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              Freedom Now!

FIXING BROKEN WINDOWS 
WITHOUT BATONS

RUTH WILSON GILMORE & 
Christina Heatherton

Downtown Los Angeles has 
become a laboratory for a policing 
philosophy known as the “broken 
windows theory.” The concept is 
deceivingly simple: to stop major 
crimes you must first prevent small 
signs of “disorder” from proliferat-
ing, such as graffiti, litter, panhan-
dling, public urination, etc. It pro-
poses that the best way to prevent 
major crimes is for people to take 
responsibility for their neighbor-
hoods and for the police to facilitate 
that process. While this model of 
policing purports to make commu-
nities safer, in practice, this strat-
egy has been deployed to suppress 
housing and homeless struggles in 
the city. Like mass incarceration,  
broken windows policing is the 
state’s attempt to produce a geo-
graphical solution to mass racial-
ized and gendered poverty. 

Over the past twenty years, 
broken windows has had multiple 
testing grounds. The term was 
coined by conservative scholars, 
James Q. Wilson and George Kelling, 
in a 1982 magazine article. It came 
to fame in New York City during the 
1990s when William Bratton, then 
transit Police Chief, targeted people 
who were jumping over subway 
turnstiles and sleeping on benches 
as signs of disorder. After issuing a 

number of citations and increasing 
arrests, Bratton and conservative 
think-tank the Manhattan Institute 
declared the philosophy a success. 
Many media outlets followed suit. 
New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani 
(who was also working with the 
Manhattan Institute) appointed 
Bratton as Police Commissioner in 
1994. Together they targeted pan-
handlers and “squeegee men” and 
were credited with “cleaning up” 
New York City. Amidst some of the 
highest levels of poverty, unemploy-
ment, and underemployment in city 
history, which disproportionally 
affected communities of color, the 
broken windows strategy success-
fully managed to scapegoat the ra-
cialized poor as the culprits of eco-
nomic decline. 

In Skid Row, Los Angeles, 
William Bratton found a new labo-
ratory for broken windows. Ap-
pointed LA police chief in 2002, 
Bratton brought his strategy to the 
nation’s capital of homelessness. 
Skid Row in downtown LA is home 
to the city’s densest concentration 
of poverty and also the largest con-
centration of counseling, recovery 
and survival services. In 2006 Chief 
Bratton along with Mayor Antonio 
Villaraigosa’s office unveiled the 
Safer Cities Initiative (SCI), a mea-
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sure that authorized $6.5 million for 
additional police resources mostly 
concentrated in a 15 to 20 block Skid 
Row enforcement zone. This alloca-
tion exceeded the $5.7 million bud-
geted for all homeless services city-
wide.  In doing so, the city turned its 
abandoned spaces and impoverished 
people into broken windows prob-
lems. Following New York’s example, 
Los Angeles has chosen to fix its so-
called broken windows with batons.    

Since 2006 the LAPD has 
routinely cited and ticketed poor 
people for minor offenses such as 
jaywalking, loitering, and littering. 
Within the first three years of SCI, 
the LAPD issued citations at a rate 
of 69 times the rate of the rest of the 
city, and made over 28,000 arrests in 
a community with less than 15,000 
people. After five years, the question 
facing Los Angeles is, has broken 
windows policing made downtown 
safer? 

SCI was never intended to 
rebuild the local community. Rather, 
it has aided efforts to clear an impov-
erished area that had suddenly be-
come attractive to real estate specu-
lators. It was implemented not long 
after the construction of LA Live, a 
major entertainment complex of ho-
tels, residences, bars, shops, restau-
rants, and nightclubs linked to the 
Staples Center stadium. Under Brat-
ton, a portion of Skid Row became 
Gallery Row, home to new lofts, styl-
ish apartments rebuilt from former 
low-income single room occupancy 
hotels, high scale bars, restaurants 
and boutique stores; developments 
made possible through the forced 

displacement of the poor and peo-
ple of color. The absence of former 
residents is ghoulishly marked in 
the landscape with coffee shops 
like “Lost Souls,” a reference to the 
suicides in the previous location, 
and redeveloped hotels like the 
Alexandria which has turned its 
reputation as a haunted house into 
selling points for potential hipster 
residents. 

The experience of SCI has 
exposed the major problems with 
broken windows policing. Its ap-
plication in poor and working class 
communities of color has led to 
displacement, incarceration, and 
increased impoverishment. It has 
fractured the very social binds that 
it purports to strengthen. It has 
created spaces where police ulti-
mately control people’s life chances, 
access to resources, and quality 
of life. As James Q. Wilson has re-
cently suggested, the idea of broken 
windows policing is better under-
stood as a type of “broken windows 
government.”1  

The spatial history of bro-
ken windows governance in Los 
Angeles is extremely significant. 
William Bratton and others have 
had profitable success exporting 
these strategies to other police de-
partments and foreign governments 
throughout the world. After leav-
ing his post as LAPD chief in 2009, 
Bratton has served in a number of 
positions, such as an international 
security consultant courted by the 
British government, the Vice Chair-
man of the Homeland Security Ad-
visory Council; and the Chairman of
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Kroll, a major global risk and secu-
rity solutions company which com-
petes with groups DynCorp and Xe 
(formerly known as Blackwater) 
for U.S. military security funds and 
which has been hired by financial 
industry firms such as Bear Stearns 
and JP Morgan Chase. The more of-
ficial rhetoric about broken windows 
presents it to be the success it has 
not been, the more that the features 
of American policing, mass arrest, 
prison expansion, criminalization of 
youth, profiling along lines of race, 
class, and gender nonconformity, 
and the militarization of public space 
will become global phenomena.  

As Freedom Now! shows, 
there are alternatives to broken win-
dows. Groups like Skid Row’s Los 
Angeles Community Action Network 
(LA CAN) demonstrate that it is pos-
sible to rehabilitate communities 
through organizing and the devel-
opment of local neighborhood ties. 
Their grassroots campaigns to con-
test SCI, protect public housing, en-
sure rent stabilization, prevent gen-
trification, contest criminalization 
and make national and global links 
have had major impacts on policy 
and redevelopment. Just as impor-
tantly, their actions have enabled 
new ways of thinking. They have 
defied the broken windows logic 
that communities can only achieve 
security through the police. They 
offer a radical redefinition of safe 
commuities, one that draws on the 
legacies of civil rights and freedom 
struggles by demanding housing as a 
human right. Their work has shown 
that it is possible to fix broken win-
dows without batons, a model every 

city should learn to follow. 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore is Professor 
of Geography at the City Univer-
sity of New York Graduate Center. 
She is the author of Golden Gulag:                             
Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Oppo-
sition in Globalizing California. She 
works regularly with community 
groups and grassroots organizations.

Christina Heatherton is a Ph.D.        
Candidate in American Studies 
and Ethnicity at USC. She edited                      
Downtown Blues: A Skid Row Read-
er, and is currently working on her 
dissertation entitled Linked Fates: 
Radical Internationalism and the 
Mexican Revolution.

NOTES

1. James Q. Wilson, “This Works: Crime 
Prevention and the Future of Broken 
Windows Policing,” Manhattan Institute 
Civic Bulletin 36 (May 2004).
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In a speech he delivered 
on April 4, 1967, Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. was determined to “break 
the silence” about wars both at 
home and abroad. Dr. King saw that 
the same “security” techniques de-
veloped for foreign wars were be-
ing deployed against poor people’s 
struggles for social justice at home.  
For him, breaking the silence meant 
directing resources away from mili-
tarism and towards the abolition 
of racism and poverty. Only by do-
ing so, he argued, could the country 
heed the call of “freedom now.” 

Four and a half decades lat-
er, as we live through the worst eco-
nomic crisis since the Great Depres-
sion, Dr. King’s call resonates louder 
than ever. We still see resources dis-
proportionately being spent on war 
and prisons. We are still enduring 
attacks on the right to public hous-
ing, education, healthcare, and 
transportation won during the civil 
rights revolution. Struggles to pre-
serve these rights are still met by 
hostile ideological forces as well as 
ruthless militarized urban police 
forces. In this moment, Freedom 
Now! Struggles for the Human Right 
to Housing in Los Angeles and Beyond 
reclaims the visions of freedom that 
have grown out of Black radical and 
working-class traditions. It follows 
the lead of the Los Angeles Commu-
nity Action Network (LA CAN), a so-
cial justice organization located in 

the heart of LA’s Skid Row that fights 
for housing, civil, and human rights. 
With the help of other grassroots 
activists, artists, and social analysts 
this reader is an effort to think about 
the housing crisis from Los Angeles 
to Durban in order to better under-
stand why such an urgent global 
struggle has emerged demanding 
housing as a human right. 

The following interviews 
and essays offer different dimen-
sions of this struggle: In “We Refuse,” 
Rhonda Williams argues that we can 
better understand public housing as 
a social good for all people if we fo-
cus on the organizing work promot-
ed by low-income Black women. She 
writes that the demand for housing 
rights, “honor[s] the legacies of low-
income women’s struggle against 
urban inequality.”  In this vein, Gaye 
Theresa Johnson reflects on her visit 
with community organizers in the 
Pueblo del Rio housing development 
in South Central.  She suggests that 
their stories reveal the potential of 
Black and Brown community build-
ing as well as the challenges that 
housing rights activists face in mobi-
lizing for social change. These Pueb-
lo del Rio organizers,  Alma Brown, 
Lilian Payan, Lucia Sanchez and 
others who asked not to be named, 
share their powerful stories of sur-
vival and organizing in discussion 
with Johnson. All are mothers and, 
as Lucia Sanchez states, all want, 

Introduction: 
Breaking the silence

jordan t. camp & Christina Heatherton
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“asegudar un techo, cosas para mis 
ninos, un hogar” (to secure a roof, 
things for my children, and a home). 
In their article, “Why the Silence?” 
David Wagner and Pete White argue 
that advocates, social scientists, and 
journalists need to break the silence 
around race and homelessness. This 
silence, they suggest, has obscured 
the crisis of homelessness that dis-
proportionally affects deindustrial-
ized Black workers. They compel us 
to recognize “the interplay between 
race, inequality, and the 30-year cri-
sis of homelessness, if any change or 
progress is to be made on the issue.” 

In “The Housing Question” 
Mike Davis describes Los Angeles’ 
thirty-year strategy of responding 
to homelessness with a policy of 
“containment” in Skid Row. Yet Da-
vis observes that the introduction 
of Bratton-style intensive policing 
“is a cynical shell game” endorsed 
by the most “powerful geographi-
cal interests” to legitimate displace-
ment, gentrification, and capital ac-
cumulation. He argues that housing 
struggles should be explicitly linked 
to struggles for jobs and draw inspi-
ration from social movements of the 
early 1930s. J.R. Fleming of the Chi-
cago Anti-Eviction Campaign would 
agree. In “Human Rights Enforcers,” 
he describes how the strategies and 
tactics in housing rights campaigns 
have been influenced by movements 
like Chicago’s Unemployed Coun-
cils in the 1930s, the Chicago Black 
Panther Party in the 1960s, and the 
contemporary Western Cape Anti-
Eviction Campaign. Fleming details 
how these social visions of housing 
rights include a unique combina-
tion of labor, civil, and human rights 
perspectives. In “Housing is a Hu-
man Right,” Daniel Martinez HoSang  

describes the ways in which oppres-
sive housing conditions have been 
endemic to Black and Brown com-
munities in South Los Angeles for 
over forty years.  If Californians had 
learned to listen to voices in the civil 
rights movement about solutions to 
the housing crisis in the early 1960s, 
he argues, “we would not be in this 
position today.” 

Founder of Public Enemy 
and Hip Hop legend Chuck D tours 
Skid Row with Pete White and Gen-
eral Dogon of LA CAN. Their tour 
situates the struggle against gentri-
fication and for the human right to 
housing amidst historical changes 
in Black Los Angeles.  Chuck D rais-
es the question of why this dramatic 
story is not better known given the 
concentration of media production 
in LA: “All I see here for miles is noth-
ing but Black folks.  How can you not 
tell this story?” In “Gentrification, 
Dispossession, and the Struggle for 
Dignity,” General Dogon also reflects 
on LA CAN’s role in contesting dis-
placement from his experience as a 
longtime resident and community 
organizer. In recalling the gentrifi-
cation of residential hotels, Dogon 
offers vivid examples of the violent 
expulsion and dispossession of poor 
communities of color that have en-
abled the accumulation of land and 
capital. 

In “Learning from Los An-
geles,” George Lipsitz demonstrates 
that the Safer Cities Initiative to 
criminalize the racialized poor in 
Skid Row represents a broader 
attack on civil rights and an in-
vestment in policing policies that 
“produce the very problems their 
presence purports to prevent.” He 
writes that while cities and states 
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should produce housing for the 
poor, they have instead invested in 
the “safety” of gentrifiers, owners, 
and investors. Learning from Los 
Angeles, Lipsitz concludes, means 
that, “unless we overturn the Safer 
Cities Initiative and the broader 
social warrant of neoliberalism on 
which it depends, no one will be 
safer and ultimately all of us will be 
a lot sorrier.” After all in “What You 
Need to Know about Special Order 
11,” community organizer Hamid 
Khan explains downtown Skid Row 
residents have been test-subjects of 
new policing and surveillance mea-
sures by the LAPD that are being ex-
ported across the country. He shows 
how poor people facing and fight-
ing eviction and homelessness have 
been targeted alongside undocu-
mented immigrants, criminalized 
Black and Brown youth, and LGBTQI 
communities, people “whose daily 
life is considered a ‘suspicious’ ac-
tivity.”  

Freedom Now! engages the 
voices and tells the stories of com-
munity residents and organizers in 
Los Angeles as well as human rights 
activists nationally and internation-
ally such as Rob Robinson from the 
Campaign to Restore National Hous-
ing Rights. It includes Skid Row res-
ident-organizer Deborah Burton’s 
speech to the United Nations’ (UN) 
Universal Periodic Review in Ge-
neva, Switzerland. Burton explains 
how her experiences reveal the fail-
ures of the U.S. government to honor 
the human right to housing.  She also 
states that “thousands like me are 
fighting everyday to push our local, 
state, and federal government to ac-
knowledge our rights to housing.” In 
“Fighting for Housing and the Right 

to Return,” Mayday New Orleans co-
founder Sam L. Jackson, Sr. recounts 
the campaigns of low-income pub-
lic housing residents in the wake of 
Hurricane Katrina.  He explains how 
the Black working class has fought 
for the right to return and to rebuild 
their communities in face of racism, 
restructuring, and repression. In 
“The Human Right to Housing,” Sb’u 
Zikode, an organizer with Abahlali 
baseMjondolo, a movement of South 
African Shack dwellers, speaks with 
housing organizers from across 
Los Angeles. In this dynamic con-
versation about the human right to 
housing, Zikode observes, “Whether 
we are homeless, whether we are 
unemployed, we are all human be-
ings. But our humanity becomes 
complete when we recognize the 
humanity of those around us.“ This 
point is made clear in excerpts 
throughout the book as: Lydia Tre-
jo, Steve Diaz, Bilal Ali, King Gerald, 
Wesley Walker, Karl Scott, James 
Porter, Soni Abdel, Al Sabo, and Pam 
Walls describe their links to Los An-
geles, their histories of organizing 
and their transformative experienc-
es that brought them to LA CAN. In 
a “Dialogue on Homelessness” by LA 
CAN members, Black Panther and 
longtime housing activist Bilal Ali 
links contemporary criminalization 
efforts to the repression of freedom 
struggles. He explains, “We are see-
ing a backlash because we dared to 
rise up, dared to struggle, and dared 
to put this country on notice about 
inequality.” 

We are releasing Freedom 
Now! during the twentieth anniver-
sary of the 1992 Los Angeles Re-
bellion, the largest urban uprising 
in U.S. history. Twenty years ago, 
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Los Angeles was experiencing the 
then worst economic crisis since the 
Great Depression.  At that time, the 
city was facing historic levels of pov-
erty and unemployment; students 
were attending underfunded public 
schools; resources were dispropor-
tionally going to jails, prisons and 
policing; and the racialized poor 
were living in squalid and combus-
tible housing conditions. The state’s 
response at that time: callous public 
policy, repression in place of relief, 
and rhetorical resentment against 
the poor and people of color, only 
fanned the flames of rage. Yet we 
should also remember that almost 
45 years ago, we were facing similar 
conditions. In a 1968 letter, Dr. King 
wrote about the urban uprisings of 
his time, “it was obdurate govern-
ment callousness to misery that 
first stoked the flames of misery and 
frustration.” To call for the human 
right to housing is to make a revolu-
tionary demand for the redistribu-
tion of wealth and a radical rejection 
of misery. In making these calls for 
housing, for education, for what is 
rightfully ours and against milita-
rism and prisons, we find ourselves 
entwined in a deep history of libera-
tion struggles whose visions are still 
to be realized.

