"CHICAGO IS NOT ABOUT TO GIVE UP
ON A BAD IDEA": THE FUTURE OF
PUBLIC HOUSING HIGH-RISES

Alexander Polikoff’

Chicago’s first ghetto was a product of the great northward migra-
tion of southern Blacks, from 1890 to 1930, that ended with the
Great Depression. Its Black population became intensely concen-
trated, and its borders on Chicago’s south and west sides were
"sharp and clear" (Hirsch, 1983). Chicago’s second and greatly
enlarged Black ghetto was formed during the three decades from
1940 to 1970. 1t too was the product of a great migration, one
that began with southern Blacks streaming into the World War I
factories of northern cities, and then continued during the quarter
century that followed the war’s close (Lemann, 1991b). Its bor-
(11er389t0’0 are clear; its population homogeneously Black (Massey,
989). '

The second ghetto was, however, subjected to two develop-
ments that sharply distinguished it from its predecessor. First, in
the 1950s and 1960s, legal and political breakthroughs made it
possible for middle-class Blacks to make impressive gains in edu-
cation and employment and to escape the ghetto’s confines, with
the result that the second ghetto was shorn of the stabilizing role
models and economic activity that the middle class had earlier pro-
vided (W. Wilson, 1987). The second development was a dra-
matic shift of low-skilled jobs to the suburbs, negatively altering
the opportunity ladder for those who remained behind (Kasarda,
1990). Both developments contributed to the creation of over-

* The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Patricia M.
Logue. The title of this chapter is borrowed from Abramowitz, 1991.

' Nicholas Lemann observes that the massive migration of Blacks
who left the segregated, circumscribed life of the rural South between
1910 and 1970 for the cities of the North, particularly Chicago, was one
of the largest internal movements of people in history, outranking the
migration of any other ethnic group—TItalians, Irish, Jews, or Poles—to
this country (Lemann, 1991b).
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whelmingly impoverished urban neighborhoods, not organized
around work and housing an "urban underclass” that now seems
threatened with permanent severance from the American main-
stream (W. Wilson, 1987).2

A notable feature of the making of the second ghetto was gov-
ernment sanction and support, including a massive public housing
high-rise program. Now, a generation after they were built in the
1950s and 1960s, the public housing high-rises are wearing out.
Instead of viewing this circumstance as a golden opportunity to
dismantle a particularly pernicious feature of its Black ghetto and
to provide high-rise residents with the same escape opportunities
that were earlier offered to the middle class, Chicago is beginning
to rebuild its public housing high-rise buildings. One is reminded
of the adage that those who fail to learn from history are doomed
to repeat it. In a less elegant formulation, reportedly Yogi Ber-
ra’s, it’s déja vu all over again. This chapter contends that we
can and should change course and seize the golden opportunity.

SYMBOL OF THE SECOND GHETTO
The Chicago History

Restrictive covenants, the hostility of White neighborhoods, and
the pervasive, segregatory "gate-keeping" of the real estate indus-
try helped create Chicago’s greatly enlarged second ghetto. In
addition, the ghetto was fostered by government public housing
and urban renewal policies, home insurance practices of the Fed-
eral Housing Administration, and federal highway building and
homeowner tax subsidy programs that assisted city Whites to
move to the suburbs (Polikoff, 1978; Hirsch, 1983).

Had the public housing been scattered, would it have ameli-
orated the severity of the second ghetto? Or would the weifht of
other government policies, as well as private hostility to Blacks,
have been too great for scattered public housing to have made a
difference? We will never know, for Chicago’s postwar public

? Though, more than anyone else, William Julius Wilson has helped
legitimize the term "underclass,” Wilson worries that some journalists
and conservatives are now using the term pejoratively to contend or im-
ply that the poor have created their own plight. He is considering the
alternative, "ghetto poor" (DeParle, 1990). "Underclass” is used here,
non-pejoratively, because of the widespread usage it has attained.
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housing was deliberately concentrated in Black neighborhoods.
Indeed, the first ghetto’s symbol, the tenement, was replaced by
what came to be the symbol of the second ghetto, the concrete and
steel public housing high-rise. A brief recapitulation of this his-
tory will provide background for the present discussion.

