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Myth #1

PUBLIC HOUSING
STANDS ALONE

Joseph Heathcott

One of the most durable myths about public housing in the United States
is that it stands alone, operating in isolation from the city and neighborhoods
that surround it. The very terms that we use to describe public housing—
“housing project” or “the projects”—encapsulate this myth of distinctiveness
and separation. After all, we seldom refer to a suburban neighborhood as a
“housing project”: instead, we use terms like “subdivision” that suggest be-

. longing to something greater. While this essay uses the term “project” to refer
|

. to particular public housing sites, it is with the understanding that it is a ver-
" nacular rather than technical term.
3 Certainly the architectural and spatial condition of public housing, from rig-
e idly drawn boundaries to tower-and-slab construction, reinforces perceptions
of separateness. The common identification of public housing as a landscape
~ produced by the federal government, while inaccurate, isolates projects from
~ the political Iife of neighborhoods and cities. The wide variety of rules, regu-
 lations, and criteria for living in public housing seem to separate it as a form
i’»' tenancy from most private rental markets. Perhaps most ironically, the re-
bnse by housing authorities to the decline of projects in their portfolios—
' bed wire fencing, consolidation of tenants into fewer buildings, deferred

_intenance, and demolition—provide the most dramatic iconography of
parateness,

. The forensic efforts to account for the decline of public housing have largely
e fitorced the idea of projects as islands apart. Nowhere has this been more
¥ient than in the cottage industry of criticism surrounding Pruitt-Igoe, a large
iSing project constructed in St. Louis, Missouri, in the mid-1950s. Even the
5 of now-classic texts encapsulate the myth, from Lee Rainwater’s Behind

4:‘ 0 Walls: Black Families in a Federal Stum to William Moore’s Vertical
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Ghetro: Everyday Life in an Urban Slum.! This chapter compares Pruitt-
with projects in other cities in order
lic housing projects are somehow
gions of which they are a part,

Igoe
to dismantle the myth that the fate of pub-

S€parate from the fate of the cities and re.-

The Federal Role
While clearly a federa] pro
Or maintain public housing,
called the Wagner-Steagall
public housing everywhere
required an intricate series

gram, the U.S, government did not build, own,
Nor did Dassage of the Housing Act of 1937 (also
Housing Act of 1937) guarantee the production of
in America, Rather, the principles of federalism
of steps to coordinate the varioys levels of goy-
the centrally distributed funding allocations, ex-
' technical specifications, public housing émerged

that enabled cities to create state-

chartered municipal corporations called “hous-
ing authorities,” to exempt thes

e entities from taxation, and to provide them
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PUBLIC HOUSING STANDS ALONE

ample, mayors treated the local housing authority as a political spoil. In Cin-
cinnati and New York, however, housing authorities exercised significant in-
dependence in staffing their ranks.

To undertake public housing development, local legislatures first had to pass
ordinances to declare areas “blighted” before housing authorities could
compel land purchases, clear slums, and build new projects. The selection of
sites was always one of the primary prerogatives of the local regime and re-
flected the political, economic, and racial preferences of civic elites. More-
over, in cities such as Los Angeles and Houston, where labor unions were
weak, Cold War—inspired attacks on public housing programs stalled the
expansion of the program.? In cities with strong and politically connected
unions—Chicago, New York, St. Louis, and Philadelphia among them—
public housing production reached the maximum capacity authortized by the
government.

Funds to develop projects came from congressional appropriations to the
USHA, which were then channeled through the regional PHAs. These appro-
priations covered up to 90 percent of the cost to compensate property own-
ers, clear the site, upgrade infrastructure, and construct the buildings. Most
of these funds, however, did not come in the form of grants; rather, the fed-
eral government funded public housing through long-term (sixty-year), interest-
free mortgage loans to the local housing authority. Local authorities retired
these loan debts primarily through locally arranged bond issues, not direct fed-
eral taxpayer subsidy.*

Finally, while housing authorities received small annual contributions from
the federal government to close the gap between income and expenditures,
the bulk of operations and maintenance had to be funded through tenant rents.
This system of federal contributions and tenant-financed operations proved
to be a politically charged issue in the annual congressional appropriations
Process and turned out to be disastrous for cities like St. Louis, where public
housing faced increasing vacancy rates beginning in the 1960s.