	 Drawing on the legacy of 
the Freedom Movement, we hope 
Freedom Now! will play a part in the 
growing struggles against gentrifi-
cation and the securitization of cit-
ies; complement the struggle for the 
human right to housing; and serve 
as a teaching and popular education 
tool for organizers, students, schol-
ars, and teachers in Los Angeles and 
beyond.   We see housing struggles 
during the current global economic 
crisis—and their connections to hu-

man rights struggles for education, 
healthcare, public transportation, em-
ployment, and prison abolition—as 
an opportune moment to renew the 
demand for freedom now.  In this way, 
we also understand that the struggle 
for human rights is part of a struggle 
for a new society.  We offer this book 
as one part the struggle. Housing is a 
human right!

Jordan T. Camp is a lecturer in Afro-
American Studies at UCLA. His work 
appears in American Quarterly, Kal-
fou, Race and Class, and In the Wake 
of Hurricane Katrina. He is currently 
working on a manuscript entitled       
Incarcerating the Crisis: Racialization 
and Securitization in the Wake of the 
Second Reconstruction.

Christina Heatherton is a Ph.D. Candi-
date in American Studies and Ethnicity 
at USC. She edited Downtown Blues: 
A Skid Row Reader and is currently 
working on her dissertation Linked 
Fates: Radical Internationalism and 
the Mexican Revolution.
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“we refuse”: privatization, 
housing, and human rights 

Rhonda y. Williams

	 In September 2005, in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the 
Wall Street Journal quoted Republi-
can Congressman Richard Baker of 
Baton Rouge telling lobbyists: “We 
finally cleaned up public housing in 
New Orleans. We couldn’t do it, but 
God did.”1 While Baker expressed 
what he regarded as an ordained 
cleansing of the city’s public hous-
ing (and it would seem its resi-
dents), the urban theorist, activist, 
and author of Planet of Slums, Mike 
Davis, rendered a blistering critique 
of the earthly decisions that too of-
ten subjugate the public good to the 
market. Condemning “the preda-
tors of New Orleans” and their “cat-
astrophic economics,” Davis stated: 
“It is no secret that its business 
elites and their allies in City Hall 
would like to push the poorest seg-
ment of the population, blamed for 
high crime rates, out of the city. His-
toric public-housing projects have 
been razed to make room for upper-
income townhouses and a Wal-Mart 
… The ultimate goal seems to be a 
tourist theme-park New Orleans, 
Las Vegas on the Mississippi, with 
chronic poverty hidden away in 
bayous, trailer parks and prisons 
outside the city limits.” Davis con-
tinued: “Not surprisingly, some ad-
vocates of a whiter, safer city see a 
divine plan in Katrina.”2 Over a year 
later, New Orleans’ housing officials 
had announced the demolition of 

4,500 government-owned apart-
ments. The natural, or heavenly, 
intervention asserted by Baker ben-
efited from extraordinary earthly 
aid.

Extremely concerned about 
residential displacement in the af-
termath of Katrina and future ac-
cess to affordable housing in the 
city, public housing residents in 
New Orleans raised their voices. 
They argued, as Davis had, that 
municipal officials did not want 
poor black people to move back 
to the city. Sharon Pierce Jackson, 
whose housing complex was slated 
for razing, declared: “The day you 
decide to destroy our homes, you 
will break a lot of hearts … We are 
people. We are not animals.”3 The 
anti-demolition efforts continued 
in August 2007 when dozens of 
public housing resident-activists 
occupied housing authority offices. 
In response, the police and military 
surrounded the building. During 
this 21st century “sit-in,” a former 
resident of St. Bernard public hous-
ing complex, Sharon Sears Jasper 
proclaimed: “We are not going to 
stop. We refuse to let you tear our 
homes down and destroy our lives.” 
Referring to the upset of thousands 
of residents as a result of Katrina, 
Jasper continued: “The government, 
the president of the United States 
[George W. Bush], you all have failed 
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us. Our people have been displaced 
too long. Our people are dying of 
stress, depression and broken fami-
lies. We demand that you open all 
public housing. Bring our families 
home now.”4

The public debates, tenant 
protests, and the eventual tearing 
down of public housing complexes 
in New Orleans, including St. Ber-
nard, exemplify a broader decades-
long trend in federal housing policy, 
and starkly expose the nexus of race, 
economics, place, and power. For 
at least five decades, housing poli-
cies have privileged demolishing 
and privatizing low-income hous-
ing, presenting such approaches as 
models for progress. The 1950s and 
1960s brought urban renewal and 
increased subsidization of private 
and commercial development. In 
the 1960s and 1970s, the reclama-
tion of low-income housing for the 
private market accelerated with the 
moratorium on building family pub-
lic housing and the initiation of the 
Section 8 program, which provides 
government vouchers for quali-
fied low-income residents to rent 
in private, market-rate apartments. 
While offering varied housing op-
portunities, under this program, 
tenants are at the behest of the mar-
ket and the whims of landlords who 
can opt out of the program. 

The 1990s became re-
nowned as the decade of displace-
ment and reclamation of the city, 
often cast in the rhetoric of “HOPE.” 
Under the HOPE VI program, Home-
ownership and Opportunity for 
People Everywhere, which sought 

to develop mixed-income neighbor-
hoods, demolishing public housing 
(without one-to-one replacement) 
represented a core component of 
the revitalization efforts, as did 
provision of vouchers for renting 
in the private market. Many ten-
ants did not feel HOPE VI brought 
them hope, but dispersal leading 
to what Jasper conveyed as dis-
placement and what psychiatrist 
Mindy Fullilove has termed “root 
shock.”5 Even as she acknowledged 
the maintenance and safety issues 
that troubled her family’s high-rise 
apartment building in Baltimore, 
Barbara “Bobby” McKinney antici-
pated the implosion of the Lexing-
ton Terrace in 1996 and equated it 
with the dismantling of community. 
She voiced a fear that numerous 
tenants continue to unwaveringly 
express now, despite their cities of 
residence: the lack of the right of re-
turn after the desired renaissance.6 
In 2001, Baltimore became the first 
major city to gain the auspicious ac-
colade of imploding all of its family 
high-rise complexes in the HOPE 
era. In the United States, 1.2 million 
families live in public housing. Since 
1996, hundreds of thousands of pri-
vate and public housing apartments 
have been removed from the afford-
able housing stock, even as waiting 
lists burgeon.

This trend toward privati-
zation, alongside the reduction of 
traditional public housing contin-
ues, thereby further restricting the 
options of low-income and home-
less people. One of the latest fed-
eral privatization proposals was the 
PETRA bill, or the “Preservation, 
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Enhancement, and Transformation 
of Rental Assistance Act of 2010,” 
which proposed transforming pub-
lic housing into market-rate Sec-
tion 8 housing in order to attract 
private lenders to fund capital im-
provements. A petition campaign 
opposing the bill produced 2,500 
signatures, which were entered into 
the Congressional Record. Susie 
Shannon, of the Los Angeles Coali-
tion to End Hunger and Homeless-
ness, a grassroots advocacy group 
for homeless individuals and fami-
lies, as well as low-income tenants, 
testified during a hearing on the bill 
on May 25, 2010: “Public Housing is 
the most stable affordable housing 
stock in America.  We are concerned 
about the continued loss of public 
housing units and the precedent al-
ready set with the 100% disposition 
of public housing in the cities of San 
Diego and Atlanta. To date, not one 
study has been done on the impacts 
100% disposition has had on low 
income communities in either one 
of these cities.   It is presumptuous 
and reckless to move forward with 
PETRA legislation in the absence of 
any study.”7 Undoubtedly in an age 
of deindustrialization, globalization, 
rising unemployment, the increas-
ing gap between rich and poor, fore-
closures, the dearth of affordable 
housing, the demise of public hous-
ing and the market-driven mecha-
nisms through which it is being 
achieved, raises other salient issues: 
That is, who has a right to cities? Is 
housing a human right, and to what 
degree ought it be provided to the 
most marginalized in our society?  

Susie Shannon’s words 

as well as the testimony of tenant 
rights groups at multiple PETRA 
hearings also raised another alarm. 
In the sixties, even as privatization 
efforts were underway, tenants’ 
rights movements emerged. In 
particular, public housing tenants, 
who had a landlord in “Uncle Sam,” 
asserted their rights to organize 
and to actively participate in the 
decisions structuring their lives. A 
former Baltimore public housing 
tenant leader who served on the 
citywide resident advisory board 
and as a regional National Tenants 
Organization (NTO) officer, Shirley 
Wise, shared how housing officials 
often labeled her a “troublemak-
er.” Insisted Wise: “But the same 
people utilizes their rights to deal 
with their beefs, you understand … 
I don’t see no difference ... There’s a 
set of rules for everybody to operate 
under ... If you follow those rules, 
wouldn’t be no need for Shirley 
Wise, the Resident Advisory Board, 
tenant council, or none of that. But 
there’s a need, because somebody is 
not following the rules.”8

Like Shirley Wise, many 
tenants over the decades, includ-
ing countless subsidy-reliant black 
women during the era of the black 
liberation struggle and afterward, 
agitated for their rights through lo-
cal resident councils, citywide resi-
dent advisory boards, and the Na-
tional Tenants Organization. HUD’s 
Rule 24 CFR Part 964 and Part 245 
provide residents with the right 
to organize in public housing and 
multi-family housing respectively. 
Under the PETRA bill, tenant advo-
cates argued that these very hard-
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won rights such as the recognition 
of resident councils, the receipt of 
money to organize tenants, and 
anti-retaliatory eviction and griev-
ance protections (won as a result of 
a lawsuit brought by public housing 
tenant Joyce Thorpe in 1967 against 
the housing authority in Durham, 
North Carolina) were threatened. 
Grassroots and political efforts chal-
lenging and halting PETRA – in-
cluding the support of Rep. Maxine 
Waters who pronounced: “I am not 
about to be a part of privatizing pub-
lic housing” – exemplify demands 
for preserving subsidized housing 
as a public good.9

Such demands, moreover, 
not only necessarily publicize con-
temporary efforts to protect the 
right to housing despite race, class, 
gender, and place of residence, but 
also appreciably honor the legacies 
of low-income women’s struggles 
against urban inequality – thereby 
contesting staid and dehumanizing 
depictions of low-income people. 
The grassroots campaigns and po-
litical statements of diverse women, 
such as Sharon Pierce Jackson, Susie 
Shannon, and Rep. Waters, in their 
resistance to the privatization of 
public housing and the erosion of 
tenant rights, also speaks to what 
remains at stake: the enduring bat-
tle for the valuation of residents’ life 
experiences, the recognition of resi-
dents’ voices, their vital input into 
public policy, and as a consequence, 
the dire and persistent need for citi-
zen engagement.

Injurious Perceptions

What must it mean to have 
to rescue one’s humanity from in-
jurious perceptions by having to 
vigorously assert, as Sharon Pierce 
Jackson felt it imperative to do, that 
“We are people. We are not ani-
mals.” The public rebukes and ad-
monitions, which women similarly 
positioned as Jackson consistently 
confront, exemplify the dearth of 
understanding of the travails and 
lives of subsidy-reliant women and 
low-income people broadly. Jack-
son’s questions conjure up the wit-
nessing life and words of Goldie 
Baker. A Baltimore resident, Goldie 
Baker moved into public hous-
ing in 1964 after separating from 
her husband and shouldering the 
awesome task of trying to support 
seven children. As a public housing 
tenant, Goldie Baker had to fight to 
get an old icebox removed from her 
apartment so that she could use a 
refrigerator that she owned before 
moving into public housing. Having 
to navigate the acerbic and conde-
scending responses of the manager, 
Baker argued: “I am not nobody’s 
slave. I am not nobody’s slave, and 
he ain’t talking to no slave. Slavery 
is over … I said, he don’t have no 
respect for me, he don’t need to be 
over there.”10 Described as a “leg-
end” and a “dynamic leader,” Goldie 
Baker’s activist career extended 
over 40 years. Through her activ-
ism, as with her many compatriots, 
Baker struggled for what she called 
human rights, a key element of poor 
women’s political movement ideol-
ogy. Protection from vilification and 
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want, respect and dignity – these 
were due every human being de-
spite their race, class, gender, in-
come source, or place of residency. 
In 2008 the United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on adequate housing 
affirmed this principle, asserting 
that “the human right to adequate 
housing is the right of every wom-
an, man, youth and child to gain and 
sustain a safe and secure home and 
community in which to live in peace 
and dignity.”11

Despite low-income wom-
en’s struggles, however, rarely are 
their efforts recognized histori-
cally or in contemporary times as 
reasonable and viable critiques 
of U.S. democracy, or as telling, 
oppositional expressions expos-
ing women’s collective efforts to 
change social institutions, protect 
and assert their dignity, and expand 
the social safety net. The need for 
understanding people’s real lives 
and their daily existence (both the 
good and not so glamorous), and 
not only hearing, but also listening 
to their voices is ever imperative – 
whether it’s through the public me-
dia, community-based initiatives, or 
new research agendas. By focusing 
on the lives, structures, and hid-
den struggles of, in particular, low-
income black women, some recent 
scholars have made critical inter-
ventions by exploring race, gender, 
and state power on the urban politi-
cal terrain and complicating activist 
narratives that, overall, still ignore 
the historical experiences and po-
litical parlance of some of the most 
marginalized and publicly demon-
ized citizens in the United States. 

In fact, the demise of public housing 
as a public good has often been cut 
on the shoals of race, gender, and 
class, and low-income black women 
who became the demonized face of 
these public communities. Echoing 
this sentiment, Bill Quigley wrote 
for Black Agenda Report in 2007 re-
garding the displacement (without 
affordable alternatives) of mostly 
low-income women and their fami-
lies in New Orleans to make way for 
the redevelopment of former public 
housing sites as mixed-income com-
munities: “Race and class and gender 
are an unstated part of every justifi-
cation for demolition.”12

Truth be told, black women 
and men and their lives, their rela-
tionships, and their actions – partic-
ularly those who live on the margins 
of the margin, those deemed deviant, 
disreputable, or otherwise disgrace-
ful – are still often absent, invisible, 
and incompletely rendered. Or, as the 
black literary giant James Baldwin 
might term it from his essay “Many 
Thousands Gone” in Notes of a Na-
tive Son, “phantasmal.”13 In particu-
lar, the concerns of low-income black 
women for home and human dignity 
are too often dismissed. Regularly, 
low-income, subsidy-reliant women 
(whether that subsidy is low-income 
housing or income) are cast as ani-
mals – for instance, two Senators lik-
ened welfare recipients to alligators 
and wolves during the debate over 
passage of the Personal Responsibil-
ity and Work Opportunity Act (1996) 
– or they are castigated for their 
outspokenness. Consistently, for de-
cades, low-income black women, par-
ticularly those seeking government 
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assistance, have been positioned as 
unworthy seekers of handouts and 
burdens on the U.S. coffers. Such 
cultural representations not only 
undergird public policies, they facil-
itate the passage of policies that are 
injurious. In her book Using Women, 
which focuses specifically on drug 
policy and the marginalization of 
women, Nancy D. Campbell writes 
that “material factors … are not so 
threatening without the governing 
mentalities that frame their mean-
ing,” and maintains that an impor-
tant part of social justice work is 
not only exposing such “governing 
mentalities that prevail in our polit-
ical imaginary,” but also displacing 
their rule.14

Real People, Real Stories

A story: Martha Benton, 
Baltimore public housing resident.  
At twenty-three years old, the preg-
nant Martha Benton moved into 
Somerset Courts in 1964 with her 
husband and two children. And, at 
that moment, she felt shame. About 
two years later, she transferred 
to Douglass Homes for a bigger 
apartment. By then she was rais-
ing five children by herself. When 
I interviewed Martha Benton for 
the first time in 1996, she told me 
how she had experienced a pro-
found contradiction. She had no 
other alternative but to seek gov-
ernment help in the form of public 
housing, but those closest to her 
including her mother, father, and 
husband frowned on public hous-
ing – the “projects.” Benton told me: 

“They always thought the people 
there didn’t want nothing, didn’t 
care about nothing, wasn’t trying to 
achieve anything, and that it would 
take away any incentive that I might 
have … to try to rise above the situa-
tion.”15 At the age of 36, after a num-
ber of unfortunate circumstances, 
including losing two children (one 
to death by a drunken driver, the 
other lured to the streets and mur-
dered), after losing her job, taking 
sick and having to live on medical 
disability, Martha Benton knew that 
it would be tough to survive with-
out subsidized housing. Shaped by 
the activism of other black women 
tenants in public housing, such as 
Goldie Baker, Martha Benton de-
cided to become active in her com-
munity, especially around youth. 
In June 2010, at the age of 68, Mrs. 
Benton died and Baltimore Sun col-
umnist Jacques Kelly wrote a story 
about her in the newspaper. The 
article described Mrs. Benton as ar-
ticulate, empathetic, and according 
to Baltimore Mayor Stephanie Raw-
lings-Blake: “In her life’s work as a 
staunch advocate for city residents, 
she [Ms. Benton] set an example for 
other community leaders. She dedi-
cated countless hours of her time 
and her amazing spirit to improve 
the quality of life of our most needy 
citizens.”16

Benton’s life experience 
– like the articulations of Sharon 
Pierce Jackson, Sharon Sears Jasper, 
Shirley Wise, and Goldie Baker – has 
revelatory power. All five women 
shed light on how race, economics, 
gender, and place intersect to make 
meaning and shape material reality. 