In the aftermath of World War II, the nation readied itself to
address housing needs that had been postponed during the war.
In 1949, a new housing law signaled a huge expansion in the
fledgling public housing program that had begun in the New Deal
years. Before 1950, several aspects of public housing had not
been clearly defined: the socioeconomic status of its tenants, the
location of its developments, and their scale. These three key
factors were now to be definitively addressed; the choices made
determined the essential nature of public housing in Chicago.

Public housing had begun as a temporary way station for
working families down on their luck because of the Depression.
Families receiving public aid or having criminal records or other
social problems were simply not accepted. During the war years,
public housing served war workers who could not find other hous-
ing because of war-induced shortages. In the post-war years,
however, the public housing clientele began to change. In Chi-
cago and other large cities, public housing was given a "slum
clearance” mission, and most slums were in Black neighborhoods.
The obligation to house at least some of the displaced persons
meant that public housing tenants would become increasingly
Black and poor. By 1950, over a quarter of Chicago Housing
Authority (CHA) families were receiving public aid, and a third
were one-parent families. The CHA was becoming the landlord
for hard-core poverty families (Bowly, 1978).

As to location, of the ten public housing developments built in
Chicago before or during World War II, four were for Whites in
White areas, four were for Blacks in Black areas, and two were
intended for mixed occupancy. The CHA’s policy followed the
federal government’s "neighborhood composition rule"—the racial
occupancy of a public housing development should mirror the ra-
cial composition of the host area.

By the early 1950s, the location factor was also undergoing
change. CHA'’s first executive director, Elizabeth Wood, made
a strong effort to bring about some degree of racial integration in
CHA'’s developments. But she lost her battle to the Chicago po-
litical establishment, and it became clear that the great expansion
in public housing decreed by the 1949 Housing Act would take
place in impoverished Black neighborhoods (Meyerson and Ban-
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field, 1955). Years later, Gautreaux v. CHA, a racial discri-
mination lawsuit against CHA (BPI, 1991), formally established
what was generally known during the 1950s and 1960s. "the loca-
tions for new projects were selected by CHA, and by the political
leadership of Chicago, to contain and segregate the poor, black
population" (Bowly, 1978, p. 112).°

As to the final factor, scale, the ten developments built in
Chicago before or during World War II were all low-rise, mostly
two-story, rowhouses, with a few three- and four-story walk-ups’
thrown in. Although density varied, even the larger develop-
ments, such as the Jane Addams Houses, were constructed on a
"human scale" (Bowly, 1978, p. 20). In the post-war years, how-
ever, the design of public housing buildings came to reflect the
ideas of the Swiss architect, Le Corbusier, whose architectural
vision was a "vertical garden city" composed of blocks of apart-
ments stacked atop one another. In the early post-war years, a
few, relatively small, low-rise projects would still be constructed.
But Le Corbusier’s influence was about to become dominant.

Chicago’s first elevator projects were of modest scale, six- to
nine-story buildings. Then the buildings began to rise to fourteen
and fifteen stories. In addition, because locations in White neigh-
borhoods were unavailable to it by reason of its increasingly Black
tenancy, CHA began the practice of "extensions.”" New projects
were built cheek-by-jowl with existing ones in Black neighbor-
hoods. Though the Jane Addams Houses initially had "only"
about 1,000 apartments, two extensions soon doubled its size. In
1955, the Grace Abbott Homes added another 1,200 units, includ-
ing seven sixteen-story buildings. What had begun on a "human
scale” had grown to over 3,000 apartments, encompassing 26 city
blocks. The overall feeling was now described as "forbidding,
and the human scale is completely lost” (Bowly, 1978, p. 91).

