
2 0 B R O O K I N G S  R E V I E W ,  F A L L  1 9 9 8

I recent ly met  wit h a high-ranking
administ rat or in a large, predomi-
nant ly Af rican-American cit y t o dis-
cuss t he problems t hat  cit ies like his
f ace, f rom failing school syst ems,
depopulat ion, and business and job
loss t o t he suburbs, t o a housing
crisis marked by boarded-up houses
and vacant  lot s. I suggest ed t o t he
administ rat or, whom I will call Dr.
Jones, t hat  one of  t he problems
f acing cent ral cit ies and older-ring
suburbs is t he const ant  pulling of
resources away f rom t he region’s
core and t he deployment  of  t hese
resources t o t he out er edges of  t he
met ropolit an area, or put  succinct ly,
sprawl. Dr. Jones agreed and added
t hat  sprawl can be f ully  underst ood
only in racial t erms: t he developing
out er-ring is always upper middle
class and whit e.

I assert ed t hat  t he cit y and older suburbs must
find a way t o coordinat e and develop a regional
st rat egy t o benefit  f rom t he resources t hat  are
spread unevenly t hroughout  t he region, reverse

t he t rend of  f ragment at ion or  iso lat ionism
amongst  munic ipalit ies, and halt  t he pull of
resources. The idea of  coordinat ing wit h t he sub-
urbs dist urbed Dr. Jones: “ Whit e people in t he
suburbs are host ile t o t he cit y largely because t he
cit y is black. They will only work wit h t he cit y if
t hey t hink t hey can t ake it  over. They are racist , I
don’t  t rust  t hem, and I won’t  work wit h t hem.”

I t ried t o assure Dr. Jones t hat  my suggest ion
was not  based on naive t rust  and t hat  I, t oo, was
aware t hat  regionalism had of t en been used t o t he
det riment  of  t he people of  color living in t he cen-
t ral cit ies. And while t his issue must  be addressed,
a nonregional solut ion for t he problems facing t he
urban core is not  a solut ion at  all. Unfort unat ely,
our discussion was cut  short . This art icle is writ t en
in cont inuat ion of  t he spirit  of  our discussion.

Race has been a major fact or in t he spat ial
configurat ion of  our met ropolit an areas. The
out er-ring suburbs of  met ropolit an areas are over-
whelmingly whit e (alt hough recent ly minorit ies,
and in part icular middle-class blacks, have part ici-
pated in t he move t o t he suburbs), and t he inner
cit ies are populat ed largely by people of  color,
especially blacks. This spat ial and racial pat t ern
makes sharing or f air ly  dist r ibut ing reg ional
benefit s almost  impossible. Whit e suburbanit es
resist  regional st rategies, reluct ant  t o embrace
something t hat  will have negat ive economic con-
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sequences f or t hem—which is rat ional, albeit
short sighted. Blacks also resist  regional solut ions
because t hey fear a loss of  cult ural cont rol or iden-
t it y and a loss of  polit ical power.

Ignoring t hese claims f rom t he minorit y commu-
nit y is a serious mist ake. Doing so makes a region-
al solut ion int o just  one more solut ion imposed by
whit es on people of  color. Given t he hist ory of
whit e and nonwhit e relat ions in t his count ry, par-
t icularly around t he development  of  sprawl and
met ropolit an f ragment at ion, t his is simply unt en-
able. At  a more pract ical level, in regions wit h a
subst ant ial minorit y populat ion, regional approach-
es t hat  do not  engage t he minorit y communit y will
have dif f icult y gaining t he necessary support . But
regional solut ions are, I t hink, imperat ive, because
a number of  import ant  inner-cit y problems are
caused by regional forces, and t hus can be ade-
quat ely addressed only at  t he regional level. A fail-

ure t o address cent ral-cit y problems af fect s t he
ent ire region adversely . The f ailure t o adopt
regional st rat egies adversely af fect s t he cent ral
cit ies.