17



Freedom Now!

They illuminate what it means to ex-
perience marginalization and simulta-
neously strive for a decent life, when 
different opportunities exist for some 
and are foreclosed for others. These 
women’s voices – from the margins 
of cities and urban history – expose 
the everyday travails of low-income 
people and the political realities shap-
ing their lives and communities. They 
also reveal the shifting racial, political, 
and economic landscapes that shape 
citizens’ disparate experiences of this 
thing we call U.S. democracy. Their 
voices – in comparison to the sim-
plistic, egregious political-moralistic 
implications of God’s cleansing away 
of refuse – unmask the divergent re-
alities and change over time – thereby 
forcing us to think about the history 
of race and the intimate connections 
between the state, place, urban poli-
cies, structural inequality, and poor 
people’s claims to human rights.

Temma Kaplan has identi-
fied such struggles in her book Crazy 
for Democracy as “an invisible revolu-
tion” in which women globally have 
asserted “collective rights,” made 
“broad claims about human needs,” 
and “linked social need to democra-
cy.”17 Often, these invisible revolutions 
in post–World War II U.S. cities were 
responses to economic challenges; to 
spatial realities such as overcrowd-
ing, declining urban infrastructures, 
and crime; and to government ur-
ban policies, including housing and 
urban renewal programs and public 
housing regulations. Confronting the 
exclusions wrought by federal urban 
policies in local government programs 
and agencies, poor black women vig-
orously proclaimed that their poverty 

did and does not trump their rights as 
citizens and as human beings deserv-
ing of help, equality, and dignity.

The stories of low-income 
African American women as commu-
nity activists who fought for rights, 
respect, and representation for their 
families and neighbors living in pub-
lic housing help us capture, chal-
lenge, reconsider, and complicate our 
understanding of the role of public 
housing and its broader significance 
in the history of race and place and 
importance as a social safety net for 
people in need. These stories also 
help us displace the ruling and unin-
terrogated, but often prevailing, im-
ages. 

When I began working on 
The Politics of Public Housing: Black 
Women’s Struggles against Urban 
Inequality (2004), a representa-
tive in one publishing house told 
me that no one would want to read 
about low-income black women and 
their travails, but I found supportive 
editors of a new series Transgress-
ing Boundaries at Oxford Univer-
sity Press who believed not only in 
the book, but the worth of telling 
these stories. The Politics of Public 
Housing explores low-income black 
women’s experiences, politicization, 
and relationships with the state and 
social-welfare programs by examin-
ing urban inequality and tenants’ 
and welfare-rights struggles in Bal-
timore after the 1930s. Since 2004, 
several studies have emerged. Chris-
tina Greene, in Our Separate Ways 
(2005), focuses on the interracial and 
intraracial struggles of working-class 
and poor black women around hous-
ing, employment, and community in 
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Durham, North Carolina. Annelise 
Orleck’s Storming Caesars Palace 
(2005) charts the post-1940s mi-
gration of black women to Las Vegas 
and explores how that city’s racial 
politics and the economic disfran-
chisement that low-income black 
mothers experienced in the hub 
of gaming wealth birthed an activ-
ist struggle that demanded welfare 
rights and used anti-poverty money 
to build child-care, health-care, and 
other community-based programs. 
Other historians, such as Lisa Lev-
enstein in her book A Movement 
without Marches, are documenting 
poor black women’s confrontations 
with public institutions—including 
housing, welfare, hospitals, schools, 
and the legal system. And Premi-
lla Nadasen, in her 2005 national 
study of the National Welfare Rights 
movement, charts how low-income 
black women, whom many deemed 
apolitical and not very bright, be-
came formidable “welfare warriors” 
in 1960s and 1970s America.18

	 While there has been a pro-
liferation of research that examines 
African Americans’ resistance and 
social movement experiences, only 
recently have historians begun to 
seriously consider, include, and 
critically engage the stories of low-
income black women – not only on 
their own terms, but for what their 
citizenship struggles reveal about 
post-WWII urban residency, free-
dom struggles in cities, and the con-
tours of the state and U.S. democ-
racy. Moreover, the degree to which 
this research and the “real people” 
narratives, which complicate what 
we think we know, have made it into 
the public arena and into policy dis-

cussions is debatable, but crucial. 
By paying particular attention to 
the material conditions, seemingly 
mundane worries of life, and urban 
policies that often provided the exi-
gencies for local and national strug-
gles, the past and present experi-
ences of low-income people, and 
particularly black women, fittingly 
and intelligibly historicize what 
political scientist Ange-Marie Han-
cock has described as the contem-
porary “politics of disgust,” which 
has helped to legitimize the gutting 
of social-welfare policies, such as 
public housing and Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
in the late 20th and early 21st cen-
turies.19 In the wake of public de-
bates over government responsi-
bility rife with the politics of race, 
gender, residence, and poverty in 
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, 
and in the wake of privatization, de-
mythologizing histories, narrative 
movements, and critical analyses of 
policies, their underlying purposes, 
and intended and unintended con-
sequences are more vital now than 
ever – particularly as we continue 
to strive to provide adequate, safe, 
and affordable housing and, more 
broadly, achieve a humane standard 
of living and seek justice.

Rhonda Y. Williams is Professor of 
History at Case Western Reserve 
University.  She is the author of The 
Politics of Public Housing: Black 
Women’s Struggles against Urban 
Inequality. She is founder and direc-
tor of the Social Justice Institute at 
CWRU.
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Protest of Mayor’s 2011-2012 Budget, Los Angeles, 2011.
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    	 Every day one of the larg-
est concentrations of police power 
anywhere in the world descends 
on a small part of downtown Los 
Angeles. Police officers assigned 
to the Skid Row section of the city 
routinely wreak havoc in the lives of 
the approximately fifteen thousand 
low-income and no-income people 
who inhabit this fifty block area 
that covers less than one square 
mile of territory.   In an area where 
thousands of people are homeless, 
where nearly three quarters of the 
residents suffer from physical or 
mental disabilities, police officers 
issue citation after citation for jay-
walking, sitting on sidewalks, sleep-
ing in public, holding an open con-
tainer of liquid, or for outstanding 
warrants and drug possession. In 
one instance, police officers cited 
a local resident for littering when 
the ash from his cigarette landed 
on the pavement. Until an injunc-
tion by a federal judge put an end 
to the practice, officers cruelly con-
fiscated the meager private posses-
sions of homeless people, claiming 
that their blankets and clothes had 
been abandoned or posed hazards 
to the public.  Disabled people us-
ing wheelchairs, walkers, and canes 
are cited and arrested routinely for 
crosswalk violations when they do 

not clear the street before the traffic 
signal changes. The fines assessed 
for these minor pedestrian viola-
tions range from $159 to $191 per 
offense, a huge burden for people on 
fixed incomes that average between 
$221 and $850 per month.1  Among 
those who were homeless on Skid 
Row in 2010, surveys found that 
89.3% reported being stopped and 
questioned by police officers, 82.8% 
said they received citations, and 
82% claimed to have been arrested 
at least one time during the year. 
The homeless population has rea-
son to fear law enforcement more 
than they fear crime, reporting more 
frequent instances of police harass-
ment (37%) than assault (24%) or 
robbery (18%).2  

          The police officers who pa-
trol Skid Row so zealously produce 
the very problems their presence 
purports to prevent. They do not 
really fight crime, but instead fabri-
cate it. It is not criminal conduct by 
Skid Row residents that gets them 
arrested, but rather their subordi-
nate status as people with problems 
but without property. People wind 
up on Skid Row because our soci-
ety does not provide an adequate 
amount of affordable low-income 
housing, because private employers 

learning from los angeles: 
producing anarchy in the 
name of order

George lipsitz
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and landlords discriminate against 
people who need jobs and shelter, 
because government officials do 
not enforce civil rights laws, and 
because we spend too much on po-
licing and prisons and not enough 
on education, health care, and drug 
treatment. An estimated 95% of the 
people on Skid Row have extremely 
limited incomes, more than one 
third of them are homeless, and 
nearly 75% are African American.3  
The citations, arrests, and fines for 
minor offenses that Skid Row resi-
dents face create onerous collateral 
costs and consequences of poverty.  
Extra-judicial punishments kick in 
quickly because arrest records lead 
to people losing jobs, being denied 
access to social services, and being 
evicted from temporary and perma-
nent housing. Presented falsely as a 
program to “clean up” the city, the 
Safer Cities Initiative and other pro-
grams like it actually aim to drive 
poor people out of Skid Row so that 
the area can become attractive to in-
vestors and developers.  Increasing 
the misery of inner city residents, 
destroying their dignity, and mak-
ing their everyday existence intol-
erable are the key components in 
these plans. In the name of restor-
ing order, the city creates anarchy.4

	 The dispossession, dis-
placement, and desired disap-
pearance of Skid Row residents in 
Los Angeles forms only part of a 
broader pattern of accumulation 
by dispossession that affects us 
all. Punishing the poor and harass-
ing the homeless helps produce a 
fragmented, de-linked, privatized, 
and devolved state dedicated to 

protecting the propertied and the 
privileged but unwilling and in-
creasingly unable to meet the needs 
of the majority of the population.5 
Four decades of neoliberal cuts in 
social spending coupled with sub-
sidies for expensive but ineffective 
privatization programs seriously 
harm the real wages and quality of 
life of a majority of the population. 
Punitive policies that criminalize 
poverty misallocate resources and 
impede economic growth.  Yet these 
policies secure public support and 
legitimation by stoking racialized 
moral panics about crime, disorder, 
and welfare dependency. They en-
courage the public at large to fear 
public space and to shun their polit-
ical responsibilities and obligations 
to the greater good. They evade the 
causes and consequences of the 
ever increasing economic inequal-
ity that characterizes our society by 
demonizing the poor. They promote 
what Robert Reich calls “the seces-
sion of the successful,” by which he 
means the hoarding of resources, 
revenues, amenities, and services in 
wealthy areas patrolled by private 
security guards coupled with the 
organized abandonment of less well 
off populations. The defensive local-
ism and hostile privatism promoted 
by neoliberal political and econom-
ic restructuring requires endless 
rounds of blaming and shaming of 
allegedly non-normative people 
in order to absolve capitalism and 
capitalists of any accountability for 
the stagnation of real wages, the im-
poverishment of the public sector, 
the demise of social services, mass 
unemployment, and the enormous 
and ever expanding gap between 
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the super-rich and everyone else.

         Many of the people who are 
harmed the most by neoliberal poli-
cies wind up supporting them pas-
sionately because of racism. Moral 
panics about crime and poverty de-
pend upon portraying expenditures 
on public education, transportation, 
housing, and health care as un-
earned entitlements channeled to 
Blacks and Latinos who do not de-
serve them. From this perspective, 
the state itself has been captured by 
non-whites. Racism provides an ex-
cuse and justification for unjust so-
cial relations. More than forty years 
ago, Congress passed the 1968 Fair 
Housing Act to increase access to 
decent shelter for all people. In that 
same year, Martin Luther King, Jr. 
encapsulated his egalitarian ideals 
in a speech to striking sanitation 
workers in Memphis, telling them 
that the man who has no house is 
as important as the man who went 
to Morehouse.6 In the same year, 
however, Congress approved the 
1968 Omnibus Crime Control Act, 
a bill that started the nation on a 
new path to increase the criminal-
ization of poverty. This eclipse of a 
civil rights victory by a repressive 
anti-crime measure followed a well- 
established pattern in U.S. history. 
Whenever the percentage of the 
population with access to rights has 
been meaningfully expanded, moral 
panics about crime have emerged 
immediately as mechanisms for re-
ducing the numbers of people with 
rights.  The mass incarceration of 
Blacks for petty “crimes” like va-
grancy and loitering fueled a spec-
tacular increase in the prison popu-

lation when slavery was abolished 
in the 1860s.7  Collective resistance 
to the Supreme Court’s mandate to 
desegregate schools enunciated in 
the 1954 Brown v. Board decision 
took the form of arguments purport-
ing to protect white children from 
exposure to Black culture with its 
allegedly high percentages of com-
mon law marriages, babies born 
out of wedlock, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and criminal behavior.8 
In the wake of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and 
the 1968 Fair Housing Act, a steady 
succession of anti-crime measures 
promoted moral panics about crime 
as a way of attributing poverty to the 
moral failings of individuals rather 
than to the intersectional outcomes 
of class exploitation, racial subordi-
nation, and gender stratification.9  
Criminalization and demonization 
of the poor helped position pro-
grams designed to promote equal 
opportunity as wasteful subsidies 
to unworthy recipients. After four 
decades of these policies, we have 
arrived at policies like the Safer Cit-
ies Initiative that blame the poor for 
their own abandonment by the state 
and society. Under these conditions, 
as Kalamu ya Salaam notes, people 
who control nothing are blamed for 
everything, while people who con-
trol everything are blamed for noth-
ing.

	 Since 1968, we have wit-
nessed a sharp shift in allocating re-
sources away from housing, health 
care, education, and employment 
training in order to increase expen-
ditures on policing and punishment. 
The fifty additional police officers 
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and the twenty-five additional nar-
cotics officers assigned to Skid Row 
because of the Safer Cities Initiative 
cost taxpayers over six million dol-
lars of funds that could be used to 
construct affordable housing units, 
staff drug treatment programs and 
provide services for the mentally 
ill. This misallocation of resources 
is not a local problem, but rather 
the local manifestation of a general 
pattern that prevails nearly every-
where in the nation. The United 
States now has one of the highest 
incarceration rates in the world, 
somewhere between five to eight 
times greater than other industrial-
ized nations.  State spending on cor-
rections tripled between 1980 and 
2008 even though crime decreased 
steadily.  Lawmakers at the state and 
federal level have compelled judges 
to mete out harsh penalties for mi-
nor offenses. These policies pro-
mote punishment rather than reha-
bilitation as the primary purpose of 
the penal system. Without housing, 
it is difficult to get a job. Without 
a job, it is hard to secure housing.  
Previously incarcerated individu-
als are more likely to be homeless 
than people without criminal con-
victions. In San Francisco and Los 
Angeles, ex-offenders comprise an 
estimated 30-50% of the homeless 
population.10  When government 
agencies reduce spending aimed at 
producing low-income and no-in-
come housing, when they pass ordi-
nances making it illegal to sit, sleep, 
lie down, and loiter on city streets, 
their actions re-criminalize ex-of-
fenders and saddle them with new 
criminal convictions and collateral 
penalties.   When landlords refuse 

to rent dwellings to ex-offenders, 
when public housing agencies 
deny housing to anyone with even 
a single criminal conviction and  
prevent ex-offenders from living 
with or even visiting their families, 
they create anarchy in the lives of 
individuals already grappling with 
the cumulative vulnerabilities that 
come from decades and centuries 
of inequality, exploitation, racism, 
and sexism.

      Michelle Alexander describes 
the moral panics about crime that 
permeate our society as “the new 
Jim Crow,” as a way of reproducing 
the social relations of segregation 
without explicit laws relegating dif-
ferent races to different places. As 
Malcolm X used to say, the names 
change but the game remains the 
same.  The incarcerated population 
was 70% white and 30% non-white 
in 1950, but is now 70% non-white 
and 30% white. Yet there has been 
no change in the rates of criminal-
ity between the groups.11  Political-
ly inspired policing targets ghettos 
and barrios because their inhabit-
ants can be incarcerated more easi-
ly than offenders in white suburban 
areas.  Police officers routinely de-
tain Blacks and Latinos more often 
than whites. For example, people of 
color make up slightly more than 
half the population in New York 
City, but 80% of police “stops” are 
of Blacks and Latinos. Only 8% of 
the whites in New York who wind 
up being stopped by police officers 
are frisked, but 85% of Blacks and 
Latinos are frisked.12 Blacks and 
Latinos account for nearly three-
fifths of the prison population. A 
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survey conducted in 2001 found that 
16.6% of Black males had experi-
ence with incarceration. Formerly 
incarcerated individuals make up a 
significant percentage of the home-
less population.  In California 10% of 
state’s parolees are homeless – in ur-
ban areas like San Francisco and Los 
Angeles the rate reaches 30-50%.13 
The standards of proof for parole 
violations are much lower than the 
standards needed for criminal con-
victions. Technical parole violations 
account for a significant percentage 
of returns to prison by ex-offenders: 
in California, nearly forty percent of 
prison returns stem from minor pa-
role violations. Released to ghettos 
and barrios characterized by racial 
segregation and concentrated pov-
erty, ex-offenders are forced to dwell 
in areas where they are more likely 
to have casual associations with 
other ex-offenders and more likely 
to be stopped and frisked by police 
officers. The resulting dispropor-
tionate representation of people of 
color in the criminal justice system 
then serves as justification for the 
continuation of housing discrimina-
tion.  Enduring racial discrimination 
stands behind these practices. Hous-
ing segregation concentrates pov-
erty.  Concentrated poverty exacer-
bates the cumulative vulnerabilities 
that augment the likelihood of crimi-
nal charges, convictions, and incar-
cerations. Manufactured moral pan-
ics about the perceived law-breaking 
of poor people of color lead to the 
criminalization of poverty and the 
concentration of policing and prose-
cution in segregated neighborhoods.   

