in assessing financial risk, 
granting mortgages, and doling out low/pro-longed interests 
rates to potential homeowners.

▪ During the appraisal process, the FHA ordered local lenders to 
use its color-coded residential security maps to assess financial 
risk. Green and blue areas, populated by whites, were in good 
standing, while lenders considered yellow and red areas, often 
made up of Jews, immigrants, white laborers, and African 
Americans, high risk.

▪ Local lenders eventually gave red distinctions to almost all 
African American neighborhoods, regardless of socio-
economic status. This process of denying loans or jacking up 
interest rates on potential African American lenders became 
known as redlining.
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▪ The HOLC, which was administered by 
local private and public officials, 
favored single-family homes outside 
of America’s central cities. In this way, 
the federal government not only 
encouraged middle-class 
homeownership and raised whites 
standard of living, Washington and the 
banking industry built the suburbs. 

▪ More ominously, however, private 
sector bankers and realtors virtually 
excluded all minorities from this 
process. Between 1933 and 1936, only 
1 percent of the the agencies total 
loans went to African Americans. 
▪ Jackson, Kenneth T. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization 

of the United States. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985.
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In the mid-twentieth century, America resolved to clear it’s urban 

slums to make way for growing city centers. 

Redlining insured that African Americans and other vulnerable 

communities rarely got fair market value for their homes. 

Accessors said this of Los Angeles, “This is the “melting pot” area of Los 

Angeles, and has long been thoroughly blighted. The Negro 

concentration is largely in the eastern two thirds of the area. Original 

construction was evidently of fair quality but lack of proper maintenance 

is notable. Population is uniformly of poor quality and many 

improvements are in a state of dilapidation. This area is a fit location for a 

slum clearance project. The area is accorded a “low red” grade.” 



▪ The Housing Act of 1949 funded “slum clearance” and 
urban renewal projects. 

▪ The act set aside $1 billion in federal aid to assist 
localities with clearing and redeveloping slum areas. 

▪ Redlined Communities were first on the chopping block

▪ These efforts decimated America's inner cities. Between 
1949 and 1965, officials evicted one million people in 
Chicago alone in the name of redevelopment. 

▪ Many of these people ”doubled-down” in predominantly 
black enclaves or moved to public housing. 
▪ See Weber, “Extracting Value From the City,” Urban and 

Planning Policy, 2002 
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▪ In hopes of dissuading the Sunshine Housing 
Corp. from basing their urban renewal 
project in Jackson Ward, here are the 
prescient words of real estate developer 
Samuel P.B. Steward, in a 1933 letter to 
William H. Schwarzschild, president of the 
city’s Chamber of Commerce:
▪ “My opinion, and that of the great majority I 

have talked with, is that despite your good 
intention and high hopes, you are about to 
plant … what is likely to become the most 
undesirable section of the city … We think 
that by ignoring the colored people as this 
corporation is doing at present and saying in 
effect ‘Just come out and rent wherever we fix 
for you,’ coupled with colored people’s own 
private thoughts of certain locations …is 
likely to cause …The rift raft will have 
applications piled up and waiting with the 
money paid in advance for the first month. 
After this your apartments will be gone the 
way of some other rows and ‘quarters.’” 

▪ https://teachers.yale.edu/curriculum/viewer/init
iative_15.03.05_u
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For nearly half a century, the United 

States invested $425 billion dollars 

building the world’s most advanced 

network of highways

Between the 1950s and 1970s, the 

U.S. Built 48,000 miles of interstate 

highways. 

These highways connected cities to 

suburbs and rural areas,  and  cities 

to cities. 

They gutted urban areas– entire 

neighborhoods were either torn 

down or split up to make way for 

massive interchanges and wide 

swaths of asphalt.

The new freeways also isolated 

many other neighborhoods, 

ushering in their demise. Combined 

with federal housing bills that paid 

developers to tear down existing 

housing stock and replace it with 

high-rises, they resulted in the 

continued decimation of huge 

swaths of many cities.