Designing and Locating Public Housing
American public housing advocates championed the European superblock
form and modernist design approach that characterized nearly all projects built
before 1968. Perhaps more than any other feature, the consolidation of numer-
ous individual properties into large superblocks with well-defined perimeters
enhanced the common view of public housing as a place apart.
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In 1933, the National Industria] Recovery Act authorized the Public Works
Administration (PWA) to develop housing targeted to families that could af.
ford to pay higher rent but could not find decent housing. Working first through
local limited dividend corporations and then through direct financing, the PWA
realized over fifty projects, including the Carl Mackley Homes in Philadel-
phia, Harlem River Houses in New York, Lakeview Terrace in Cleveland, and
Techwood Homes in Atlanta.® With their low-rise profiles, careful landscape
designs, and numerous amenities, PWA projects constitute some of the best
government-backed housing ever buijt. Still, the PWA program proved too
costly and slow to have any effect on the nation’s critica) shortage of decent,
affordable housing,

After 1937, the USHA projects grew more austere in their designs, reflect-
ing sharp cuts in funding through periods of depression, war, and recession.
Projects such as the Ida B. Wells Homes in Chicago, San Felipe Courts in Hous-
ton, Elyton Village in Birmingham, and Puerta de Tierra in San Juan arrayed
relatively featureless buildings in barracks formations with minimal landscap-

ing or amenities. Nevertheless, early residents routinely reported that the proj-

ects offered a substantial improvement in the quality of their living environ-

ment. Many experienced indoor plumbing, central heat, and on-site services
for the first time.

After World War I, many housing authorities in larger cities began to add
high-rise tower blocks to their portfolio. While nearly three-quarters of al pub-
lic housing units were distributed in low- and mid-rise buildings, the tower
blocks garnered the most attention for their immense scale and stark trans-
formation of the urban landscape. In Philadelphia, planners favored a mix of
high-rise and low-rise buildings. By contrast, and with much national fanfare,
St. Louis bundled all of its postwar federal allotment of fifty-eight hundred
units into four massive high-rise projects.” Officials in Boston, Baltimore, Chi-
cago, and New York built dozens of new projects within the vertical tower block
form,

Regardless of the design of projects, the selection of sites reflected an in-
tensely local set of determinations. Cities like St. Louis, for example, used pub-
lic housing to deepen racial segregation and to prevent what city planner Har-
land Bartholomew described as “Negro deconcentration”
neighborhoods.® Chicago officials saw public housing as a way to construct a
great wall of exclusion that would amplify racial and class barriers along a
north-south corridor of the city.? In Philadelphia, on the other hand, the pri-

from inner core
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orities of officials shifted dramatically. Before World War II, housing ad

cates in Philadelphia succeeded in making slum clearance and decent afford-
able housing the key determinants of site selection. After the war, officials came
to see public housing as a reservoir for sheltering families displaced from mas-
give urban renewal sites; redevelopment, rather than public housing, emerged

as their overarching priority.!

The St. Louis Program

As local officials sorted out their priorities for project development, the
United States faced a mounting housing crisis. From the stock market crash
of 1929 through the Great Depression and World War II, new housing starts
plummeted to historic lows. After the war, with millions of GIs returning state-
side and forming families, the need for new home construction became acute.
Between 1932 and 1945, the USHA had managed to produce only two hun-
dred thousand permanent units of public housing. But planners estimated that
at least three million new units would be needed immediately. It was in this
climate of crisis that Congress passed the U.S. Housing Act of 1949."

The St. Louis public housing program took shape in this context of urban
population growth coupled with decades of boom and bust in housing mar-
kets. This combination resulted in overcrowded tenement neighborhoods and
deteriorating conditions in the daily life of the city. For Bartholomew, the city
planner in St. Louis, the chief solution to the problem was large-scale slum
clearance to rebuild the city at higher densities with improved housing.!?

The Housing Act of 1937 came just in time for Bartholomew and his fellow
housing advocates; it seemed to offer the precise framework they needed to
i begin urban reconstruction. However, a series of local and state court chal-

- lenges delayed the implementation of public housing in St. Louis. The St. Louis
Housing Authority (SLHA) would not break ground on the first two projects,
Clinton-Peabody and Carr Square Village, until 1940. Further delays followed
when the United States entered into World War II, which diverted funds from
e public housing. It would take five years from the passage of the Housing Act
[ - of 1937 for St. Louis to complete its first two projects. A third project, begun

in 1942, had to be halted after site clearance but before construction due to
lack of funds. The site remained empty for the next decade.
Meanwhile, throughout World War II and the early postwar years, the city
8 POﬂed_under a pressure cooker of housing scarcity. In one survey conducted
. Justbefore the end of the war in April of 1945, whites and blacks both faced a
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rental market with about 0.5 percent vacancy; 321 vacancies existed out of sixty-
four thousand rental units for whites, and 108 vacancies out of twenty-two
thousand rental units for blacks, St Louis, like most cities in the United
States, faced dire circumstances as families doubled up and rooming houseg
proliferated."3