	 Municipalities, cities, and 

states need to produce more low- 
income and no-income housing, yet 
they spend money instead on polic-
ing and incarceration. These expen-
ditures not only fail to solve social 
problems, they exacerbate and in-
crease existing racist and sexist in-
juries and vulnerabilities. Housing 
insecurity is a greater problem for 
women than men and a greater prob-
lem for Black women than for white 
women. Government policies that 
provide subsidies to homeowners—
but fail to fund low-income housing 
adequately—are part of a pattern 
that sustains segregation and ex-
poses Black women to greater risks 
of housing discrimination, redlining, 
foreclosure, eviction, serial displace-
ment, and homelessness. Economi-
cally vulnerable women are even 
punished by policies purportedly de-
signed to protect them.  For example, 
public housing agencies often punish 
reported acts of domestic violence 
by evicting the families in which the 
violence occurs. Given the shortage 
of housing available to low-income 
or no-income people of color, this 
means that women abused by part-
ners in public housing projects have 
to choose between the physical dan-
gers they face at home and the prob-
lems they would face from homeless-
ness.14  Similarly, the women who 
make up a majority (56%) of Section 
8 residents can be evicted from their 
housing because of violence against 
them. A leading cause of homeless-
ness for women is gender-based vio-
lence.

     Federal regulations that permit and 
even encourage local public hous-
ing agencies to bar residents from 
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public housing because of a single 
criminal offense attach additional 
collateral consequences to minor 
crimes.   In Annapolis, Maryland, the 
public housing authority has banned 
some five hundred people from resi-
dence, many of whom committed 
only minor crimes, who remain on 
the proscribed list even after hav-
ing completed their sentences and 
probation terms. Others are barred 
from residence even though they 
have never been convicted or even 
charged with a crime. Offenses by 
a single member of a family are suf-
ficient to bar the entire group from 
residence. Rules that prevent ex-of-
fenders from even visiting relatives 
in housing projects inhibit the abil-
ity of families to assist the re-entry 
of returning ex-offenders and dis-
rupt and sometimes even destroy 
family ties. Zero tolerance policies 
about crime in public housing mean 
that a single mother living in public 
housing whose romantic partner 
was charged (but never prosecuted 
or convicted) of drug possession 
as a juvenile has to raise her chil-
dren alone or move out of one of 
the few housing units available to 
her. Women also confront collateral 
consequences at the intersections 
of employment and housing oppor-
tunities. Employment discrimina-
tion against women produces lower 
incomes. These incomes require 
female-headed households to spend 
30% of income on their housing 
while male headed households pay 
25%, and couples average 16%.15  
Policies that promote the privatiza-
tion of public housing punish Black 
women particularly because hous-
ing discrimination leaves them ac-

cess to only a constrained market.16  
75% of households in public hous-
ing are headed by women, 45% of 
them consist of women with chil-
dren. Plans to privatize public hous-
ing do not announce themselves as 
racist and sexist, but their negative 
consequences fall directly on wom-
en of color.  Women of color are the 
group most likely to receive sub-
prime loans, while white men are 
the least likely.  These problems add 
up, producing an intersectional ar-
ray of obstacles and impediments to 
a decent and dignified life. As New 
Orleans activist Shana Griffin ex-
plains:  

Those of us who are low-
income or without income 
and who occupy marginal 
positions in society often 
face multiple and critical 
competing needs due to 
our lack of access to health 
care; safer, sanitary and 
adequate housing; safer re-
productive health services 
and information; education 
opportunities and financial 
assistance.17

        The police officers in Los An-
geles who fan out across Skid Row 
each day to harass the homeless do 
not act as individuals. They are part 
of a national and international pat-
tern of blaming and shaming that 
portrays people who have prob-
lems as people who are problems. 
All around the world, people are 
being locked up in jails and locked 
out of opportunities in order to pre-
serve the locked-in advantages and 
privileges of the prosperous and the 
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powerful. The Safer Cities Initiative 
puts vulnerable people in constant 
danger to make Skid Row safer for 
investors and owners. The logics of 
defensive localism and hostile pri-
vatism place security at the center 
of discussions about public policy. 
People filled with fear consent to 
punitive policing because they think 
it is better to be safe than sorry. But 
the pattern of policing that prevails 
on Skid Row proves that the pursuit 
of safety for investors and owners 
creates unsafe conditions for the 
most vulnerable people in our so-
ciety. Unless we overturn the Safer 
Cities Initiative and the broader 
social warrant of neoliberalism on 
which it depends, no one will be 
safer, and ultimately all of us will be 
a lot sorrier.  

George Lipsitz is Professor of Black 
Studies and Sociology at UC Santa 
Barbara.  His books include How 
Racism Takes Place, Midnight at 
the Barrelhouse, The Possessive            
Investment in Whiteness, and A Life 
in the Struggle. He serves as chair-
man of the board of directors of the                
African American Policy Forum and 
is a member of the board of directors 
of the National Fair Housing Alli-
ance.
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why the silence? 
Homelessness and Race 
  
David wagner AND pete white 

In his 1963 letter from 
a Birmingham, Alabama jail, Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote, 
“Our people are smothering in 
an airtight cage of poverty in the 
midst of an affluent society.” If 
communities were smothering in 
cages of poverty nearly fifty years 
ago, it is hard to imagine how Dr. 
King would describe the conditions 
engulfing poor communities 
of color now; especially the 
condition of homelessness.   In 
cities across the U.S., millions of 
homeless people are suffocating 
in the open-air prison of city 
streets. Los Angeles currently 
holds the unfortunate title of the 
country’s “homeless capital,” with 
conservative estimates of 51,340 
homeless people in LA County. 
African Americans are severely 
overrepresented in the ranks of 
Angelinos forced to live without 
housing. Almost half of homeless 
residents in the City of Los Angeles 
are African American even though 
they comprise only 8% of the city’s 
overall population. The chance 
of a white person being homeless 
on any given night in Los Angeles 
is 1 in 272. By stark contrast, the 
chance that an African American 
is homeless in LA is 1 in 18. This 
extreme racial disparity should 
be a clarion call for more robust 
explanations about why race and 
homelessness are linked in U.S. 
cities.  

Silence About Race

Current mass homelessness 
in the United States dates back to 
approximately 1979 and 1980 
when advocates, reporters, social 
workers, and others began to notice 
a significant number of people 
with no place to live. Since then, a 
massive amount of media coverage 
and scholarly studies have been 
produced about the phenomenon. 
To this day, one important silence 
in the literature on homelessness 
remains: the subject of race. To 
better understand how race and 
ethnicity have been ignored in 
coverage of homelessness we 
examined newspapers through the 
National Newspaper Index.  Over 
a period of nearly three decades 
only a few articles addressed 
racial disparities in homelessness. 
One suggestive article in the 1993 
Los Angeles Times explained that 
charities were concerned about 
portraying homeless people as 
other than white, male, and older, 
finding that their contributions 
went down when other groups 
were used to portray the 
homeless.1 Only two other articles 
addressed the issue: One entitled 
“Race and Homelessness” which 
was in, of all places, an editorial in 
the Tulsa World. Another appeared 
in The Crisis in 1995 entitled 
“Homelessness in Black America.”2
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Academic journals showed 

the same general pattern.  While 
scholarly articles noted the issue 
of race in homelessness, few were 
wholly devoted to the issue—with 
the exception of the important 
work by Arthur Whaley and Bruce 
Link.3 Even studies about the 
housing and economic status of 
African Americans were silent on 
the issue of homelessness.  The 
2005 California Legislative Black 
Caucus report, The State of Black 
California, failed to even note the 
reality of homelessness. Its index on 
housing listed only two categories: 
homeowners and renters. Those 
without a home did not even appear 
as statistics in their study. Tellingly, 
another academic study found 
that when homeless populations 
were identified as being African-
Americans they were more likely to 
be viewed as being dangerous. 

Many media depictions 
craft images that homeless people 
“are just like you and me.” Indeed 
homelessness could happen to 
anyone, but representations such 
as the homeless professor in the 
1980s movie The Fisher King or the 
homeless heart surgeon portrayed 
in the 1980s TV drama Saint 
Elsewhere are over the top. More 
recently Hollywood has produced 
a few stories about homeless 
African-Americans. They too are 
quite atypical examples such as 
the medical equipment salesman 
played by Will Smith in The Pursuit of 
Happyness or the Juilliard graduate 
played by Jamie Foxx in The Soloist. 
Those who have ever visited a 
homeless shelter or an area of town 
where homeless people congregate 
know that most homeless people 
come from working class and 

poor communities.4 In many 
cultural depictions, homeless 
African Americans are commonly 
represented as the “drug addict,” 
“the mentally ill,” “the lazy,” “the 
just not trying hard enough Black 
guy,” “the welfare queen,” “the 
criminal,” and other degrading 
figures. These depictions do 
not explain the root causes of 
homelessness. Instead they 
reinforce structures of unequal 
access to resources and power 
along racial and class lines. 
Homelessness is one of many 
durable, race-based inequalities 
built through the accumulation of 
such representations. 

Data About Homelessness and 
Race

Official homeless counts, 
including the U.S. Mayors 
Conference reports, the HUD 
Assessment reports, and the U.S. 
Census reports, show that race 
is a key factor in demographics 
of homeless populations.5 

Alarmingly, the percentage of 
the African-American homeless 
population is 3.5 times the 
percentage of the general 
population. These studies also 
demonstrate a similar statistical 
overrepresentation of homeless 
Native Americans. Latinos are 
estimated to be about proportional 
to their percentage of the general 
population. Asian Americans/ 
Pacific Islanders represent a 
smaller relative percentage of the 
homeless population. While white 
people constitute the majority 
of the nation’s population they 
actually represent a smaller 
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relative amount of the homeless 
population. Of course, these 
numbers vary considerably by 
region with some regions having 
a majority of white homeless 
and some a majority of Latino 
homeless. Nevertheless the 
national numbers are quite 
striking in illustrating the 
overrepresentations of African-
Americans in the homeless 
population. The following table 
shows the racial disparities in 
homelessness:

Race/Ethnicity Estimated % of 
nation’s total 
population (from 
US Census Data, 
1990, 2000 and 2009 
estimates)

Estimated % of nation’s 
homeless population 
(homeless counts/surveys 
between 1991 and 2009)

African-Americans 12-12.3% 40-56%
A s i a n / P a c i f i c 
Islander

3.9-4.4% 1-3%

Hispanic/Latino 9-15% 12-15%
Native American 0.8-1.2% 3-4%
White 59-71% 32-39%

Of course, official figures 
about homelessness warrant some 
skepticism since many homeless 
people systematically avoid 
being counted. Few homeless 
people jump up to greet census 
takers or other professionals to 
say, “We are here!” For this and 
other reasons, advocates have 
regularly challenged the United 
States Census tabulations. While 
official estimates are generally 
able to count the number of 
shelter users they severely 
undercount the number of people 
living under bridges, in cars, in 
abandoned housing or doubled up 

with relatives.6 While troubling, 
these official figures only give 
us a rough estimate and possibly 
an underestimate of the racial 
breakdown of homelessness in the 
U.S.

Race and Homelessness in Los 
Angeles

Lack of employment and/
or sufficient income is an obvious 
contributor to homelessness. In LA

the impacts of globalization and 
deindustrialization have hit the 
African American community like 
a ton of bricks, beginning primarily 
in the late 1970s. Blue-collar jobs 
in the rubber and steel plants 
provided career paths for many 
African Americans regardless of 
educational achievement and/
or the impacts of an inadequate, 
unequal school system. Once those 
plants shut down, so did the hopes 
and dreams of African Americans 
securing the “American dream.” 

After the departure of this 
primary work source for African 
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American men, its replacement, 
the service sector, has proved to be 
inadequate and even unobtainable 
for many. Even in the supposed 
economic boom of the 1990s, 
African American workers did not 
fare as well as others.  Economist 
Harry J. Holzer, wrote in a 2006 
New York Times article, “If you look 
at the numbers, the 1990’s was a 
bad decade for young black men, 
even though it had the best labor 
market in 30 years.” 

Today, it is easy to go an 
entire day in many parts of Los 
Angeles and not see a single African 
American working. Supermarkets, 
public works jobs, and construction 
projects are all too often all devoid 
of a significant Black workforce. 
Sadly, this very clear fact has not 
been seen as worthy of debate, as 
it is only brought up in “stump” 
speeches when politicians want the 
Black vote. Not surprisingly, data 
shows that Black workers have 
been hard by the current economic 
crisis.  In a recent report entitled 
“Unemployment and Under-
Employment—September 2011,” 
the Economic Roundtable outlines 
alarming facts regarding the state 
of employment in Los Angeles 
County.  It observes that during 
August 2011 the unemployment 
rate for African Americans residing 
in Los Angeles County hovered at 
23.3% and the under-employment 
rate was 34.4%, compared to 
10.3% and 19.5%, respectively, 
for whites and 13.8% and 25.2%, 
respectively, for Latinos. Rates of 
disconnection from the workforce 
were not specifically cited, but 
the report states that, “rates 
of disconnection from work 

[among African Americans] have 
risen in 2011” indicating that 
the actual number of those un/
underemployed is likely far higher 
than 34%.

The decline of a working-
class infrastructure in Los Angeles, 
particularly for African Americans, 
has happened alongside processes 
of criminalization under the guise 
of the war on drugs. Millions 
of Americans have been swept 
into this so-called war, which 
has disproportionately targeted 
African American men and, 
more recently, women. African 
Americans have experienced 
what Clyde Woods called  “asset-
stripping.”  This process affects 
their employment potential and 
has also stripped away Black 
working class people’s human right 
to housing. In turn, incarceration 
rates have skyrocketed, as well as 
rates of those sentenced to parole or 
probation. A 2009 Pew Charitable 
Trusts report estimated that a 
total of 2.3 million people were in 
prison or jail each day in the U.S. It 
goes on to note that an additional 
5.1 million people are on parole 
or probation. Combining these 
figures gives us the astonishing 
statistic that 1 in 31 adults in the 
United States are under some form 
of correctional control.  That said, 
the combined rate for African 
Americans is drastically elevated, 
with 1 in 11 Blacks overall under 
some form of correctional control. 
These rates are even higher in 
some inner-city neighborhoods. A 
2010 survey of Skid Row residents 
in Downtown Los Angeles found 
that 81% of homeless respondents 
had been arrested in the past year.  

45



Freedom Now!

Given the increasing trend towards 
criminalizing homelessness, we 
can conclude that criminalization 
and correctional control has likely 
an even greater impact on African 
Americans who are homeless. 

The decline of low-income  
housing beginning in the 1970s as 
well as cuts made in welfare have 
also disproportionately impacted 
African-Americans. When major 
cities became desirable for affluent 
baby boomers and also to the 
finance, insurance, and real estate 
industries, African Americans 
were disproportionally affected 
in the mass displacement that 
occurred.  In a wave of displacement 
reminiscent of what was called 
“Negro removal” in the 1950s 
and1960s, developers and real 
estate moguls found every bit of 
housing that could be converted to 
luxury housing and condominiums 
and co-ops to be a boom to their 
industry. Millions of people were 
evicted or otherwise persuaded to 
leave their apartments, only to find 
nowhere to go in the new economy 
of the 1980s. In the 1990s, the 
“end of welfare as we know it” 
radically changed the conditions 
of the poor, especially poor 
African American women, with 
millions eventually forced off the 
welfare rolls and pushed out into 
a supposedly friendly workplace. 
The economic landscape of Los 
Angeles today continues to be a 
cold and desolate place, with very 
few living wage jobs available, 
extremely limited affordable 
housing, and fewer and fewer 
protections for basic survival.   In 
addition, discrimination against 
ex-offenders is actually legal in 

the job and housing markets as 
well as in public benefit programs, 
with disproportionate impacts on 
African Americans due to racial 
disparities in the criminal justice 
system.   