▪ America’s interstate highway 
system connected and divided the 
country at the same time

▪ Affluent neighborhoods had the 
means to resist highway 
construction in their enclaves 
(known as “Freeway Revolts) 

▪ That is why, until recently, most of 
America’s highways run near or 
cut straight through communities 
of color

▪ An estimated 7,000 African 
Americans — about 10% of 
Richmond’s Black population at the 
time — were displaced.
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▪ Between 1950-1970, America's suburban population doubled 
from roughly 37 million to 75 million

▪ By 1967, 60 percent of white families in the United States lived in 
suburbs

▪ More than half of the homes in these suburbs were bound to 
federally guaranteed mortgages 

▪ Local and federal officials guaranteed no mortgages in many 
redlined districts
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▪ 43% of black families lived in 
poverty (earned under $3,000 
annually, $22,000 presently)

▪ Only two of five African Americans 
earned high school diplomas

▪ The average black income was 
55% of white’s average income

▪ Black rate of unemployment 
doubled that of whites

▪ African Americans owned less 
than 1% of America’s businesses

▪ An African American with a 
college degree earned less than a 
white person with 8 years of 
education 
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▪ Private sector bankers and realtors 
virtually excluded all minorities 
from this process. Between 1933 and 
1936, only 1 percent of federal loans 
total loans went to African 
Americans. 

▪ Federal officials and American 
banks underwrote well-over $100 
billion in new housing between 
1934 and 1962. Between 1949 and 
1959, less than 2 percent of loans 
went to racial minorities
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▪ The 20th century story of African Americans is an 
immigrant story– but it belies the narrative of 
upward mobility

▪ Before 1950, African Americans transformed from 
most rural, southern populations to an urban, 
northern (and western) population. In 1900, about 
90 percent of the black population lived in the 
south, with a majority in rural areas. By 1970, 
however, about 70 percent lived in cities, a 
majority in the north.

▪ Because of discriminatory housing policies, black 
Americans were compressed into central cities

▪ By the 1980s, most cities with sizeable minority 
populations were even more segregated by race 
and class
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▪ The Constitutional Convention of 1901-02 
used poll taxes and literacy tests to remove 
undesirables from the electoral process. 

▪ Legislators effectively removed 80 percent 
of African Americans and 50 percent of 
Whites from the voting ranks. 

▪ Virginia had the lowest voter turnout 
rate in the United States and one of the 
lowest rates of any free democracy in 
the world for most of the early 20th

century.

▪ Byrd’s system was built on patronage, 
payola, and exclusion. Segregationists used 
the power vested in Jim Crow legislatures 
to systematically divest Black and poor 
White communities of resources–
educational facilities failed, neighborhoods 
neglected, and resources horded. 

▪ The Jim Crow South was a kleptocratic 
oligarchy. Jim Crow segregation, like 
slavery, “permanently removed the 
underclass from any hope of influencing 
government.”  
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▪ “The Crusade has the largest 
group of volunteer workers of 
any place that I have ever been.”
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▪ “If 9,000 colored voters all vote 
for the same 9 men, these 9,000 
votes will put these 9 
candidates ahead of the 13 
others on the ticket. The same 
‘balance of power’ which will 
assure election of the nine men 
who get support of 9,000 
colored voters can at the same 
time unseat several councilmen 
who are definitely against the 
rights of colored citizens…”
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▪ In 1960, Richmond had a total 
population of 219, 958. By 1968, 
the Census Bureau estimated 
that the capital city’s 
population shrank to 216, 451. 

▪ In 1966, approximately 30,000 
blacks and 58,000 whites 
(approximately half of 
Richmond’s White population) 
were registered to vote. 

▪ By 1968, Richmond had three 
black council-members and 
two racially liberal whites
▪ Winfred Mundle, Henry 

Marsh, and Sonny Cephas

▪ Howard Carwile and James 
“Jim” Carpenter 
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▪ Southern anxiety about 
black governance led to yet 
another Machiavellian 
frenzy of resistance.  As 
African Americans 
frequented Southern polls in 
record numbers after 1965, 
the process of diminishing 
minorities’ political power—
in this case, weakening a 
group’s votes after they had 
been cast— gained new 
momentum 
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▪ By the start of the 1970s, eleven million 
Americans had purchased dwellings 
thanks to FHA-VA financing. Almost one-
fourth of new houses in the United States 
during the 1940s-1960s received FHA-
VA subsidy, with the high point at 40.7 
percent in 1955. Levittown, Long Island, 
had not a single African American 
among its 82,000 residents as late as 
1960,more than a decade after the 
Supreme Court declared racially 
exclusive deed restrictions legally 
unenforceable.
▪ Tom Hanchett, “The Other Subsidized 

Housing,” 4.