In the dozen years from the mid-1950s to near the end of the
1960s, the great public housing construction years, CHA outdid

3 The Gautreaux case was filed in 1966 (with the author as lead
counsel) on behalf of all CHA tenants and applicants against both CHA
and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
After the discriminatory nature of CHA location policies was established
in 1969, the case entered a long, still-continuing, remedial phase.
Among other things, CHA was ordered to build low-rise, scattered-site
public housing throughout Chicago, and HUD agreed to implement a
rent subsidy program throughout the six-county Chicago metropolitan
area (Polikoff, 1989).
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itself in terms of scale. Henry Horner Homes, completed in
1957, had 920 apartments in nine buildings, seven of seven stories
and two of fifteen. Four years later, CHA added the Horner Ex-
tension, with 736 more apartments in seven more buildings, three
of eight stories and four of fourteen. Most of the Henry Horner
apartments, and most of those to come, were three-, four-, and
five-bedroom apartments; thus, the growing concentration of Black
and poor families was also a growing concentration of large fami-
lies with children.

Horner was followed by Stateway Gardens, Robert Taylor
Homes, and others. Taylor Homes, renowned as the world’s
largest public housing development, added 4,400 apartments in 28
identical sixteen-story buildings right next to Stateway Gardens.
At the end of the 1960s, CHA’s last big development, Madden
Homes, had only 450 apartments in three high-rises but was geo-
graphically a part of six other family developments. In its last
high-rise gasp, CHA had not lost its ability to produce develop-
ments on an inhuman scale. And by that time, there were 20,000
apartments in 168 family high-rise buildings.*

The Chicago Consequences

These enormous projects were in disadvantaged Black neighbor-
hoods with predominantly low-income residents and a dearth of
community services and facilities. Project tenants were virtually
all Black, with incomes and job circumstances that placed them
near the bottom of the social and economic ladder. The tenancy,
segregated ghetto locations, and scale of the projects were a pre-
scription for disaster.

* Because of Gautreaux case court orders, only low-rise, scat-
tered-site housing was built in the 1970s and 1980s, and—due to con-
tinuing litigation, and CHA'’s intransigence and incompetence—very lit-
tle of that. Today, CHA public housing comprises about 40,000 apart-
ments. Of these, some 9,500 are in 58 buildings for the elderly. The
balance of the family apartments (other than the 20,000 in high rises)
are in low-rise buildings, some in large, concentrated, low-rise "proj-
ects,” some in sites shared with high rises, and others ("scattered sites")
in dispersed, individual low-rise buildings. CHA’s resident population
is about 145,000 persons, just under six percent of the Chicago’s total
population.
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In an oft-reprinted passage, Harrison Salisbury, fresh from
zearg in Russia, described what he saw in New York City’s public
ousing:

the broken windows, the missing light bulbs, the plaster cracking
from the walls, the pilfered hardware, the cold, drafty corridors,
the doors on sagging hinges, the acid smell of sweat and cab-
bage, the ragged children, the plaintive women, the playgrounds
that are seas of muddy clay, the bruised and battered trees, the
ragged clumps of grass, the planned absence of art, beauty or
taste, the gigantic masses of brick, of concrete, of asphalt, the
inhuman genius with which our know-how has been perverted
to create human cesspools worse than those of yesterday (Salis-
bury, 1958, p. 75).

Similarly, not long after Chicago’s Robert Taylor Homes project
opened, an anonymous resident was quoted as saying: "We live
stacked on top of one another with no elbow room. Danger is all
around. There’s little privacy or peace and no quiet. And the
world looks on all of us as project rats, living on a reservation
like untouchables" (M. Newman, 1965). /

The ensuing years did not deal kindly with what Salisbury had
seen. First, with the end of legal segregation in the 1950s and
1960s, working and middle-class Blacks fled the inner-cify
ghettos, weakening institutions and stripping the ghetto of its
mainstream role models. In the 1940s, 1950s, and as late as the
1960s, according to William Julius Wilson, the presence of
working- and middle-class Blacks in ghetto communities provided
stability and reinforced and perpetuated mainstream behavior
patterns: "Though they may have lived on different streets, blacks
of all classes lived in the same neighborhood. Their kids went to
the same schools and played in the same parks. Thus, their
neighborhoods at that time were more stable" (W. Wilson, 1991,

. 26).