	 What are the combined 
impacts of de-industrialization,  
criminalization, gentrification, 
welfare reform, and African 
American underemployment and 
poverty rates in Los Angeles?  
Certainly the epidemic of 
homelessness among African 
Americans is one result.  

Conclusion

A simple elementary game 
of connect the dots needs to be 
played by organizers, activists, and 
homeless and poor communities 
to create a vivid illustration 
of how a despised group has 
been systematically removed 
and forgotten; how runaway 
unemployment, underemployment 
and disconnection from the labor 
market is par for the course in the 
Black community; how rampant 
and often lifelong criminalization 
thoroughly strips individual and 
collective potential and erects 
barriers that can’t be pole-vaulted 
over; how a so-called war on drugs 
in reality destroys families and 
eliminates cultural norms needed 
to build healthy communities; and 
how, if you look close enough, you 
will find someone or something 
benefiting from the misery of 
African Americans, an experience 
that has been repeated from 
generation to generation.  The 
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dialogue and analysis must 
move from individual stories 
and personal blame to framing 
the issue of homelessness in a 
structural context by recognizing 
the interplay between race, 
inequality, and the 30-year crisis 
of homelessness, if any change or 
progress is to be made on the issue. 

Lastly, there is a need for 
voices of Black outrage, but instead 
there is an eerie silence emanating 
from most of the Black community. 
As criminalization, unemployment, 
and the near elimination of the 
“safety net” continue to exacerbate 
the homeless crisis and otherwise 
define the lives of poor Black 
people, there has barely been a 
peep.   It appears as if the Black 
community is literally drowning 
and afraid to yell for help. It is 
not too late to imagine a world 
where the human right to housing 
is realized and healthy outcomes 
are the norm. The time is now 
and responsible leadership must 
emerge from all sectors of our 
society.  

David Wagner is Professor of 
Sociology and Social Work at the 
University of Southern Maine. 
His books include Checkerboard 
Square, The Poorhouse, and the 
forthcoming The Rise and Fall of 
Homelessness as a Social Problem 
with Jenn Barton Gilman.

Pete White is the founder and 
co-director of the Los Angeles 
Community Action Network.   

NOTES 

1 Ron Harris, “Selling an `Image’ of 
Homelessness to the Charitable,” Los 
Angeles Times, November 25, 1993. 1.

2 Editorial, Tulsa World; the article was 
later reproduced in The Economist, 
January 18, 1997, 30-31; Tsitsi Wakhisi, 
“Homelessness in Black America,” Crisis 
102.8 (November/December 1995): 
14-19.

3 Arthur Whaley and Bruce Link,  “Ra-
cial Categorization and Stereotype-
Based Judgments About Homeless 
People,” Journal of Applied Social Psy-
chology 28.3 (1998): 189–205.

4 David Wagner, “The Universalization 
of Social Problems: Some Radical Expla-
nations,” Critical Sociology 23.1 (1997): 
3-24.

5 All studies have some problems with 
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the HUD Assessment data and the Cen-
sus data are more likely to still present 
the sheltered homeless and the highly 
visible homeless than not. There could 
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to be probably far-fetched, that under-
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6 Counts used include HUD Annual 
Assessment data 2006-2010; United 
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2000; National Law Center on Home-
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JC: What is it like for you to 
organize in Skid Row?

GD: It’s a pride and a joy to serve 
and work on Skid Row.  I was born 
and raised on Skid Row. I got my 
first job at twelve years old in the 
Toy District working in a toy store. 
I got into my addiction on Skid Row, 
I got recovered on Skid Row, and 
now I am living and working on 
Skid Row.  It’s an honor to do the 
work that I do. I take it personally 
because I know a lot of the people, 
I know the conditions that folks are 
in.  The majority of them are my 
friends and neighbors. 

JC: What was Skid Row like 
before?

GD: Ever since I was a kid, 
downtown was always the spot. 
People dressed up.  They came from 
all around the city.  At nighttime it 
would light up like Las Vegas. That’s 
why I love downtown.  When you 
look at some of the old stores on 
Broadway, even on Main Street, 
you’ll see that they still have the 
old lights and everything.  You 
had ballrooms, nightclubs, movie 
theatres.  Everybody was grooving 
downtown. 

JC: How do you feel that Skid 

Row has changed because of 
gentrification?

GD: For many years Skid Row was 
not recognized as a community. 
Now that they’ve got these lofts 
and condos suddenly you hear the 
word “community” thrown around 
a whole lot.  You have folks like my 
father living down here for the last 
fifty years, and his buddies too.  
You’ve got families here. So why 
wasn’t there any “community” when 
we were here?   

I don’t know about these white folks 
that come down here today. They 
haven’t been here two days and they 
change the name of the streets from 
Main Street to Gallery Row.  I mean 
they’ve got their dogs shitting and 
pissing all over the damn place.  You 
go to some of these blocks like Spring 
Street and it’s doo-doo alley. The city 
is promoting this process because 
they feel that in order for developers 
to put money in the area, they’ve got 
to move Black and Brown folks out. 
They’ve got to move Ed the wino or 
Ted the panhandler out of the way.     

JC: Residential hotels provide the 
largest housing stock in Skid Row. 
Who lives in them?  

GD: Most folks living in the 

Gentrification, Dispossession, 
and the Struggle for Dignity: An 
Interview with General Dogon 

By Jordan t. Camp
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residential hotels are on subsidized 
income. If you are on SSI, Social 
Security, or if you’ve got a minimum 
wage job, plus if you don’t have a 
housing subsidy paying some of 
your rent, you’re not going to be 
able to survive on the little chump 
change that the government gives 
you.  $800 to $900 a month is not 
enough to survive.   It costs more 
than that for rent.  In South Central 
one bedrooms start at $800 or $900 
a month. The hotels downtown 
have always been between $250 
and $500 a month.  Folks can afford 
to pay rent and still have a couple 
hundred dollars left. Some folks sign 
up for Section 8 and once they get it 
they’ll move out of the hotels.  But 
most of the time folks will look at 
these hotels as their home. 

JC: What has the struggle against 
displacement in these hotels 
been like? 

GD: When gentrification came to 
town, places like the Bristol and 
the Frontier Hotel had signs out 
there saying $75-$125 a week. But 
then developers were coming in 
and taking these old buildings and 
restructuring them into housing 
units and even taking some of the 
old hotel rooms and putting in a 
sink, a toilet, a shower and calling it 
a loft and getting anywhere between 
$1,500 and $5,000 a unit. Then it 
was like, these other folks ‘gotta go.  

The owner at the Bristol saw an 
opportunity for cash and he had 
his hotel cleared in one hour. He 
brought in armed security guards 
and told people to get the hell out 
of his hotel.  They rolled people out 
in their wheel chairs, people with 

kids, people that were at work at the 
time found their property either on 
the sidewalk or still locked in their 
room. We found some people in Skid 
Row who started living in tents.  The 
city wasn’t doing anything about it.  
The police didn’t do a damn thing 
about it.  Council members didn’t do 
a damn thing about it. We had to go 
out there and organize so the people 
could get justice. 

It was the same thing with the 
owner of the Frontier Hotel.  He 
decided to clear out the top three 
floors. He told everybody on those 
three floors they had to get the hell 
out. He turned the units into condos 
and lofts.  While he was gentrifying 
the building, he created segregated 
parts of the building.  He had the 
old folks, Black folks, and Brown 
folks that were living there coming 
through the Fifth street entrance, 
which looked like the front gates 
of Folsom with this big black gate 
and signs saying “no drinking, no 
loitering, no this, no that.” Then on 
the other side, the Main Street side, 
it looked like the front entrance to 
the Bonaventure Hotel.  They had a 
downstairs garage, big nice flowers, 
and an intercom. When you looked 
in the windows they had big fluffy 
couches. They had a doorman. So 
I’m like what the hell? This is some 
Jim Crow stuff here. Believe it or 
not the new loft folks never made 
contact with the old residents.  It 
was straight separate entrances 
and everything. This is the kind 
of thing that was going on and the 
city allowed it. We had to go to the 
City Redevelopment Agency and 
file a complaint. We had to go to 
the Housing Department. We had to 
go to the City Council. They didn’t 
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take it upon themselves to help us. 
Oh hell no. If it was up to them we 
would be in the middle of the river 
somewhere.   

JC: What is your vision of social 
justice in Skid Row?

GD: I would have to say that when 
the smoke clears it would be me and 
Ed the wino sitting at the latte coffee 
shop [laughs].  

General Dogon is a community 
organizer with LA CAN and lifelong 
resident of Skid Row.
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JC: Can you talk about the 
surveillance of housing and 
homeless activists in downtown 
LA?

HK: Downtown LA is where 
poverty and capital intersect. LA 
County has the largest homeless 
community anywhere in the 
United States. Downtown LA has 
the most concentrated homeless 
population in this county. This 
in itself creates what would be 
called “undesirables.” Surveillance 
historically has been a very active 
mechanism by the state to keep 
an eye on “undesirables,” along 
with municipal codes and various 
policies that get rid of them.  That 
kind of thinking is how we got the 
“broken windows” policy. 

CH: Can you tell us about Special 
Order 11?

HK: Special Order 11 was an order 
issued by the former Los Angeles 
police chief William Bratton 
in March 2008. It essentially 
legitimizes spying by local 
law enforcement, deems  non-
criminal behavior such as taking 
photographs to be “suspicious” 
activity (with the potential of 
being used by law enforcement 
as a pretext to investigate 

individuals), and promotes racial 
and other types of profiling.  
Special Order 11 requires LAPD 
officers to file Suspicious Activity 
Reports (SARs) on any observed 
or reported behaviors or activities 
that might have links to terrorism 
or crime. This special order has 
made Los Angeles a launching pad 
for the National Suspicious Activity 
Reporting Initiative.  Just to give you 
a little history: in 2004, Congress 
passed the Intelligence Reform and 
Terrorism Prevention Act. The Act 
was based on the theory that 9/11 
happened because of a breakdown 
in information between various 
agencies. Congress then required 
Homeland Security and various 
other agencies to create what they 
called an “Information Sharing 
Environment” (ISE). This meant 
that all local law enforcement 
agencies would have to file 
Suspicious Activity Reports on 
observed activities and/or reported 
activities. This information would 
then be stored and sent to a central 
location called Fusion Centers 
(there are about 74 Fusion Centers 
in the country and one of the 
biggest is in Norwalk in LA County). 
Information in that Fusion Center 
would be accessible to all federal 
and local agencies, including the FBI, 

What you need to know about 
special order 11: An interview 
with hamid khan

By Jordan T. Camp & Christina Heatherton
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National Security Agency, and CIA. 
The next step would be determining 
what activities would be reported 
and how law enforcement would 
ascertain whether it was suspicious 
or not.  

The LAPD took it upon itself to be the 
launching ground for this National 
Suspicious Activity Reporting 
Initiative, resulting in the issuance 
of Special Order 11. This order 
lists about 40-plus “suspicious” 
behaviors. These include some 
criminal behaviors like possessing 
radiological material and illegal 
weapons. They also include quite a 
few non-criminal behaviors as well, 
such as: using cameras in public, 
shooting video, using binoculars, 
drawing diagrams, taking notes, 
walking into an office and asking 
for hours of operation, changing 
appearances, and evasive driving. 
The order makes the assumption 
that if you are shooting pictures 
or taking video in public then you 
are engaging in what is called “pre-
operational surveillance.” The 
“suspicion” cast on such benign, 
daily behaviors opens the door for 
racial profiling and for such normal 
activities to be used as a pretext to 
open investigations on people who 
are just living their lives and abiding 
by the law.

CH: So right now we are filming 
you in public in front of an 
abandoned police station. Could 
this be considered pre-criminal 
activity?

HK: Absolutely. As per LAPD’s 
Special Order (SO) 11 we could 
be engaging in pre-operational 
surveillance, especially as we 

participate in political free speech 
activity here by reclaiming the 
former Rampart police station. In 
2010, the ACLU actually asked the 
LAPD to give them some records 
on SO 11. Remember, the LAPD 
has been the launching ground for 
this national initiative. They had to 
train all their approximately 10,000 
officers.  LAPD gave the ACLU a 
report covering the start of the 
program in March 2008 until July 
2010. In those 28 months, the LAPD 
filed 2,743 Suspicious Activity 
Reports. When you do the math that 
comes to 3 reports a day. 

So let’s say they reported you for 
filming in public. What happens 
is a report gets filed and goes to 
the watch commander. The watch 
commander sends it to the major 
crimes division. All of a sudden 
Christina’s name is in the major 
crimes division even though she’s 
never had a record because she’s 
out there shooting video in public. 
Once it is assessed, it is sent to the 
fusion center, and then from the 
fusion center someone makes a 
decision within 24 hours whether 
to launch a national security 
investigation against Christina. The 
concept is based on the assumption 
of criminality. It’s not that you 
are innocent until proven guilty; 
you’re assumed guilty until proven 
innocent. That is how this program 
runs. Right now as we speak this 
model has been adopted by various 
other metropolitan areas, including: 
Boston, Miami, New York, Chicago, 
Dallas, Seattle, and Houston. The 
goal is to have almost a million 
law enforcement personnel from 
all over the U.S., including: campus 
police, transit police, rural police, 
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and sheriffs departments to be a 
part of this program. 

JC: How does the surveillance 
of Skid Row in downtown Los 
Angeles compare with the other 
metropolitan areas?

HK: I think you can only make this 
connection by looking at the launch 
of the Safer Cities Initiative (SCI) 
in Los Angeles’ Skid Row area in 
2006. In that first year of SCI, which 
was based on the broken windows 
policy, thousands of jaywalking 
tickets and citations were given. 
Why was that? I think that’s where 
we need to make a link, not just 
with surveillance but also with this 
larger concept that was introduced 
in Arizona’s racist immigration law 
in 2010, SB 1070.  The stated intent 
of SB 1070 is “attrition through 
enforcement,” meaning that you 
make people’s lives so miserable 
that they are forced to leave. In the 
case of undocumented immigrants, 
you deny them basic services, 
healthcare and emergency services, 
and it makes their lives miserable. 
You can equate that to downtown 
Skid Row residents: when you issue 
so many tickets and you enforce 
municipal codes which you might 
not otherwise enforce in Beverly 
Hills or the Westside, you cause that 
attrition. It is a result of constant 
surveillance. 

This is why it was critical to launch 
this campaign to rescind SO 11 with 
the people who face police brutality 
and police abuse on a daily basis 
and who get surveilled on a daily 
basis as well. It is through this 
understanding that we are building 
this campaign informed by the 

experiences of Skid Row residents.  
We need to go beyond the “usual 
suspects,” meaning communities 
that have been targeted by the 
national security apparatus as 
potential suspects of terrorism, 
especially Muslims, South Asians, 
Arabs, or Middle Easterners, myself 
being of South Asian origin, born 
and raised in Pakistan. 

Special Order 11 also targets many 
other groups as “undesirables.” 
These are populations who are 
considered “suspicious” by virtue 
of who they are or the work they 
do. They include Black and Brown 
youth, many of whom have been 
jailed or are on probation, and are 
commonly described as “urban 
predators” and/or “domestic/street 
terrorists.” For LGBT and queer 
transgender folks, SO 11 only adds 
to the multiple jeopardies they face 
since their daily life is considered a 
“suspicious” activity.  Similarly SO 
11 targets immigrants, especially 
undocumented immigrants, women, 
low-wage workers, homeless and 
poor folks, political activists and 
social justice organizations.

CH: You said that downtown LA 
essentially became a laboratory 
for these new kinds of policing 
and surveillance methods used 
nationally and internationally. In 
that respect, can you talk about 
the significance of a campaign 
against Special Order 11 coming 
from Skid Row?

HK: How do we make these 
connections with people who feel 
safe and secure? The first challenge 
is to dismantle and deconstruct this 
whole concept that security comes 
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at the price of freedom. Given the 
complete bankruptcy and failure of 
the capitalist system, the majority 
of the people in the U.S. are only 
a paycheck away, or one eviction 
away, from being homeless.  I think 
that connection needs to be made. 
It’s not just the lived experiences of 
the Skid Row community that needs 
to be shared, but a question of how 
we get information about police 
spying and surveillance out in the 
public? Special Order 11 creates 
the potential for everyone to be a 
suspect. It makes everyone more 
vulnerable and hence “undesirable.” 
So you may be living in a posh locale 
and driving a fancy car, but once 
eviction happens, once you lose your 
job, or your house you are only so 
far away from being subjected to the 
same level of police torture, police 
brutality, and police surveillance as 
Skid Row residents face. 

JC: Is there anything that we 
haven’t asked that you’d like to 
add?

