
ISSUE 2:

Blockbusting, 
white flight (and white mobs), 
& the beginnings of suburbanization



It’s a pernicious myth of American meritocracy that whites who 
enjoy life above and beyond the working class get to where 
they are because of bootstrap tenacity and smart choices. To 
paraphrase Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, this 
is not a myth because it isn’t true—it’s a myth because it only 
tells one story, and that story has become the only story.
But there are other stories, ones that tell all the ways white 
people have, for centuries, reaped the benefits of policies 
written and implemented specifically to aid in the creation 
and maintenance of white wealth. In this chapter, we’ll look at 
the ways that white people have organized and reorganized 
themselves according to where they want to live, and who they 
want to live near them.
In this relentless pursuit of white neighborhoods, new myths 
have emerged about “bad” or “dangerous” areas with similarly 
bad and dangerous people. Notably, this is information one 
generally “hears” rather than experiences—it’s the kind of 
paradox racism often relies on, where white people’s greatest 
fears are things that black people regularly suffer, at the hands 
of whites and/or white supremacy.
And so like myths about white discipline, myths about white 
vulnerability are less a matter of an inaccurate story as they are 
a matter of an incomplete one. But if you listen carefully, over 
the din of mainstream media’s panic on “black on black crime,” 
black single mothers, black rapists, black thugs, black menaces 
to society: you can hear the stories about white terrorism 
aimed at black families and individuals, stories from a long 
time ago and stories from today.

“The laws of real estate—relating 
to the acquisition of land, the 
financing of construction, the 
cost of building maintenance and 
services, profit from rent or resale, 
the value of equity, or the price 
of credit—inexorably constrain 
any building component … or any 
building type. ...But look closely 
and you will see that what seems 
fundamental, basic, or natural 
is, like any other law, a historical 
artifact subject to change.” 

from House Housing, by Reinhold Martin with 
The Temple Hoyne Buell Center for the Study of 
American Architecture, New York University



1917: “In Kansas City, Missouri, when a first bomb failed 
to drive out a black homeowner, a second bomb was 
promptly set off.” (Waiting for Gautreaux, 18)

1921: “In Brooklyn, a note mailed to a black who had 
moved into a white neighborhood read simply, ‘Unless you 
vacate and move, you and members of your black family 
will be killed.”  (Waiting for Gautreaux, 18)

1921: “In [the ‘Back Wall Street’ of] Tulsa … scores of 
blacks were killed, countless injured, and 34 square 
blocks of black Tulsa reduced to rubble by a white mob of 
thousands, many deputized by the local police.” (Waiting for 
Gautreaux, 20)

1929: “In Detroit, a bomb destroyed a black apartment 
house, leaving nine families homeless.” (Waiting for Gautreaux, 
19)

1945: “In Fontana, California, whites ordered a new black 
homeowner to abandon his home. Shortly after his refusal, 
neighbors reported hearing an explosion and seeing 
‘blobs of fire’ around the home. The family fled with their 
clothes ablaze. (The wife and young children died almost 
immediately, the husband two weeks later.)” (Waiting for 
Gautreaux, 19)

1951: “[T]housands of whites in Cicero, 20 minutes or 
so west of downtown Chicago, attacked an apartment 
building that housed a single black family, throwing 
bricks and firebombs through the windows and setting 
the apartment on fire. A Cook County grand jury declined 
to charge the rioters—and instead indicted the family’s 
NAACP attorney and rental agent, charging them with 
conspiring to lower property values.” (The Case for Reparations, 66)

1962: “In Boston, the public housing authority rented an 
apartment in a white neighborhood to a lone, elderly black 
woman. Her apartment was stoned on two successive 
nights, even before she had finished moving in.” (Waiting for 
Gautreaux, 19)

1960s: “When I was a small child [in Chicago,] we used to 
live in an apartment on 68th and Wood in Englewood and 
over there, white people would march through the blocks 
picketing for us to move. ... They didn’t want black people 
in their neighborhood.” (Dawn Knight, High Rise Stories, 46)

1977: “Around 3:30 a.m. … gunshots were fired into the 
Smithfield, North Carolina home of Cornell and Geraldine 
Cook, the only African American couple living in a 
previously all-white neighborhood. A sheriff’s detective 
found about 20 pellet holes from a .12-gauge shotgun 
in the front of the house, but no one was injured in the 
shooting. On December 7, the local newspaper reported 
that the family planned to leave the area following 
the incident, the latest in a string of attempts at racial 
intimidation since the Cooks moved into their home. The 
Cooks subsequently quit their jobs at the GTE-Sylvania 
plant and returned with their nine-month-old son to Mr. 
Cook’s hometown of Newport News, Virginia.” (The Equal 
Justice Initiative, “A History of Racial Injustice,” http://racialinjustice.eji.org/
timeline/)

White America has a strong tradition of aggressively policing 
their communities, often employing threatening mobs to 
maintain segregated buildings or neighborhoods. The fact that 
actual police forces across the country have historically been 
run by white men and guided by white supremacy has certainly 
strengthened these efforts. The white mob is often a civically-
supported endeavor. Across time and space, white people irate 
at the prospect of even a single black neighbor have turned 
homes into sites of violence. 