P The departure of working- and middle-class Blacks left behind
a much higher concentration of the most disadvantaged segments
of the Black population and removed an important "social buffer"
that had helped keep alive the perception that education was
meaningful, that employment was a viable alternative to welfare,
and that family stability was the norm, not the exception
(W. Wilson, 1987, pp. 49, 56).

Second, during the 1970s and 1980s, northern cities lost dra-
matically large numbers of blue-collar and low-skilled jobs. Be-
tween 1972 and 1989, Chicago’s loss of almost 134,000 jobs in-
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cluded 48 percent of all its manufacturing jobs. During the same
period, Chicago’s suburbs lost only one percent of their manufac-
turing jobs while gaining over 700,000 total positions (Leadership
Council, 1991). Simultaneously, the northern cities that suffered
such job losses were also experiencing large growths in their
populations of young Blacks with no education beyond high
school, the offspring of those who had migrated to northern cities
during the 1950s and 1960s when inner-city jobs that required
only limited education and skills were far more plentiful. As the
jobs dispersed to the suburbs, large numbers of young, unemp-
loyed Blacks were left in job-poor, inner-city locations, notably
including public housing developments with heavy concentrations
of children and teenagers.

By 1980, the impact of these two developments was of "cata-
strophic proportions," leading to socially isolated communities
characterized by high rates not only of joblessness but also of
teenage pregnancies, out-of-wedlock births, single-parent families,
welfare dependency, and serious crime (W. Wilson, 1987, pp. 15,
22-26). Whereas in 1960, the overwhelming majority of adults
were working even in poor Black neighborhoods, such neighbor-
hoods came to house few middle- or working-class families, and
the great majority of their adults were unemployed. Poor neigh-
borhoods not organized around work, Wilson believes, constitute
"the most fundamental and most significant change in the black
community over the last several decades” (W. Wilson, 1991,
p. 26). As Kasarda points out, the underground economy may be
the only option for poorly educated youth anchored to such in-
ner-city areas, an option that pushes their neighborhoods further
along a downward spiral:

Large concentrations of those who have become dependent on
the urban underground economy pose serious problems (crime,
drug abuse, loitering, vandalism) that dissuade businesses from
locating nearby and push out more economically stable families
and others who eschew such behaviors. As a consequence, not
only do local employment opportunities further deteriorate, rein-
forcing neighborhood economic decline, but also selective out-
migration of more mainstream-oriented residents spatially iso-
lates the most disadvantaged (Kasarda, 1990, pp. 82-83).

Calling Kasarda’s "spatial isolation" by its rightful name of
racial segregation, Massey makes the further point that "boot-
straps” have been denied to Blacks who are born and grow up in
such ghetto communities. Residential mobility, Massey says, has
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been the crucial avenue of social mobility in America: "Some
neighborhoods have good schools, strong ties to employers, excel-
lent services, low crime rates and a youth culture tl)1’at stresses
educational achievement and delayed parenthood; other neighbor-
hoods do not" (Massey, 1991, p. 33).

Moving to a more advantaged neighborhood is the central
mechanism by which families improve socioeconomic prospects
for themselves and their children. For most American ethnic
groups, socioeconomic mobility is a cumulative process: economic
advancement (a better job, a raise) is translated into residential
progress (a neighborhood with better schools, peer influences, so-
cial contacts, etc.), which in turn leads to additional socioeco-
nomic gains (children receive better education and get better jobs).
This avenue for cumulative socioeconomic advancement is largely
closed to Blacks because of racial barriers to residential mobility.