To address the crisis, Senator Robert Wagner introduced a housing bill to
Congress in 1948. Both Harland Bartholomew and St. Louis mayor Joseph
Darst testified before Congress on behalf of the bill, Once passed, however,
the Housing Act of 1949 differed from its 1937 predecessor in that it was not,
at its core, about public housing. Rather, the law sought to expand housing
production in a variety of ways. Title I of the act inaugurated “urban redevel-
opment,” where federal dollars wrote down the cost of slum clearance for new
residential, civic, and commercial construction. Title IT authorized an increase
of $500 million for the FHA mortgage insurance program, largely to under-
write the rapid construction of private single-family homes on peripheral green-
field sites. Title III revived public housing with a commitment of 810,000 new
units.

While each of the three titled programs ran largely independent of the oth-
€rs, over time they exerted a cumulative, often crossed-purpose impact on the
American metropolis. The “suburban” Title II, with its higher initia] invest-
ment and longer-term commitments, dwarfed the “urban” Titles I and III. Be-
tween 1945 and 1965, the FHA-backed home building industry constructed
twenty-six million new homes. Public housing, meanwhile, constituted only
3 percent of new home construction in the same period. To date, the FHA has
insured over thirty-four million mortgages, predominantly in new single-family
home construction outside of central cities. Along with the GI Bill, the FHA
mortgage insurance system dramatically expanded single-family home own-
ership and democratized private housing as an asset class. [t reshaped the
American city, pulling millions of mostly white middle-class families to newly
built tract housing in peripheral subdivisions.

Nevertheless, officials in cities around the United States welcomed the
“urban provisions” of the Housing Act. Immediately after its passage, the
SLHA resurrected plans for its third public housing development, now called
Cochran Gardens. Unlike the first two projects, which took shape as two-
story row houses in barracks formation, Cochran Gardens was the first to
deploy high-rise towers, in a mix of four-, six-, and twelve-story buildings.
Moreover, the SLHA continued the practice of segregated development. Carr
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Square Village and Clinton-Peabody had been constructed for black and white
occupancy respectively, Cochran Gardens for white occupancy.’

Armed with federal appropriations for fifty-eight hundred units, St. Louis
officials made the dramatic announcement that they would bundle all of these
into “four vast projects.” The first of these would come to be known as Pruitt-
Igoe. The Wendell O. Pruitt Homes, the city’s fourth project, and the William
Igoe Apartments, the city’s fifth project, were sited adjacent to each other. De-
signed by Minoru Yamasaki, they took shape as a regiment of thirty-three
nearly identical eleven-story tower blocks, with over twenty-seven hundred
apartments on fifty-seven acres of land. Together, they were the largest of the
nation’s postwar housing projects to date, receiving significant attention in the
press.'s

At the same time, the SLHA continued the practice of racial segregation in
site selection and occupancy of public housing. They conceived Pruitt for black
families and Igoe for white families, introducing a radical separation of whites
and blacks in a neighborhood that was racially mixed. However, even before
tenants moved in, the certainty of segregation unraveled with the U.S. Supreme
Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka in 1954. As a re-
sult, white residents fled or dropped off the waiting lists, and Pruitt-Igoe was
effectively rendered an all-black development.

The city’s sixth project, the Vaughan-Taylor Homes, rose up next to Pruitt-
Igoe in 1957 on the city’s north side. While not officially segregated, the ad-
jacence to Pruitt-Igoe meant that white families avoided Vaughan-Taylor, and
it rapidly became an all-black project. Likewise, the seventh project, Darst-
Webbe, located on the predominantly white south side, was effectively an all-
white project when it was completed in 1962. Finally, the city’s eighth and final
conventional project, Blumeyer Homes, was located on the near north side—
an area that in the late 1960s was transitioning rapidly to a predominantly
black neighborhood.!”