▪ Levittown was not unique. 
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▪ In 1947, white buyers could purchase homes in 
Levittown for $8,000 (which is roughly $84,000 in 
2015 dollars). Today, the median housing value in 
Levittown is $365,000, per census data. 

▪ The Long Island suburb built more than 17,000 
homes nearly all of which were leased or 
purchased by whites, thanks to racial covenants 
guided originally by the terms of the Federal 
Housing Administration loans.

▪ If a black family could afford to buy into a white 
neighborhood without government help, the FHA 
would refuse to insure future mortgages even to 
whites in that neighborhood, because it was now 
threatened with integration.

▪ While African Americans are allowed to live in 
Levittown now, they by and large do not: The city’s 
population is 89 percent white and less than 1 
percent black. NYC meanwhile, is 26 percent black 
and just 44 percent white.

▪ https://www.citylab.com/equity/2015/09/how-the-
federal-government-built-white-suburbia/403321/
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▪ These federal policies of racial segregation were 
applied not only in New York but nationwide. 

▪ Pruitt-Igoe homes in St. Louis, Missouri, for example, 
became a national symbol of dysfunctional public 
housing in the 1960s-high-rise towers packed with 
welfare-dependent, African American, “barely literate 
single parents,” and “their gang-member children.” 

▪ Conditions were so bad that the federal government 
evicted all residents and dynamited the 33 towers in 
1972.

▪ The public and media stereotype of project residents 
has become one of entrenched poverty and social 
dysfunction. 

▪ By 1973, President Richard Nixon could describe such 
projects as "monstrous, depressing places-rundown, 
overcrowded, crime-ridden.”
▪ http://prospect.org/article/public-housing-

government-sponsored-segregation
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▪ “The increasing intensity, duration, 
and frequency of heat waves due to 
human-caused climate change puts 
historically underserved populations in 
a heightened state of precarity, as 
studies observe that vulnerable 
communities—especially those within 
urban areas in the United States—are 
disproportionately exposed to extreme 
heat.” 

▪ Hoffman, Shandas, Pendleton, “The Effects of Historical Housing 
Policies on Residents Exposure to Intra-Urban Heat”

▪ At the University of Richmond, we 
found that in 94 percent of 108 cities 
historically redlined neighborhoods 
were nearly 5 degrees Fahrenheit 
warmer on average than non-redlined 
neighborhoods, though some cities 
showed starker differences—as much 
as 12.8 degrees. 
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(L), Redlined communities, (R), first image-- heat index, next image-- fewer trees and surfaces prone to heat 

National Geographic, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/racist-housing-policies-created-some-oppressively-hot-neighborhoods



▪ During the first year of Ronald Reagan’s presidency, forty-percent of 
Richmond’s census tracts were more than seventy-five percent black 
and 22, 992 of the city’s 25,513 food stamp recipients were African 
American

▪ Nearly twenty years after the Brown decision, Richmond’s public schools 
were eighty-two percent black and test scores were well below the 
national average.According to a 1978 housing survey, twenty-one 
percent of the city’s housing units were substandard: the almost 
exclusively black populated East End, north-side, and south-side 
carried a large percentage of that burden 

▪ Richmond’s murder, robbery, and violent crime rates also rose 
dramatically between 1980 and 1985. By 1985, the Commonwealth’s 
capital had the third highest murder rate in the nation

▪ These trends continued apace throughout the late twentieth century and 
well into the early twenty-first century. Only now, with gentrification 
have these trends reversed– wherein Richmond’s formerly Black 
enclaves are only transitionally diverse. 
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▪ The Great Inversion:  journalist Alan Ehrenhalt, 
coined the “great inversion.” He argues that the 
roles of America's cities and suburbs are changing 
places—young adults and affluent retirees moving 
in, while immigrants and the less affluent are 
moving out. 

▪ This inward migration has led to new 
understanding of decades-old urban crises

▪ These trends continued apace throughout the late 
twentieth century and well into the early twenty-
first century. Only now, with gentrification have 
these trends reversed– wherein Richmond’s 
formerly Black enclaves are only transitionally 
diverse. 
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▪ The intentionality of racial residential patterns has 
consequences

▪ Reconciliation requires recognition

▪ Things done purposefully can only be undone on 
purpose. 
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