HK: One message I’d like to send is 
that there’s a long history of LAPD 
spying and surveillance. You have 
to look at not only COINTELPRO 
(the FBI’s Counter Intelligence 
Program), but the “Red Squads,” the 
LAPD Public Disorder Intelligence 
Division, how the LAPD infiltrated 
social justice organizations, and 
how lives have been smeared.  We 
have to look at how campaigns and 
movements get neutralized. The 
stated intent of COINTELPRO was to 
disrupt, dismantle, discredit and to 
neutralize movements.  I think it is 
extremely critical for us to evaluate 
the long history of infiltration and 
understand how campaigns have 

been disrupted and neutralized. So 
that’s one thing. 

Secondly, it’s also really, really 
important that we look at the long 
term implications of Special Order 
11. Unlike the previous covert 
and illegal operations of the LAPD 
and national security agencies, 
Special Order 11 legitimizes police 
spying. It’s not covert or secretive 
anymore, it is the LAPD operating 
very much as a spy agency. We 
should look at it not as an issue of 
public safety but of great public 
insecurity. We’re constantly being 
watched. We also need to look at 
how this opens up an incredible 
amount of data collection. In daily 
life your name and your data is 
only collected when you make 
some sort of contact. For example, 
you get a traffic ticket, a parking 
ticket, or commit a crime and then 
you may go into a felon database, a 
juvenile database, or a sex offender 
database, etc. But Special Order 11 
is so unique that you don’t need to 
be doing anything to be put into a 
criminal database. You don’t need 
to violate the law. You could just be 
standing there minding your own 
business and taking a photograph. 
You can now go into a database just 
for being.  We’ve seen the creation 
of gang databases to criminalize 
Black and Brown youth, but Special 
Order 11 casts a much wider net.  I 
think that’s really critical for us to 
understand. 

Lastly, this Special Order introduces 
a language of “observed behavior” 
and “reasonable indication.” Up 
until now, the cops could only stop 
and search you based on probable 
cause or a lower threshold than 
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probable cause which is reasonable 
suspicion. Reasonable suspicion 
and probable cause requires some 
specific and articulable facts. The 
police have to have something 
to start a search and make an 
arrest. “Observed behavior” 
and “reasonable indication” are  
speculative and arbitrary concepts. 
There is no articulable fact. It’s just 
based on a hunch that a cop sees you 
or a neighbor reports on you. Now 
we not only have to worry about 
the police because we are turning 
ourselves into a culture of snitches. 
These are unlimited powers, which 
are just ripe for abuse. We have 
a long history of police abuse 
and police corruption and we 
cannot romanticize or lament that 
history. We need to mobilize and 
we need to actively demand that 
the city rescind Special Order 11.

Hamid Khan is the founder and 
former director of the South Asian 
Network. He is currently a Soros 
Justice fellow working with the Los 
Angeles Community Action Network 
and other groups to expose police 
surveillance and spying that infringe 
upon privacy and civil liberties 
(http://stoplapdspying.org/).  
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JC: Los Angeles is what you call the 
“first world capital of homeless-
ness.” Can you discuss the crimi-
nalization of homelessness in LA?

MD: Historically unemployed people 
in Los Angeles asserted the right 
to create temporary communities 
in open spaces.  One famous site is 
where the Arroyo Seco meets the 
LA River at North Main Street in 
Lincoln Heights. Here the Califor-
nia contingent of Coxey’s Army of 
the unemployed camped out in the 
great depression of the 1890s; it was 
also the location of a famed “Hoover-
ville” in the early 1930s.  The 1980s 
were a turning point – the abolition 
of the commons as traditionally un-
derstood in America. One suburban 
community after another began to 
declare war on unhoused people. 
Even the “Peoples’ Republic of Santa 
Monica” eventually banned over-
night camping in its parks and even 
feeding the homeless.

The Los Angeles City Council, mean-
while, had already adopted the 
strategy – and they actually used the 
term – of “containment.”   Although 
one councilperson vigorously ad-
vocated the deportation of home-
less people to camps in the Mojave 
Desert, the only politically accept-
able solution was to concentrate and 
contain the city’s street people east 
of  Broadway.  Although merchants 

on downtown’s eastside bitterly 
complained, the Council majority 
was determined to prevent any dis-
persal of homelessness into their 
districts.   The continuing concen-
tration of social services, missions 
and SROs in downtown was meant 
to tether people to the “Nickel”  
(Fifth Street) under a regime of in-
tense policing.  

The regulation of the outdoor 
population in Los Angeles is Kaf-
kaesque: sleeping on the sidewalk 
is not per se a crime, but building 
any kind of shelter, even using a 
pup tent, is a violation.  The sev-
eral major attempts by homeless 
advocates like Ted Hayes to create 
self-governing encampments on 
vacant land  that had been cleared 
by urban renewal  were successful 
but ultimately shut down.  The rise 
and fall of Occupy LA repeats this 
cycle of brief episodes of official 
tolerance and empathy punctually 
followed by repression.

CH: How have you personally 
witnessed these shifts in Los An-
geles?

My first experience in downtown 
LA was in 1962.  I was sixteen or 
seventeen when a carload of us 
drove up from El Cajon (near San 
Diego). Pershing Square and Main 
Street were still as described a few 

The Housing Question: An 
Interview With Mike Davis

By Jordan T. Camp & Christina Heatherton
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years earlier in John Rechy’s City 
of the Night: peep shows, hookers, 
runaway kids, chop suey joints, 
all-night movies,  taxi dance halls, 
and hoardes of old people.  It was 
reputedly the biggest Skid Row in 
the United States, but hardly the LA 
Auschwitz it became in the 1990s.

Six years later I was living near 
MacArthur Park and working at a 
leftwing bookstore at Seventh and 
Union. (The FBI headquarters was 
then a block away on Wilshire and 
agents would occasionally stop by 
to browse our subversive books and 
smirk.) Although the art schools 
and union headquarters had not 
yet fled the area around the lake, 
the district between Alvarado and 
the Harbor Freeway (now   Latino) 
had become a dumping ground for 
the population, largely elderly, dis-
placed by the clearance of Bunker 
Hill.   The shadow people of LA Noir 
and John Fante novels, they were 
bulldozed west of freeway and left 
to cope with little or no compen-
sation for their eviction.  If you 
worked or lived in the area, you in-
advertently watched them die.  Old 
sick people collapsed in fetal posi-
tions on the sidewalk or covered by 
a sheet while a cop waited for an 
ambulance.

CH: How do we understand the 
development of homelessness?

The explosion in homelessness in 
Los Angeles in the 1980s is usu-
ally explained as the joint result of 
the statewide closure of residential 
mental health facilities and the Bun-
ker Hill redevelopment (followed 
later by the clearance of Crown Hill 
on the west bank) which destroyed 

thousands of cheap tenement and 
hotel rooms.  But equally important 
was the decline of the casual labor 
economy serving downtown and 
the central industrial districts.

Let me give you a first hand exam-
ple.  Between 1969 and 1973 I was 
a heavy-duty truck driver for what 
was at the time the biggest toy dis-
tributor in the country.  Operating 
out of  an ultra-modern,  partly 
automated warehouse in the City 
of Commerce, they still required 
casual labor for tasks like unload-
ing boxcars.   On these occasions a 
simple phone call to a labor agency 
would bring fifteen or twenty guys 
from Skid Row to spend a day or 
two in heavy, dirty work.  Although 
much of the traditional downtown 
blue-collar job base -  elevator op-
erators, dishwashers, and so on 
– was long extinct, hundreds of 
nearby factories and warehouses 
still relied on temporary labor from 
Skid Row. 

By the 1980s, however, the supply 
of young immigrant workers sup-
planted  the need for this bachelor 
labor force of older  men.   The 
same story repeated itself almost 
everywhere in the country, espe-
cially in the cities like Seattle, San 
Francisco, LA and Chicago, where 
huge Skid Rows had arisen in the 
1890s to accommodate winter 
populations of seasonal farm work-
ers, lumberjacks, and track labor-
ers.  From their original role as 
reservoirs of unskilled labor, these 
districts became open-air prisons 
for the unemployed. 

JC: According to Gary Blasi of the 
UCLA Law School, deindustrial-

83



Freedom Now!

ization created a huge influx of   
unemployed Black workers from 
South LA in Skid Row. Can you 
describe the impacts of capital 
flight on workers of color in the 
city?

MD: Industrial LA’s Indian summer 
was in the 1970s when Chicanos, 
Blacks and women finally gained 
some measure of justice through 
consent decrees that obliged unions 
and employers to affirmative action.  
Suddenly in the local auto industry 
(three major assembly plants  were 
still operating), steel, aluminum, 
rubber, and trucking, minorities 
were making major breakthroughs 
in recruitment and promotion.  
Ford Pico Rivera became majority 
Latino, for example; while at GM 
South Gate, young Black Vietnam 
vets could hope for something more 
than lousy jobs in the paint depart-
ment.

But the significance of fair employ-
ment was not just economic.   The 
big factory-based union locals were 
immensely important bases for so-
cial and political action in east and 
southside communities.   Despite 
continuing strife, industrial work-
ers of color in this period made 
rapid, impressive gains in union 
elections and established crucial 
beachheads in labor and commu-
nity politics.  But winter came early 
with a deadly wave of plant clo-
sures and layoffs at the beginning 
of the Reagan presidency. Although 
non-union sweatshop manufactur-
ing (garment, furniture, plastics, 
and so on) flourished through the 
1980s and 1990s, the regional core 
of non-defense consumer-durable 
and heavy manufacturing, and thus 

of industrial unionism, was utterly 
destroyed.

The impact on LA’s African-Amer-
ican community was paradoxical.  
The unitary South Central “ghetto,” 
of course, was always an illusion 
(except in terms of police brutality 
and residential segregation).   More 
affluent, educated Black families 
gravitated to newer (1930s-50s) 
neighborhoods west of Western; 
while poorer Black families, includ-
ing a huge migration from Texas 
and Louisiana in the 1950s, lived in 
the older (1890s-1920s) “eastside” 
district whose main street was Cen-
tral Avenue until the early 1960s.

The collapse of the high-wage indus-
trial employment corridor was par-
ticularly devastating to the eastside 
Black population most dependent 
upon private sector employment 
and manual labor.   The arrival of 
the Bradley administration in 1973 
inaugurated a new city government 
that allied Westside white liberals 
with African Americans and, very 
quickly, the downtown power elite.  
(Chicanos, despite Bradley’s innu-
merable promises, were basically 
locked out of representation for al-
most a generation.)

The Bradley regime made little or 
no attempt to save the big plants 
on the eastside or along the Alam-
eda corridor.   On the other hand, 
Bradley followed the lead of a pow-
erful county supervisor Kenneth 
Hahn (a liberal white first elected 
in 1952) in creating unprecedented 
public-sector job opportunities for 
the Black community.  By the 1980s 
it would not have been inaccurate 
to describe Black prosperity in LA 
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as overwhelmingly based on public 
employment, especially in social ser-
vices, transportation, and the postal 
service.  

Black poverty, on the other hand, be-
came more entrenched in older east-
side neighborhoods.  The late 1970s 
and early 1980s, in other words, wit-
nessed a re-division economically of 
the Black community along existing 
geo-social lines, while at the same 
time Latino immigration was start-
ing to transform the demographics 
of the eastside.   Today, of course, 
what was “the ghetto” at the time of 
the 1965 rebellion is majority La-
tino, and there has been a dramatic 
emigration of Black families to the 
Inland Empire or even out of state. 

CH: How have so many people 
ended up in Skid Row?

MD: I haven’t lived in LA since 1998, 
so my perceptions may be long ob-
solete.   In the 1990s, however, there 
were two dramatic changes in the 
ecology of homelessness in down-
town LA.  First, was the firestorm of 
crack cocaine addiction and the vio-
lence spawned by its sale.  Secondly, 
there was a dramatic increase in the 
number of people recently released 
from prison.   The California correc-
tional system is ruthlessly synergetic 
with homelessness.  Prisoners, of 
course, are now warehoused with-
out pretense of “rehabilitation” and 
for the most part without education 
or vocational training; you might 
have just spent six years in isolation 
at Pelican Bay and then suddenly are 
released.  Where are you going to go?  
What chance do you have of finding 
a job?  Too often young people are 
simply paroled from a SHU cell to a 

urine-stained sidewalk.  On the oth-
er hand, it is no more cruel or insane 
than two generations of consigning 
people with mental and physical ill-
ness to an endless rotation between 
the street and county jail.

JC: Ecology of Fear examines the 
securitization of downtown in 
the aftermath of the Los Angeles 
Rebellion of 1992. This process 
has intensified in the last decade.  
In 2006 Los Angeles introduced 
the Safer Cities Initiative based 
on the broken windows style of 
concentrated policing. Can you 
talk about the relationship be-
tween securitization and gentri-
fication?

MD: The broken windows strat-
egy is a cynical shell game that 
concentrates police resources in 
some areas of highest value to elites 
and tourist businesses, like Time 
Square, or all of midtown Manhat-
tan, at the expense of other neigh-
borhoods. Huge amounts of police 
time are wasted on irrelevant sta-
tus offenses and innocuous behav-
ior, like loitering or littering; simply 
put, it became illegal for poor shab-
by people to be part of the Manhat-
tan landscape.

It is ludicrous to claim that Bratton-
style intensive policing is helping 
the city as a whole.  Essentially the 
most powerful geographical inter-
ests are stealing public resources 
(law enforcement) and defending 
the policy with the absurd argu-
ment that persecuting squeegie 
guys will reduce rape and murder.  
In fact, as the war on drugs has 
demonstrated on innumerable oc-
casions, these kinds of dragnets 
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merely push major illegal activity 
somewhere else in the city where 
law enforcement has been corre-
spondingly thinned.   It’s just anoth-
er form of urban renewal using the 
general tax base to subsidize special 
interest projects under the pretense 
that they will eventually create jobs 
that otherwise would not exist.

If you really wanted to attack the 
“broken windows” syndrome – 
physical dereliction and neglect of 
the urban landscape – then you’d 
need to go after landlords not beg-
gars; hire loads more food, health, 
building and labor inspectors; end 
the privileged welfare system for 
mortgage banks and mega-devel-
opers; decriminalize poor people’s 
sicknesses and ordinary survival 
strategies, especially urban camp-
ing.

Young hip gentrifiers usually envi-
sion themselves as a third force be-
tween the developers and cops, on 
one hand, and the unhoused on the 
other.   What loft or condo dwell-
er on Spring Street, for example, 
doesn’t have a favorite homeless 
person that they regularly talk to 
or brag about knowing?  Yet at the 
same time hipsters are becoming 
another loud constituency for pe-
ripheralizing the homeless and their 
service institutions.    As they add 
their voices to the traditional oppo-
nents of downtown “containment” 
– like the toy industry and flower 
market businesspeople – they make 
it more likely that some triage or 
reduction of tolerated homeless-
ness will eventually occur.   Poverty, 
as we know from the last census, is 
being rapidly suburbanized: in the 
Southern California case, especially 

to the blue-collar areas of the Inland 
Empire.  

CH: I have been researching the 
Unemployed Councils in the 
1930s, a subject you have been 
writing about recently. Since we 
are living through the worst eco-
nomic crisis since the Great De-
pression, can you talk about the 
significance of these Depression-
era social movements of the un-
employed?

MD: Everybody thinks that Wall 
Street crashed and the next thing 
were headlines everyday about 
the Depression, but there weren’t. 
Joblessness was kept almost invis-
ible. Joblessness got on the front 
page because of the Unemployed              
Councils, because of the demon-
strations, because of the horrific 
repression of them, which people 
knew would happen. But that made 
joblessness an issue; it made unem-
ployment a revolutionary threat. 
It made it a priority. Audacity was 
required to make people’s condi-
tion visible.  The New Deal wouldn’t 
have happened unless the Demo-
cratic Party and the upper classes 
were really scared about where it 
was leading. Roosevelt was elected 
on the economic platform of balanc-
ing the budget. The New Deal came 
later. 

The thing to realize about the     
Communist Party at the beginning 
of the Depression is that this was an 
astonishingly conservative country. 
You had ten years of backlash af-
ter the Red raids, Eugene Debs was 
dead, the Socialist Party was forgot-
ten, the IWW was all but crushed, 
radicalism was not anymore in favor 
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than it is now, the Democrats were 
many issues to the right of Republi-
cans, but two things happened:  You 
had an enormous number of children 
of the new immigrants beginning to 
come of age, and they were this huge 
transformative power.  I know this 
was still in the Third Period and they 
were sectarian.  But they were there 
for one reason, which was to catalyze 
and lead revolt. No, we didn’t get a 
socialist America, but we got a New 
Deal out of the Democrats, which 
probably would not have happened 
without the revolt. That is what the 
Communist Party and other groups 
did in terms of unemployment at 
the beginning of the Depression.  
They mobilized anger and they also 
showed just an astonishing courage,  
in the same way that SNCC (Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Commit-
tee) did. 