Here are just a few stories:



When threats and instances of 
violence failed to maintain racial 
homogeneity, whites’ recourse to 
avoiding residential integration 
was targeting fellow white people 
with fear-mongering tactics. This 
strategy of encouraging whites 
to flee neighborhoods perceived 
to be on the precipice of decline 
(thanks to the introduction of 
black residents) is referred to as 
“blockbusting.” 
In the 1962 Saturday Evening Post 
story “Confessions of a Block-
Buster,” the real estate speculator 
who wrote the first-person 
account explains: “My function is 

to drive the whites from a block whether or not they want to go—
then move in Negroes.”
(Just take a second to note how ridiculous that a major national 
publication featured a story by man who, in detail with no apology, 
described how he got rich by playing on the prejudiced fears of 
whites, buying their houses for less than they were worth and then 
offering them to black people at an inflated price on contract. The 
racism in the USA is not and never has been hidden or secret. It is 
everywhere and white people often do not feel bad about it.)

“‘Blockbusting’ refers to the efforts of real-estate 
agents and real-estate speculators to trigger the 
turnover of white-owned property and homes 
to African Americans. Often characterized as 
‘panic peddling,’ such practices frequently 
accompanied the expansion of black areas of 
residence and the entry of African Americans 
into neighborhoods previously denied to them. 
In evidence as early as 1900, blockbusting 
techniques included the repeated—often 
incessant—urging of white homeowners in areas 
adjacent to or near black communities to sell 
before it became ‘too late’ and their property 
values diminished.” 

Encyclopedia of Chicago, 
http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/147.html

Blockbusting is interesting because it represents the opposite 
strategy from the one employed by angry white mobs through 
American history, ones who rally at the first sight of a black individual 
living in their neighborhood or attending their school. It’s the 
ultimate mark of stubborn racism: If you can’t get the blacks to leave, 
then just get all the whites to leave and make things better wherever 
you go. 
It became an especially crucial strategy once white mobs failed to 
stave off inevitable attempts at integration in the aftermath of federal 
desegregation laws. Think of Dawn Knight, quoted above from 
High Rise Stories. She’s talking about growing up in Englewood, a 
neighborhood in Chicago where, in the 1960s, whites picketed when 
blacks moved in. Today Englewood is almost entirely black, and like 
North Lawndale, on the wrong end of most socio-economic measures. 
Combined with redlining, blockbusting was an incredibly effective 
way to swiftly devastate a black neighborhood.



Never ones to be stymied by laws or Supreme Court decisions, 
white people engaged in blockbusting and white flight as a 
means of legally maintaining segregation. Supplementing 
those efforts were government incentives that encouraged 
homeownership, like Title III of the GI Bill (which provided 
homes loans to almost exclusively white veterans) and low-
interest mortgages. 
Scores of white families, motivated by money and fear, fled 
cities for the suburbs—and they not only managed to cloister 
themselves in heavily-white areas, but also to make it seem as if 
they had done so without any advantage or assistance. 
In fact, middle class white people have enjoyed substantial 
government support throughout American history: white 
people were the intended recipients of Aid for Families with 
Dependent Children, and even though whites have always 
been the majority of welfare recipients, black women bear 
the burden of appearing lazy and entitled. Social Security 
was written for whites’ benefit as well—southern blacks with 
exploitive agricultural jobs were further shut out of wealth 
creation because they were ineligible to receive retirement 
benefits from the Federal government.
White homeownership was subsidized even before that. In 
1934, the Federal Housing Administration authorized low-
interest mortgages to young families. Remember that this 
is the same Federal Housing Administration which tacitly 
encouraged redlining practices, so it’s no surprise to learn 
the overwhelmingly the recipients of these mortgages were 
white families, moving to the suburbs or the cities’ nicer, safer 
neighborhoods.

“To flee within your own nation is to create a 
kind of captivity for yourself. A self-imposed 
exile. And so, the despair of the suburbs. 
But to call it flight is to acknowledge only 
the fear and to ignore the other motivations, 
particularly the government subsidies—the 
highways, the mortgages, the tax breaks, the 
American Dream.” 
(Eula Biss,  Notes from No Man’s Land, 109)

“I realized this is what white people 
do to each other—they cultivate 
each other’s fear. It’s very violent.” 
(Notes from No Man’s Land, 150)