After the national termination of the conventional public housing program
by the Nixon administration in 1969, the SLHA constructed several more small
and mid-sized projects, mostly through the Turnkey Program organized by
the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD); Turnkey is a
Proposal-based method of public housing rehabilitation and/or construction
that awards federal funds to local PHAS; these PHAs, in turn, select private
developers based on submitted proposals outlining their work plans. But the
Vast majority of SLHA tenants lived in the large conventional projects, which
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by the early 1960s housed some eighteen thousand people in fifty-five hup.
dred apartments. Even at this height of occupancy, however, cracks in the Sys-
tem began to show, as Pruitt and Igoe both began to post troubling vacancy
rates. Was it evidence of a problem internal to the public housing program, or
did it signal a deeper set of shifts in the urban condition?

The Flight of Capital and People

While the older industrial cities of the Northeast and Midwest underwent
large-scale reconstruction through urban renewal and public housing in the
1960s, they also began to lose population as qualifying families moved to new
suburban developments, and as American demographic growth shifted to the
South and the West. Detroit, for example, lost 20 percent of its population be-
tween 1950 and 1970. The population of St. Louis fell by 27 percent over the
same period as 60 percent of the white population fled the city, while the sub-
urban population more than doubled. Philadelphia, Cleveland, Baltimore, and
many other cities also lost substantial numbers of people in the decades after
World War II.

The systematic dislocation of capital from central cities is a long-term pro-
cess with roots in the early twentieth century. However, after World War II,
industrial facilities began a rapid decampment from the urban core, spurred
on by the rise of the trucking industry, new highway and road systems, stable
fuel prices, and new flexible manufacturing technologies. This process resulted
in staggering losses of well-paying industrial jobs that once sustained working-
class families, along with a steep decline in the corporate tax base. As white
middle-class families fled cities in search of better employment and housing
opportunities, they took their wages and taxes with them. As a result, cities
found themselves struggling to support an increasingly poor and elderly pop-
ulation with fewer and fewer resources.!8

St. Louis experienced these dislocations more acutely than most cities. While
the loss of manufacturing Jobs and population from the urban core was not
greater than that experienced in other industrial cities like Detroit or Phila-
delphia, the peculiar division between the City of St. Louis and St. Louis County
meant that the city’s urban core suffered more acutely from these losses. The
City of St. Louis was a county in its own right (a condition established in 1876),
hemmed in by St. Louis County and, therefore, prevented from expanding. It
received no share of taxes from St. Louis County, where much of the new in-
dustrial and residential development occurred after the 1950s. Thus, unlike

I8
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many cities, it could not use annexation to chase population loss or new in-
dustrial areas.’

Meanwhile, FHA-backed white flight from St. Louis and other cities opened
up residential opportunities for black families in neighborhoods once off lim-
its. At the same time, the push by African Americans and civil rights groups

for fair and open housing challenged the racial covenants, steerage, and redlin-
ing that had long kept black urban dwellers trapped in segregated neighbor-
hoods. These tensions culminated in Title VII of the 1968 Civil Rights Act.
As black families spread out into the metropolis, they created new succession
processes. By the 1960s, for example, black middle-class families could in-
creasingly secure housing in formerly all-white St. Louis neighborhoods—and
even in the suburbs of St. Louis County. Working-class African Americans,
in turn, moved into the neighborhoods once occupied by the black middle
class.?®

This metropolitan-wide succession chain eventually created a shift in resi-

dential options for black families that filtered down to public housing. Accord-
ing to the Rand Corporation’s 1973 report on St. Louis, the acute housing short-
age that once propelled officials to construct projects had reversed—and it did
so in St. Louis before most other cities, largely due to the relationship between
political boundaries, population and manufacturing decline, and the structure
of housing markets.2! Consequently, the St. Louis Housing Authority began
to see increasing vacancy rates in some of its projects well before other cities.
Since the maintenance of projects had to come from tenant rents, vacancies
spelled looming disaster for public housing in St. Louis. And the amount of
annual contributions provided to housing authorities could no longer cover
the gap.

‘Thus, beginning in St. Louis in the 1960s and spreading to other cities in
the 1970s and 1980s, housing authorities were forced to defer maintenance,
resulting in the acceleration of project decline. In cities such as Boston and
New York, where population losses were relatively small, housing authorities
could still cover most of their operating costs, albeit with some deferred main-
tenance, well into the 1980s and 1990s, However, in St. Louis, with its dra-
matic population loss, the vacancy rates rose so rapidly that the projects spi-
raled into severe physical dereliction. As federal commitments to public housing
declined after 1968, cities around the country began to experience what
St. Louis already knew well: the rapid deterioration of conventional public
housing 22
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VI, has emerged from
ify the causes of public housing’s decline, Nowhere
Igoe public housing proj-
ts, and activistg mounted
ing that drew largely on Pruitt-Igoe as a touchstone,