JC: What can we learn from these 
organizing efforts of the 1930s? 

MD: The thing about the 1930s Left 
is that it was sociologically identical 
to the working class it was trying to 
organize. Yes, there were some intel-
lectuals and Harvard types, but they 
were a small group. One of the big 
questions of the Left in my genera-
tion has been: how do you create a 
group that allows working class or 
poor people to join and survive in it? 
It has to be a survival network.  It is 
one thing to do this when you are a 
student and being a bohemian. It is 
another thing to survive in it.

The person who devoted the most 
attention to this and was most suc-
cessful in this, died about five or six 
years ago, was Michael Zinzun—who 
I worked with for about thirty years 

and deeply loved. His whole thing 
was creating a living support, a kind 
of extended family system to allow 
poor kids to be activists and to gain 
experience.

If you go back and read Lenin in 
What Is to Be Done?, he is talking 
about how to erase the difference 
between intellectuals and workers, 
how to create an organic revolu-
tionary intelligentsia out of manual 
workers, not to replace the social 
class by a substitute or to gain pow-
er in order to become a new rul-
ing class, as so often has been the 
case.  Even if you say Leninism is 
a dead end and it is time to throw 
all that stuff away you still have to 
come back to the question of how 
do you create an organization of 
organizers? How do you create the 
circumstances that allow for conti-
nuity of ideas and beliefs in periods 
of repression, and low periods that 
can launch audacious projects? The 
Bolshevik party is only one answer 
to it. I became very interested and 
involved with the history of an-
archism in Barcelona, which is of 
course nothing like the history of 
anarchism in Portland. I mean this 
was working class libertarian com-
munism, it had a different system 
of organizing but the point was the 
same: an organization of organizers, 
an organization that allowed people 
to fight for their own class.

CH: What possibilities do you see 
for the future in the present? 

MD: If you look at this country today 
the future is everywhere, children of 
immigrants, kids of color, the recipi-
ents of this hatred, the generation 
whose future is being looted and 
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destroyed in advance. The future 
everywhere is being downsized 
for them.  Yet there is no reason to 
believe that people aren’t going to 
be as militant as their great grand-
parents.  I mean think about it, in 
LA you get a million people on an 
immigration demonstration—that 
is tremendous. It was the largest 
demonstration in the history of 
California.  But still you can take 
fifteen people to a City Council 
meeting every night:  small groups 
of people working consistently can 
achieve surprising things.  

Mike Davis is Professor of Creative 
Writing at the University of Cali-
fornia, Riverside. He is the author 
of several books including City of 
Quartz: Excavating the Future in 
Los Angeles and In Praise of Bar-
barians: Essays against Empire.
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JC: California is often imagined 
as a place of harmony, progress, 
and tolerance. In your book you 
talk about “genteel apartheid” in-
stead.  Can you explain the concept 
and why it is important for under-
standing California political cul-
ture? 

DH: In 1960 Alexander Saxton, a 
noted historian of the nineteenth 
century, wrote an article for the 
Left-oriented Frontier magazine. He 
said that while the whole nation was 
training its attention on the struggle 
against Jim Crow in the South, here in 
California you had a union-employer 
apprenticeship program. It was a 
gateway to all of the high wage con-
struction and public works jobs that 
were fueling the state’s spectacular 
economic growth at that time and 
it was a virtual unapproachable is-
land of segregation, almost 100% 
white.  He talked about the difficulty 
in mounting an effective political re-
sponse and critique to these forms 
of exclusion because Californians 
had so embraced this identity of be-
ing not like the South, of being be-
yond the kind of sorry history of dis-
crimination and subordination that 
marked the South. The term he used 
was “genteel apartheid.” I thought 

this was a really compelling way to 
frame a broader history of what I 
call “racial innocence,” the denying 
of culpability that racial domination 
plays such a large role in the state. 

JC: You extend the work of W. E. B. 
Du Bois, James Baldwin, and Toni 
Morrison to interrogate what you 
call political whiteness. Can you 
explain the relationship between 
political whiteness and Califor-
nia housing? 

DH: I use the term political            
whiteness to describe the implicit 
ways in which whiteness, or percep-
tions about the forms of privilege 
and property that whiteness pro-
vides, to make political judgments 
and political decisions, and really 
to shape political identity. For ex-
ample, beginning in the 1920s Cali-
fornia realtors, backed by the power 
of the state, began to proliferate the 
use of racially restrictive covenants. 
These are provisions written into 
the deeds of houses that regulate 
occupancy or ownership on the ba-
sis of race. These are certainly not 
from the South and they are not 
some relic of the nineteenth centu-
ry. They are modern and central to 
the development of California hous-

Housing is a Human Right, 
California’s forty-year 
struggle: An interview with 
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By Jordan T. Camp
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ing. The California State Supreme 
Court was the first in the nation to 
uphold their use. By the 1940s an 
estimated 75% of housing in LA, 
for example, was covered by these 
restrictive covenants. Restrictive 
covenants actually encumbered the 
seller’s right to sell their property 
for the highest value. Essentially 
you had agreements among white 
homeowners to sell property for 
lower prices in order to maintain 
racial exclusion.   I ask, what forms 
of self-interest would lead to this 
kind of decision? That is what I call 
political whiteness, the notion that 
preserving whiteness has broader 
forms of pay-off. Ultimately when 
realtors had to defend these prac-
tices, especially in the 1964 ballot 
measure that made racial discrimi-
nation a Constitutionally protected 
practice, they appealed to “right to 
discriminate” as a defense of politi-
cal whiteness.  

JC: Can you talk about how racial-
ized ballot initiatives in Califor-
nia have shaped the housing cri-
sis in Los Angeles? 

DH: Sure. The U.S. Supreme Court 
overturned racially restrictive cov-
enants in 1949 and 1953. However, 
all through California, especially 
within Southern California’s sub-
urban expansion in the 1950s and 
1960s, racial exclusion and segrega-
tion was the rule rather than the ex-
ception.  It was really the dominant 
form of organizing housing markets. 
The notion that property was made 
valuable by racial exclusion con-
tinued on as an informal but wide-
spread practice well into 1970s and 
indeed the 1980s. By the 1990s you 
had hyper-segregated neighbor-

hoods and non-white neighbor-
hoods that were credit-starved. 
When financiers were looking for 
new areas of return, you essentially 
had these islands of credit-starved 
communities that could be com-
pelled into taking out loans with 
highly unfavorable terms.  It is cer-
tainly not that California was the 
only state where this was happen-
ing, but it is very much the “ground 
zero” for the proliferation of these 
highly unstable financial products.  
Nor in the long run were they exclu-
sive to communities of color; they 
eventually proliferated in white 
middle class communities and then 
of course contributed to the broad-
er demise of the state. 

JC:  Here you are referring to the 
“subprime” and foreclosure cri-
sis where, by 2009, over a half 
million Californians—whom 
were disproporationately people 
of color—lost their homes.  

DH: That’s right.  It’s absolutely 
disproportionately people of color. 
Remember in 2005 and 2006 when 
news was first spreading that peo-
ple had taken out these very risky 
and precarious loans? The housing 
boom started in 2002, and that’s 
when these subprime loans were 
made.  2005 was when we saw 
the first evidence that there was a 
growing set of homeowners that 
were going under water and suf-
fering under these loans.  But the 
broader response was to essentially 
blame the homeowners themselves, 
to say that they were not financially 
sophisticated, that they made mis-
takes in taking out the loans.  It 
was not until this crisis spread, for 
example, you had homes in Orange 
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County that were similarly under wa-
ter, that it was recognized as a crisis.  
All of the racialized ballot measures 
that I wrote about in the book were 
really efforts to dismiss the broader 
contradictions in the state and to 
contain them within particular racial 
and class boundaries.  It is only when 
those crises overflow—like the crisis 
in housing and certainly the crisis in 
education—that they are then recog-
nized as a general crisis. 

JC: The UN Special Rapporteur 
on Housing Raquel Rolnick vis-
ited multiple U.S. cities including 
LA and conducted a study on the 
housing crisis in the United States. 
She found that the foreclosure 
crisis and gentrification were the 
leading causes of a mass increase 
in homelessness.  How does the 
history of racial segregation re-
late to the production of mass 
homelessness over the last three 
decades?  

DH: If you look at the conditions 
that people are most fearful of now 
in housing across the state:  declin-
ing home values, no access to credit, 
a mismatch between the demand of 
people needing a place to live and 
the availability of affordable housing, 
and the kind of rates that are avail-
able, you see that the crisis has been 
endemic to some communities, such 
as the Black community in South LA, 
since the late 1950s.  These are the 
same conditions.  There was an early 
indication in the 1950s and early 
1960s of a market driven structure 
that ceded control of housing de-
velopment policy to the real estate 
industry and financiers rather than 
generating alternative forms that 
seek to meet people’s needs. But 

because it was largely confined to 
practices in poor Black and Brown 
communities, it was not recognized 
as a generalizable crisis.  Begin-
ning in the last decade we have wit-
nessed what happens when there 
is no regulation applied to these 
industries, when speculation can 
run rampant. Now it is recognized 
as a crisis.  What confronts the state 
today is a crisis that is more than 
forty years old.  It is the condition of 
political whiteness that has masked 
the recognition of this crisis.

JC: You discuss the term racial  
colorblindness. What is racial 
colorblindness? How does it 
relate to the unequal access to 
housing, education, healthcare, 
and other essential aspects of the 
social wage for poor people of 
color? 

DH:  Colorblindness means that race 
is not going to be taken into explicit 
account in making political, legal, 
economic decisions. I focus on it as 
a disavowal, a denial, and a refusal 
to come to terms with the profound 
ways that race structures opportu-
nity and life possibility. This has had 
the most dramatic impact on peo-
ple of color in LA and particularly 
in longstanding Black and Brown 
communities. Today that crisis ab-
solutely exceeds those areas.  Col-
orblindness allowed white middle 
and upper class Californians to es-
sentially ignore the deep structural 
problems in the state for a certain 
period of time.  But I think that the 
last ten years has proved that they 
will not, in spite of their best efforts, 
remain confined to poor communi-
ties alone and the state is now hav-
ing to confront that.   
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JC: This is what James Baldwin 
would have called the “delusion 
of whiteness.”  

DH: Absolutely. It is an idea that 
you can somehow insulate your-
self; that your lives are not deeply 
connected to the people around 
you. I think that colorblindness is 
still very much at work. It is a kind 
of denial, an idea that we can ad-
dress these crises on a broader 
level without attending to these 
fundamental forms of structural 
racism. 

JC: How have people refused 
the logics of political whiteness,  
genteel apartheid, and color-
blindness?  

DH: I think that it is deeply in-
grained into California political 
culture.  You still see it today where 
people are using race as a proxy for 
the quality of housing, the quality 
of schools, the quality of education, 
and the broader quality of life. The 
notion that you can have a sustain-
able multiracial state where race 
still operates as such powerful 
shorthand for what’s stigmatized 
and what’s valued is a recipe for 
destruction. The biggest example 
of this is the prison crisis in the 
state.   We’ve built up this mon-
strous prison system. Because of 
who is disposed and warehoused 
in it, the broader public lives with 
the fiction that prisons are a kind 
of sane or humane solution to any 
kind of social problem.  

JC: How does prison expansion 
relate to the housing, education, 
and healthcare crisis? 

DH: Let’s talk about the state edu-

cation system. In 1968 you had 
22,000 Black and Brown students 
walking out, the East LA Blowouts. 
Students were saying: “we have no 
future, we have no control over the 
curriculum, we have inadequate 
funding, and there is a lack of stu-
dent control.” These are the same 
complaints you will hear today 
from UC Berkeley students. The no-
tion that somehow these students 
lives are separate and can be quar-
antined and are not going to effect 
the white middle class students 
who are aspiring to attend Berke-
ley is just a fiction. I think that what 
the last five years in particular have 
revealed is that white California 
can’t cordon itself off from these 
problems anymore. 

JC: How can your research help 
us understand the contempo-
rary struggle for the human 
right to housing? 

DH: I think that we have strate-
gies that are sustainable and ef-
fective for everyone.  For housing, 
the same demands that civil rights 
groups were making in the early 
1960s are every bit as relevant to-
day: that the state has a responsi-
bility to respond forcefully to the 
crisis, to the lack of real affordable 
housing opportunities, and also 
that banks and realtors should 
not be given the sole domain over 
housing decisions and policies.  I 
think we have to link up our cur-
rent efforts to reign in these un-
savory banking practices and link 
them to the original struggles of 
civil rights groups forty years ago 
who were fighting for housing as a 
human right.  All of the fair hous-
ing laws didn’t come out of some 
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abstract dream for integration. They 
were passed because people did not 
have adequate places to live.  That has 
absolutely exploded today.  If we had 
listened to those voices in the early 
1960s that said there is a housing cri-
sis that we need to address together 
as a state, we would not be in this po-
sition today. Civil rights law was not 
just for a small set of people; it was a 
response to a crisis that affected the 
whole state.  

JC: Is there anything I haven’t asked 
that you would like to add? 

DH: I think our challenge today in or-
ganizing is figuring out how to talk 
about racial justice and structural 
racism in a way that both makes vis-
ible the forms of violence, abandon-
ment, and domination that poor peo-
ple of color suffer especially around 
housing, education, and prisons, but 
also to link it to a general and broader 
crisis.  I think we have a ways to go to 
be able to do that, to reclaim the lan-
guage of universalism, of democracy, 
and of shared hopes without resort-
ing to superficial colorblind or race-
neutral language.  

Daniel Martinez HoSang is Professor 
of Ethnic Studies and Political Science 
at the University of Oregon.  He is the 
author of Racial Propositions: Ballot 
Iniatives and the Making of Postwar 
California.  Before becoming a Profes-
sor, he worked as a community orga-
nizer for ten years with the Center for 
Third World Organizing.
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JC: We first heard you speak at 
the U.S. Social Forum in Detroit. 
You explained that you grew 
up in the Cabrini-Green public 
housing development in Chicago 
and that you are now a part of the 
struggle for the human right to 
housing. What brought you to the 
movement?

J.R.: As residents of Cabrini-Green we 
came from an organized community, 
so it wasn’t about choice. There were a 
lot of great leaders over there fighting 
for the human right to housing. After 
getting in the fight I realized there 
were not enough young men of color. 
There were a lot of whites, a lot of 
elder Black women, and a lot of elder 
Black men but not particularly a lot of 
people from my generation who were 
getting themselves fully involved and 
engaged in making our community 
better. Through the Coalition to 
Protect Public Housing I became 
entrenched in the fight for the human 
right to housing. 

CH: Around what year was this?

JR: Around, whoooa 2003! I’m so old. 

CH: C’mon, it wasn’t that long ago.

JR: It seems like that. I thought if we 
got in the fight, it wasn’t going to be 
a long fight for the human right to 

housing. I thought we would go 
to the United Nations, get them to 
say America’s guilty, and we win. 
Wrong! Still here.

CH: When did you realize you 
were in for the long haul?

J.R.: Hurricane Katrina. The very 
first year. When I saw how this 
country actually perceived housing 
as a commodity and not as a 
public good. That’s when I realized 
something was wrong. 

JC: With the destruction of public 
housing?

J.R.: Right, out of all the things 
that survived Hurricane Katrina/ 
Hurricane America, public housing 
was still standing. There was no 
rational explanation for why they 
would demolish this community 
other than profiteering.  That’s 
when I realized, we were in this for 
the long haul.  Let New Orleans be 
our ground zero like 9/11 was for 
the government. 

JC: Can you talk about how the 
Chicago Anti-Eviction Campaign 
came into being? 

J.R.: Once again, I thought that 
after the United Nations had left, 
it was the end. Actually it was 
the beginning. We talked about 
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protecting the rights of residents. 
We talked about saving public 
housing. After the UN left, we were 
joined by some brothers from South 
Africa, the Western Cape Anti-
Eviction Campaign, Brother Ashroft 
Hasim. He did a tour of Cabrini. 
During that tour, a lot of community 
members were engaged because 
this brother from Africa was here. 
They were curious as to what he 
was doing at Cabrini-Green. He 
explained that he was trying to 
teach us how to elevate, that he 
wanted to learn from us. At the 
same time he hoped that we would 
learn from him. He started sharing 
stories of how they were fighting 
evictions. He bestowed upon us a 
responsibility to enforce human 
rights. He’s like, “Everybody’s out 
there fighting for human rights, but 
what would be the group of people 
that decides to enforce it?” When 
the community asked, “How do you 
enforce it?” he explained techniques, 
strategies and tactics around 
eviction blockades, and building 
up a community. This extended a 
conversation that we had had with 
Take Back the Land. We wanted to 
do something different than just 
protect public housing with the 
traditional ways of organizing. We 
wanted something more radical, 
something that engaged the people 
quicker. Something that had more 
activity and action. We asked if 
we could borrow the name “Anti-
Eviction Campaign” because it had 
a catch to it. He said yes, as long 
we borrowed the principles: that it 
be led by the people at the bottom, 
that the leadership is reflective of 
that, and that no one leads us but 
us.  From there we were joined in 

by folks from across the city who 
decided to join the campaign and 
move it forward. It wasn’t just 
about public housing, it was an 
opportunity to make a connection 
from public housing to renters and 
to home owners, all the sectors of 
housing that were facing imminent 
danger and were being directly 
impacted. Folks had been displaced 
and evicted through foreclosure and 
folks had been displaced and evicted 
in public housing. Now foreclosed 
families were seeing demolition just 
like folks in public housing had been 
.This was the perfect opportunity to 
bring all these people together, and 
really begin to enforce the human 
right to housing. 