Something that particularly frustrates me about a lot of the 
public discourse concerning “dangerous” neighborhoods is 
myopically white-centric. How many whites, ensconced in 
suburban homogeneity (or even the relative isolation of bougie 
white neighborhoods in otherwise “diverse” cities), have asked 
me if it’s “safe” where I live in Chicago? These people have 
generally not spent time in the neighborhoods they believe to 
be “dangerous,” have maybe only reluctantly passed through 
them, and so they have no idea what would happen to them if 
they actually went to those places. 
But—and probably this is the more important concern—
they never question to whom these places really could be 
dangerous, and how and why. 
Thanks to the legacies of redlining and blockbusting, we have 
become so convinced that safety is achieved by limiting oneself 
to the “right” places—which are, of course, the white places. 
We forget, or fail to see at all, how it’s our whiteness (and all its 
attendant security & ignorance) that grants us relative safety. 
I read an editorial by Leslie Jamison in the New York Times 
recently, about the roles that race plays in high-profile accounts 
of violent sexual assault against female joggers. She wrote 
something to effect of, it is a privilege for your body to be 
considered vulnerable. That is what I want to explain to all 
those other people (taxi drivers, co-workers, family friends) 
when they ask if I feel “safe” where I live. 
I’m a young white woman and so these people agree that I’m 
someone worth particular protection and concern: do I feel 
safe where I live? Of course I do. I have a full-time job with 
health insurance, I can always afford my rent and groceries and 
utilities and medical care, I can ride my bike to work and do 
all my errands and see my friends, my apartment is clean and 
I have mostly-working appliances and hot running water. I’m 
able to live without confronting the dangers associated with 
poverty, joblessness, homelessness, illness or disability, and 
the general neglect and/or contempt from mainstream society 
endured by so many black and brown Americans.

“[W]hat I feel when I am told that my 
neighborhood is dangerous is not fear but 
anger at the extent to which so many of 
us have agreed to live within a delusion—
namely, that we will be spared the dangers 
that others suffer only if we move within 
certain very restricted spheres, and that 
insularity is a fair price to pay for safety.” 

(Eula Biss, Notes from No Man’s Land, 154)

“The problem of crime and violence is 
rooted in neighborhood conditions—high 
rates of poverty, family disruption, failing 
schools, lack of recreational opportunities, 
active recruitment by street gangs, drugs 
markets. People forced to reside under those 
conditions are at a greater risk of getting 
caught up in violence, as victims or as 
perpetrators.”  

(Andrew Karmen)

“In other words, particular neighborhoods 
are not as dangerous as the conditions 
within those neighborhoods. It’s a fine line 
but an important one, because if you don’t 
live in those conditions, you aren’t very likely 
to get killed. Not driving through, not walking 
through, not even renting an apartment.”

(Eula Biss, Notes from No Man’s Land, 152)



Rebecca Solnit wrote a story for the Guardian a while 
back, about an instance of gentrification inflicting violence 
directly on its host community: a transitional, “dangerous” 
neighborhood made actually dangerous by white outsiders. 
A Google employee had recently moved to Bernal Heights, 
a neighborhood in the hills of San Francisco just south of 
the (already gentrified) Mission. He was young and white 
and wealthy, attached to a certain semiotics of danger. The 
community in which he placed himself operated according to 
different semiotics: being brown in this neighborhood was 
not enough to mark someone suspicious, because everyone 
there was brown. But the Googler was white and afraid and he 
called the police on a man who was in the same public park as 
him. A man whose greatest offense seems to have been that he 
appeared somewhat agitated, in public, in that park. The white 
man felt afraid and the police came and the agitated man was 
shot and killed. So, yes, maybe Bernal Heights and places like it 
are dangerous—but not in the ways that you think.

a note on the images in this chapter: 
During the New Deal 1930s through the suburban boom of the 1940s and ‘50s, 
a variety of planned communities were established. There were the “Greenbelt” 
towns of the 1930s: Greendale, Wisconsin; Greenbelt, Maryland; and Greenhills, 
Ohio. There were the Levittowns of the 1940s, for “Caucasian” veterans and their 
families, seven of them scattered across the country. These are just some of the 
many instances of whites benefitting from public and private support for things 
they will claim to have earned fully on their own, and they make clear that the 
creation of majority-white suburbs on the edges of cities filled with people of 
color was not incidental at all, but rather a well-planned endeavor spanning 
decades.
Cover image: The Planned Community of Greendale, 
Wisconsin - Image Gallery Essay, Wisconsin Historical 
Society, Photo of Houses and Water Tower, 1940.

Above: The Planned Community of Greenhills, Ohio

In the next installment of this zine, we’ll look more at efforts 
of suburbanization that influenced the residential patterns 
of whites and non-whites that are still evident today. These 
stories are fraught with difficult questions about safety and 
privacy, and it takes immense effort to be a white person who is 
cognizant of one’s position in a non-white community. How can 
you recalibrate your sense of danger, recognizing that yours 
may not be the most vulnerable body there? What does it look 
like to live this way, concerned about the safety of others and 
aware that calling the police can endanger other even more 
than it can make you safe?