Some observers $aw in Pruitt-Igoe 5 story of good intentions gone awry,
while others concluded that public housing was doomed from th
its own policy shortcomingg 23 Still others felt that Pruitt

Se€gregation and white hostility toward residential integratio
forced by subsequent scholarship,26 Leading housing pol;
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the barest evidence, that the identical regiments of buildings created inhuman
environments that fostered anger and anomie among residents. Other critics
such as Oscar Newman focused on specific design choices employed at Pruitt-
Igoe and other projects, such as skip-stop elevators, the lack of lavatories on
ground floors, and broad galleries meant to create “streets in the sky.”” New-
man argued, with some justification, that the high-rise configuration, skip-stop
elevators and galleries exacerbated crime because they prevented easy sur-
veillance, while the absence of bathrooms on the ground floors led children
to pee in the stairwells.

However, architects differed widely in their embrace of international style
modernism, and not all of them employed tower block design out of aesthetic
conviction. Pruitt-Igoe architect Minoru Yamasaki, for example, did not fa-
vor the high-rise approach. His initial concept for the project included a mix
of low-rise townhouses, medium-rise garden apartments, and a few high-rise
towers.’’ Several factors intervened, however, none of which were intrinsi-
cally about design. Federal cost cutting during the Korean War and the sub-
sequent recession of July 1953 through May 1954 reduced the amount of funds
available for housing projects around the country; the solution at Pruitt-Igoe
and elsewhere was to go vertical. This dovetailed with the interests of the lo-
cal political regime, who had far more power to make design choices than the
architects did. Bartholomew favored high-rises because they would provide
the maximum number of units on the minimal amount of land. Mayor Joseph
Darst embraced the high-rise design for St. Louis projects because their dra-
matic profiles gained his city and administration a great deal of attention and
- provided a visible symbol of progress.?!
The design of high-rise public housing—however flawed some of its inno-
Vations might have been—was never inherently problematic; rather, it was made
problematic by circumstances that had little to do with design as such. Indeed,
architectural historian Katharine Bristol suggests that the deployment of Pruitt-
U€ as a symbol in the assault on modernism had much more to do with an
edipal crisis in the architectural profession than with any kind of evidence-
ed account.” As early as 1973, critic Jane Holtz Kay dismissed the reign-
g idea that modern design caused the failure of Pruitt-Igoe. Writing against
¢ grain, she argued that Pruitt-Igoe was being used as a scapegoat to legiti-
#¢ new design approaches. “How easy it is,” she quipped in The Nation,
10 see failed architecture as King Kong and new architecture as Moses.”? In

 exhaustive study of the St. Louis public housing program, policy analyst
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terns of occupancy,” Throughout the St. Louis pubic housing System, for e,
ample, he noted that “upper levels in the taller buildings had better OCCupancy
rates than lower floors.”3* And the infamous galleries, pilloried by architeg.

Most problematic for the “decline by design” theme, however, is the simple
fact that physica] dereliction has never been limited to public housing, Modern-
ist high-rise projects might very well have houged anomic and angry residents,
but was that the result of design or of the broader urban conditions‘poverty,

crime, vandalism, and the character of tenants, Henry Schmandt and George
Wendel argued that at Pruitt-Igoe, the tenant selection process saddled high-
rise projects with families that Supposedly lacked the “urban skills” neces-
sary to live in such environments 37 Again, Meehan disputed this notion and
criticized many of the studieg by sociologists that focused on tenants’ lives in
the projects rather than the structuraj conditions of public housing 38 More.

W-rise
-Igoe began
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high vacancy buildings, resulting in an increasingly abandoned project land-
scape. In the end, the crime and vandalism plaguing public housing in the 1970s
and 1980s was never all that distinct from the crime and vandalism that resi-
dents experienced in many older, low-rise neighborhoods.??

Finally, one of the most persistent internal themes holds that public hous-
ing declined because of weak policy and bad management. For many schol-
ars, journalists, and pundits on the left and the right, public housing policy
i was always inherently flawed. For some, it undermined “self-initiative,” cor-
roded social relations, and distorted otherwise naturally occurring free mar-
kets. With no small amount of hyperbole, for example, Manhattan Institute
scholar Howard Husock labeled public housing as “American’s trillion-dollar
policy mistake.”*° For others, public housing policy was a “programmed fail-
(5 ure” due to its own internal contradictions.* Even Henry Cisneros, the secre-
HU 3 tary of Housing and Urban Development under President Bill Clinton, repro-

duced this narrative as a way to burnish his administration’s record in
overhauling public housing’s “past failures” through the HOPE VI program.#