Massey supports his assertion with statistics and analyses that
point to racial discrimination—not economics, Black locational
preferences, or any other factor—as the primary explanation for
Black residential segregation. But whatever the causal factors,
racial segregation largely denies to Blacks America’s normal
avenue to socioeconomic advancement, and—because they live in”
isolated, impoverished neighborhoods—Ileaves ghetto Blacks'
uniquely vulnerable to economic downturns. Racial segregation_,,)
Massey concludes, is responsible for a "new, concentrated form
of urban poverty,” and is "a primary structural factor behind the
creation of the underclass” (Massey, 1991, p. 33). This argument
has special force in Chicago, where the Gautreaux case has judi-
cially determined that public housing locations were deliberately
selected to segregate the poor, Black population,

Beyond the formidable disadvantages of their segregation in
impoverished neighborhoods, high-rise residents face the additional
problem that their buildings seem particularly conducive to crimi-
nal activity (O. Newman, 1972). Newman tells of a Philadelphia
project composed of a mixture of high and low buildings, two-
thirds of the units in thirteen-story buildings, one-third in two-
story rowhouses. Even though the social profiles of families in
both building types were virtually identical, the high-rises experi-
enced seven-and-a-half times the vandalism, robberies, and drug
arrests as the rowhouses. Newman concludes that for low-income
families with children, the high-rise is to be "strictly avoided"
(O. Newman, 1972, pp. 191-193).

William Julius Wilson suggests that James Q. Wilson’s critical
mass theory may be especially relevant to inner-city neighbor-
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hoods with large public housing projects. When a "critical mass"
of young persons in a given community is reached, "a self-sus-
taining chain reaction is set off that creates an explosive increase
in the amount of crime, addiction, and welfare dependency”
(J. Wilson, 1975, pp. 17-18; W. Wilson, 1987). Similarly, as a
research monograph observes, the "high density of many develop-
ments . . . has complicated the role of police. Preventive patrol-
ling in cars, for example, does nothing to deter drug dealing that
takes place in the stairwells or jammed elevators of high-rise
buildings" (Weisel, 1990, p. 12.)

Such observations are punctuated by regular accounts in the
daily press. In 1980, about 10 percent of Chicago’s murders,
rapes, and aggravated assaults were committed in Robert Taylor
Homes, although the project housed only a little more than 0.5
percent of the city’s population (Sheppard, 1980). In 1990, police
beat 211, which 1s CHA's Stateway Gardens, was Chicago’s most
violent. None of the city’s other 275 police beats had more
murders or sexual assaults, Beat 211’s 20 homicides were more
than those reported in any of ten states. Only two other Chicago
beats had more serious assaults, and only one had more robberies
(Blau and Recktenwald, 1991). By the close of the 1980s, Chi-
cago’s public housing high-rises were largely controlled by gangs
dealing drugs, while their residents engaged in bullet-dodging.
CHA'’s vacancies—mostly in its high-rises—exceeded 5,000, al-
though its waiting list numbered in the tens of thousands.’

Poignant witness to life in Chicago high-rises came from two
books published in 1991. In The Promised Land, Nicholas Le-
mann described the lives of four generations of Mississippians in
one of the "better buildings" in Robert Taylor Homes. Though
it is now over 30 years later, there is an almost eerie resemblance
to what Harrison Salisbury had seen—the broken windows, the
missing light bulbs (now regularly shot out by gang members,
making coming home after dark a "terrifying experience"), the

* Vincent Lane, current chairman of the CHA, has been trying val-
iantly and innovatively to deal with CHA’s crime problem, especially
with coordinated, surprise "sweeps" of crime-ridden high rises by police
and CHA personnel to evict gang members and drug dealers and "se-
cure” the buildings for their legitimate residents. But the difficulties are
great, the results uncertain. Despite sweeps of all eight high rises in
CHA’s Rockwell Gardens complex, serious crime there increased
17 percent in 1990 according to the CHA, more according to the Chi-
cago Police Department (Barry, 1991).
















