CH: We want to ask you about 
some of those strategies and 
tactics that the campaign has 
been using. You said the Western 
Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign 
taught you tactics that were more 
radical and could connect with 
people more. More radical than 
what? What was going on and 
what was not connecting with 
people? 

J.R.: I think the traditional fight 
around policy was not connecting 
with people. The traditional not-
for-profit begging of politicians 
was old, looking for institutions 
that the banks had control over 
or that corporations had control 
over. We were always going to 
these folks, versus having those 
folks come to us. We wanted to do 
something that made them come to 
us by challenging the norm, as they 
did in the civil rights movement. 
Segregation didn’t end until folks 
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started doing boycotts and sit-ins. 

JC: Can you talk about some of the 
tactics that have been successful 
in the campaign?

J.R.: I think the eviction-blockades 
have been successful. Court-
support, when we’ve really packed 
a courtroom,  we were successful 
like people had never seen before. 
Some  judges, when the jury was 
excused, would actually say off 
the record to the people, “Does 
everybody understand where 
they are at? Do you know this is 
a civil proceeding not a criminal 
proceeding? Why are there so many 
people here in this courtroom for 
this young lady?” One of the judges 
said in his thirty-seven years on 
the bench he had never seen that 
many people in a courtroom for 
an eviction. I think changing the 
norm of how the system works, 
court support, and anti-eviction 
blockades have all been successful.

JC: Can you explain what an anti-
eviction blockade is?

J.R.: An eviction blockade is when 
you put a mass number of people 
in front of a unit where someone 
is said to have been evicted and 
defy authority. People are willing to 
commit civil disobedience and go 
to jail for someone that they do not 
know, or have just come to know 
them over a short period of time, to 
say, “listen, we’re not going to make 
evictions easy any more in our city, 
in our society, right? We’re going 
to challenge you morally and we’re 
going to challenge you physically.” 
By putting ourselves in harm’s 

way, we try to create a cycle where 
you’ve got neighbors supporting 
neighbors, and hopefully can 
build up resistance, community by 
community. If necessary, when folks 
are evicted, they can move them 
back in. We will defy authority again 
by moving people back in, because 
a vacant, abandoned property does 
not benefit anyone. 

CH: These tactics don’t just 
impact the people involved, they 
impact everybody around. How 
do these eviction-blockades help 
build the movement?

J.R.: It definitely built up our 
organization and the movement 
as a whole because  the court 
system had to respond. Not just 
the court system, but the sheriff ’s  
department. We were able to 
gain two successful temporary 
moratoriums around it.

Once we served the Sheriff with a 
7-day eviction notice. We gave him 
7 days to institute a moratorium, or 
we would begin a process of starting 
to evict him. Folks threatened to go 
to his house, one of his homes and 
take an arrest for breaking and 
entering, burglary or whatever 
the charge would be, to put him in 
a similar situation. You have two 
homes. You can’t be at both of them 
at the same time. We were willing 
to go to his house and move his 
things out, to give him a personal 
experience, so that the next time he 
went to an eviction, he could share 
that experience of humiliation and 
degradation. 

I think we challenged the system and 
the system responded. Politicians 
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began to respond,  judges became 
more friendly … more resourceful. 
They started giving more 
resources to people going through 
evictions. They started granting 
more continuances. They started 
granting extended stays. They were 
less likely to issue an immediate 
order of possession. 

One of the things we started doing 
was tying up the system—that was 
another tactic—by demanding 
that everyone who was going 
through an eviction select a jury 
trial.  There were instances where 
courts alleged that we were jury 
tampering, intimidating jurors 
by having so many people in the 
room, staring at the jury and 
taking notes. Every time somebody 
said something, we were taking 
notes. Whenever the jury wrote, 
we took notes. They attempted 
to marginalize us by saying: it 
was “gang intimidation.” Well it’s 
kind of hard saying that about a 
European construction worker, a 
white senior citizen, a handicapped 
lady, and somebody from the LGBT 
community. We had a diversified 
movement. We were just common 
Americans helping each other fight 
and coming together as a whole. 
It was hard for the courts to deal 
with us on that level. It escalated 
to the point where the court didn’t 
want us wearing these shirts in the 
courtroom. They said it was a form 
of intimidation. People see forty 
to fifty shirts with “Anti-Eviction” 
on them and the jury is less likely 
to evict. These jury demands have 
been tying up the system, pushing 
the foreclosure evictions back, 
and pushing the public housing 
evictions back. We’ve been tying 

up the system, to say, look, we’re 
not going to make it easy for you to 
make it hard for us.

JC: In addition to labeling people 
“gangsters,” have there been 
other kinds of state responses to 
prevent your organizing?

J.R.: Yeah, they would actually try to 
bar us from the courthouses saying 
that we were soliciting, things of 
that nature. We were not offering 
any type of service. All we were 
telling people was, “Don’t move.  
Don’t panic. Organize.” Simple 
messaging, right? Come together 
with other folks who are going 
through eviction with you. You’re 
better off fighting this as a whole,  
rather than as individuals. If we 
address this issue as a whole rather 
than as individuals, we’ll have much 
success. 

We also had success with families 
fighting foreclosure. They united 
together and went after the 
perpetrators, the mortgage-lenders, 
the banks. We had a bunch of 
homeowners who Wells Fargo was 
foreclosing on all say, “Let’s march 
down on Wells Fargo! Let’s march 
down on Bank of America! Let’s go 
serve them notice.” 

Previously, people were coming 
before a judge for an eviction 
and 85% to 90% of them didn’t 
have legal representation. Who 
does that benefit? The person 
doing the eviction. They will 
often misrepresent themselves as 
someone who is working in the 
tenant’s best interest and trick 
people into signing an order of 
possession. We were able to stop 
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that process through some effective 
organizing with some legal folks. 
We exposed a law firm in Chicago 
by the name of Fisher and Shapiro 
who have fraudulently foreclosed 
on 1,700 homeowners. 

JC: How does the history of 
liberation struggles in Chicago 
inform your organizing?

J.R.: Oh wow, it does, dating back 
to the Black Panther movement 
and even further to the 1930s and 
the Communist movement. There 
is a book called Red Chicago that 
talks about how tens of thousands 
of people on a weekly basis took 
to the streets to stop evictions. We 
studied our history and saw what 
got us where.  We started having 
workshops and trainings around 
Red Chicago. What got us to this 
point? How did the WPA come 
to exist? It was the pressure of 
society on President Roosevelt that 
instituted these social protections. 
It was the pressure of society that 
forced President Roosevelt to go 
to the League of Nations to say, 
look, we’ve got to create a United 
Nations and a Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, because if 
this spreads across the world, 
corporations and capitalism are 
going to have a problem. We’ve got 
to give them some sense of security. 
From that comes the WPA. Most 
folks don’t talk about that. Most 
historians don’t point to what the 
Communist Movement caused in 
that era. It was a depression. Folks 
came together to say, “Look, if we’re 
going to change society, it has to 
come from the people. “

Less than 4 days ago, Rep. Conyers 

made that exact point about 
President Obama. People are 
going to have to protest in order 
for him to see that he has to do 
what Roosevelt did. I think we’re 
at a unique point in time, like we 
were back in the 1930s. We were 
at war, homelessness was growing, 
there was a foreclosure crisis, 
unemployment was at an all time 
high, and then you look at today 
and we’re facing a similar situation. 
So we ask ourselves, what can we 
do that they did back then to get 
the same result? Anti-eviction 
campaigns: win-win situations. 
Take Back the Land Movement: a 
win-win situation. Replicate, not 
reinvent the wheel, go back and 
look at what they did historically, 
and see what gains they got from 
what they did and apply it today. 
We have way more technology. We 
are able to create a movement way 
quicker than they did. What they 
had that we don’t have today is 
way more people power, more folks 
willing to step up and say, “Hey, this 
is my neighbor.” They had love for 
their neighbors back then. I always 
point to Red Chicago when folks 
ask, “How did we get to this point? 
How do we get back to what we 
had then?” Red Chicago shows us 
the Communist movement of the 
1930s made Roosevelt enact these 
acts that gave us social protections. 

CH: I remember reading that 
when a Chicago Unemployed 
Council was stopping the eviction 
of 72-year-old Diana Gross, and 
moving her furniture back in 
to her home, three of the Black 
organizers were killed by the 
Chicago police. Harry Haywood 
writes in his autobiography that 
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the procession was so long. 

J.R.: There were thousands of 
people. 

CH:  In the parade, marchers 
held out sheets so that people 
leaning out of their windows 
in the buildings above could 
throw down coins to help pay 
for the funeral. It was huge and 
interracial and people were 
organizing around housing.

J.R.: It was a combination of 
housing and labor. I think we’re 
in a unique position now. One of 
our partners is Jobs for Justice in 
Chicago. We’ve made a connection 
between labor and housing. Why? 
In the state of Illinois and in the 
Midwest right now, there’s no 
respect for unions. People are being 
laid off from their jobs. If you have 
no job you can’t pay rent. This leads 
to homelessness. What can we do? 
We have to connect the need for 
labor and the need for housing. If 
you don’t have a home, you have 
no stability, right? If you don’t have 
a job you can’t pay rent. They are 
intertwined. Once again we point 
back historically to the civil rights 
movement, a combination of labor 
and civil rights.  Back in the 1930s 
during the depression, it was a 
combination of housing activists 
and labor. We use a historical 
context to say look, if we replicate 
what they did, maybe we can have 
the same success that they had. So 
we’re gradually growing towards 
that as the labor and the housing 
movements are coming together, 
not just in the Midwest but across 
the country. 

CH: And globally too.

J.R.: And globally. One of the 
things we pointed out with the 
Take Back the Land is here are all 
these foreclosed and abandoned 
properties. Everyone’s talking 
about increasing employment in 
America. Let’s go back to the 1930s 
and see what Roosevelt did when 
he created the WPA. 

Rebuilding housing offered an 
opportunity to put Americans 
back to work and stabilized our 
economy. We’re in the same day 
and age where that can be used. All 
these abandoned and foreclosed 
properties can offer opportunities 
for some type of federal job 
program. It can offer opportunities 
for people to start investing in their 
own communities, putting them 
to work in their communities, and 
fixing up their communities. It gives 
them self worth, it gives them a 
sense of community, and it’s also 
a vehicle for employment. That’s 
why this fight is so important for us, 
around foreclosed and abandoned 
properties. The banks are not 
going to maintain them. They have 
no interest in them. If you don’t 
want anyone to live in it and no 
homeowner to own it, then you 
have to rent it out to somebody. If 
you rent it out to somebody, you’re 
going to put yourself in the situation 
where you can’t win with us. We’re 
going to hold you accountable for 
maintaining this property. In order 
to maintain it, the banks are going 
to have to hire some form of labor, 
to cut the grass, to make sure the 
plumbing is working, the electricity 
is working, and that the building 
and foundation is solid. No matter 
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what happens, there will be a 
combination of labor and housing 
coming together to put America 
back on track.  

JC:. Is there anything we haven’t 
asked that you’d like to add about 
the human right to housing? 

J.R.: Definitely. Why do we fight this 
way? Here you have the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, this 
doctrine that many governments 
across the world will claim to 
militarily enforce. This will be 
the reason why the world goes to 
war in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the 
continent of Africa. Governments 
always claim that people’s human 
rights are being violated. We ought 
to ask Americans, are there any 
human rights violations going on 
in America? When you talk about 
Kosovo and the ethnic cleansing 
there, talk about Chicago and the 
economic cleansing. When you talk 
about Darfur and the displacement 
that happened there, talk about 
New Orleans and Skid Row in 
California where homeless people 
are being displaced. I’m raised 
from a generation that says before 
you go and talk about what’s wrong 
with someone else’s house, fix 
your’s up. Heavy is the head that 
wears the crown. If you’re going to 
wear the crown and say you’re the 
world protector of human rights, 
make sure you’re protecting human 
rights at home. That is why we fight 
for the human right to housing, and 
now it’s no longer a fight. We’re in 
an enforcement stage. We consider 
ourselves human rights enforcers. 

Willie J.R. Fleming is co-founder and  
chairperson of the Chicago Anti-
Eviction Campaign and a member 
of the steering committee for the 
Campaign to Restore National 
Housing Rights.
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JC:  Mr. Jackson, the first time we 
saw you speak was in Detroit at 
the U.S. Social Forum. You talked 
about your participation in the 
struggle for the human right to 
housing, and the struggles that 
housing activists face in the wake 
of Hurricane Katrina.  Can you 
explain about how you came to 
the housing struggle?

SJ: My family and I were at home 
during Hurricane Katrina. I was one 
of many evacuees that left New Or-
leans after Katrina.  I was stranded, 
I was not working, and I was one 
foot out from being homeless.  Af-
ter we were displaced I found a way 
to get back.  We kept hearing the 
cries, “how are we going to get back 
home,” and “my family is still at 
home” from the low-income people 
who had been living in public hous-
ing in New Orleans. 

We had to find ways to communicate 
what was going on in New Orleans 
after Katrina. We worked with the 
community, the residents in public 
housing, before we could become 
an organization of the community.  
We were fighting for the people’s 
right to return and for those whose 
human rights had been violated by 
our mayor. The mayor caused the 
displacement of the people by not 

having a plan for the right to return.  
We already had the problem before 
Katrina, but it got worse during and 
after the storm. We fought for peo-
ple’s rights to be allowed back in 
public housing.  

The flood pushed a lot of people 
out of the city.  We built Mayday 
New Orleans with the residents of 
public housing and the low-income 
community.  We started organiz-
ing around housing rights.  We 
found out what folks needed in the 
community, how they planned on 
coming back, what kind of schools, 
health care, and grocery stores that 
we needed, because all that was 
damaged during Katrina.  

So we fought, fought, and fought. We 
built this organization to confront 
violations of the human right to 
housing by the federal government. 
Housing is a human right, but the 
federal government claimed that 
housing is not a human right.  Non-
sense.  We should know that hous-
ing is a necessity that people need 
to live. People need food, but they 
also need a place to stay. We built 
this housing organization to make 
sure that we support the commu-
nity.

JC:  J.R. Fleming from The Chicago 

Fighting for Housing and the 
Right to Return: An 
interview with Sam L. Jackson

By Jordan T. Camp 
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Anti-Eviction Campaign said that 
when he saw the destruction of 
undamaged public housing units 
in New Orleans after Katrina he 
understood that the city became 
ground zero for the struggle for 
the human right to housing.  Can 
you talk about some of the cam-
paigns to resist the destruction of 
public housing in New Orleans?

SJ: J.R. is part of our national orga-
nization, the Campaign to Restore 
National Housing Rights, and we 
are on the steering committee. We 
had folks conduct a fact-finding 
mission around what’s happen-
ing in public housing. Some of the 
structures weren’t damaged. In my 
development we only had maybe 
two or three feet of water.  Some 
places were very, very thick, and 
some people drowned because they 
were on the first level, but some of 
the places could have been rehabili-
tated.

The federal government may say, 
“we don’t need the low-income 
folks, they aren’t generating any-
thing. We aren’t making any money 
off of them.  Low-income folks al-
ways just want to have their hands 
out.” But certainly many low-in-
come folks in New Orleans had jobs. 
I raised five kids in the housing de-
velopment and I sent two of them 
to college. It goes to show you what 
kind of people were there. 

JC: Mr. Jackson, is there anything 
I haven’t asked that you would 
like to add, or are there are any 
messages you would like to send 
to activists, organizers, and peo-
ple around the country about the 
human right to housing?

SJ: The message is that we need to 
continue collaborating, we need to 
continue building networks, not 
just in our own states—we need to  
do it locally, nationally, and interna-
tionally so we all can come together 
and fight. We ask everybody to con-
tinue participating and we will win 
this fight.

Sam L. Jackson, Sr. is the founder of 
Mayday New Orleans and a member 
of  the Campaign to Restore National 
Housing Rights. 
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