To be sure, the public housing program in America suffered from many pol-
icy deficiencies, from the formative practice of racial segregation in occupancy,
to the time-consuming and inefficient annual appropriations process, to the
requirement that operating and capital replacement costs be paid out of ten-
ant rents. But the bigger policy failure had less to do with the public housing
- program per se, and more to do with the contradictory outcomes of the broader
~ landscape of U.S. housing policy. That we do not refer to the massive FHA-
backed suburbanization of America as a kind of public housing is merely a
: - eonvention of language—after all, both were heavily subsidized, and both made
- considerable profits for large developers. And in any case, public housing proj-
- et can hardly be blamed for keeping poor people dependent on federal re-
 lief; that has much more to do with massive, even global shifts in the indus-
 frial economy and the staggering loss of good-paying jobs in the urban core.**
Public housing performance has differed from city to city, from project to
: ject, and even from building to building within projects. In the case of Chi-
“€ago, for example, historian Bradford Hunt has exposed a long history of mis-
nagement and poor decision making that exacerbated the local conditions
an already compromised federal program.* However, Nicholas Bloom’s
. on the case of New York City finds that, despite problems and missteps
'the New York City Housing Authority over the years, the public housing
Bram was relatively well managed, even in the face of the city’s fiscal
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collapse.* And within the St. Loujs program, Eugene Meehan found thy
“levels of occupancy in the twelve-story buildings at Cochran Gardeng wer
far better than occupancy in the eight-story buildings at Vaughan,” ang thay
the more severe austerity practiced at Pruitt-Tgoe resulted in the yge of infe.
rior hardware and other Cost-cutting measureg that contributed to the project’s

Montgomery and his supporters noted that Pruitt-Igoe had been built for 3
city of 850,000 people facin
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tenants out. In the last days of Pruitt-Igoe, drug sellers and crime networks
from other parts of St. Louis began to carve up the nearly empty project. Sub-
sequent studies that positioned Pruitt-Igoe in the context of the local political
economy support Montgomery’s conclusions.>

The core problems that beset public housing in the twentieth céntury were
always the same as those faced by cities more generally. Cities could not keep
capital and people from flowing out of their boundaries. And cities could not
unilaterally fix broken federal policies that worked at cross-purposes: on the
one hand, slum clearance, urban renewal, and public housing were meant to
improve cities, but the massive subsidies of suburban housing, expressways,
and cheap fossil fuels gradually eroded the wealth base of cities—and, in St.
Louis, dramatically reduced the number of people who relied on public hous-
ing for their principal shelter. Meanwhile, the deterioration of St. Louis city
services such as schools, street repairs, fire protection, and trash collection
made the difficult conditions of Pruitt-Igoe and its surrounding neighborhoods
even worse.”’ What is clear from the relatively short career of project-based
public housing is that its varied successes and failures resulted from an inter-
woven set of contingent circumstances, major and minor policy decisions, geo-
graphic locations, and political and economic conditions well beyond the con-
trol of any housing authority.

Conclusion

The fate of Pruitt-Igoe was a canary in the coal mine, but not in the way it
is often portrayed. Rather than embodying the failure of modernist design,
federal policy, or the social welfare state, the challenges faced at Pruitt-Igoe
signaled massive seismic shifts under way in northeastern and midwestern cit-
ies through capital flight, disinvestment, suburbanization, and population de-
cline. These shifts registered first at Pruitt-Igoe because the scale of popula-
g tion and job loss in St. Louis was so severe and rapid there, and the tools
b available to planners and officials to mitigate the disaster were so limited by
o *. the city’s fixed boundaries. The same processes gripped Chicago and New York,

‘3 for example, but at a slower rate, allowing for more adjustments over time.
« ! Through all of these transformations, Pruitt-Igoe doggedly remained a sym-
‘ b&l of failed government policies, and the blast image made its way into doz-
€ns of textbooks in planning, policy, social science, and architecture. It be-
feame the classic cautionary tale, the go-to symbol either for the failure of
;-lm(ldern urban planning and design or for the shortcomings of the welfare state.”
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itt-Igoe, then, informed the winding down of

were assumed. Unfortunately, by the time the first tenants moved in to the proj-
ect, that imagined city of the

3

been closely tied to the politics, cconomies, and cultures of the cities in which
it exists. If we do not Ppay attention to these factors, we are bound to repeat the
problems that beset public housing in the first place.