We need a regional approach t hat  gives cit ies or
communit ies a way t o maint ain appropriat e cont rol
of  t heir polit ical and cult ural inst it ut ions, while
sharing in regional resources and balancing region-
al policymaking. We need an approach t hat  avoids
bot h t he myopia of  local, f ragmented governance
and t he blunt  regionalism exercised by an overar-
ching unit  of  government , such as a count y or
st at e, t hat  can suf focat e local governments. 

T h e  M e t r o p o l i t a n  A r e a  i n
B l a c k  a n d  W h i t e
The economic and polit ical isolat ion of  poor minori-
t ies in t he inner cit ies is caused by flight , or sprawl,
and fragmentat ion. The movement  furt her away
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f rom t he cent ral cit ies t o t he suburbs is sprawl.
The ef fect  of  t he creat ion of  rigid boundaries,
which separat e municipalit ies f rom each ot her and
more import ant ly f rom the cent ral core, is f rag-
ment at ion. As a result  of  t hese forces, minorit ies
find t hemselves in neighborhoods of  concent rat ed
povert y, where four out  of  t en of  t heir neighbors
(or t hey t hemselves)  are poor. Of  t he more t han
8.2 million people who live in t hese areas, more
t han half  are black, a quart er are Hispanic. 

The resident ial segregat ion and concent rat ion
of  povert y in neighborhoods inhabit ed by blacks
did not  come about  accident ally. It  was const ruct -
ed and is perpetuat ed t hrough government al hous-
ing and t ransport at ion policies, inst it ut ional prac-
t ices, and private behaviors. In t he 1940s and
1950s, t he Federal Housing Administ rat ion pur-
sued an explicit  policy against  grant ing mort gages
for homes in minorit y or int egrat ed neighborhoods
and preferred t o back new const ruct ion rat her
t han t he purchase of  exist ing unit s. Essent ially,
t he FHA paid whit es t o leave t he cent ral cit ies and
confined blacks t o t he cent ral cit ies, which were, in
t urn, divest ed by t he federal government  and pri-
vat e capit al. The nat ional highways facilit at ed exit
f rom t he cent ral cit y and dest abilized many urban
neighborhoods. “ Urban renewal”  ef f ort s dest royed
st able black neighborhoods. Local government s
have also cont ribut ed t o t he problems of  segrega-
t ion and concent rat ed povert y t hrough t he ongo-
ing pract ice of  exclusionary zoning ( requiring large
minimum lot  sizes or banning mult if amily housing) ,
which makes it  nearly impossible for poor families
t o find af fordable housing in whit e suburban com-
munit ies. Similar private measures have included
but  are not  limit ed t o t he pract ice of  blockbust ing
by t he real estate profession and t he creat ion of
racially rest rict ive covenant s by homeowners. 

The concent rat ed povert y t hat  t hese kinds of  poli-
cies create is usually ruinous t o people’s life chances.
High levels of  crime, drug use, and other social
pathologies emerge and become self-perpetuat ing.
In addit ion t o t his poor qualit y of  life, resident s expe-
rience severely limit ed social and economic opportu-
nit ies. The qualit y of schools, housing, and municipal
services and t he availabilit y of  t ransportat ion and
employment  are undermined. 

When one part  of  t he region becomes dysfunc-
t ional, t he ent ire area is compromised. This is what
is happening wit h t he inner cit ies and older sub-
urbs—t heir dif f icult ies are negat ively af fect ing
ent ire regions. Among other t hings, a poor and
racially segregat ed urban core harms t he reput a-
t ion of  t he met ropolit an region as a whole and
makes it  less invit ing t o int ernat ional, nat ional, and

local businesses as well as families looking for
homes. 

But  whit e suburbanit es have t radit ionally resist -
ed claims like t hese t hat  t ie t hem t o t he inner cit y.
The just ificat ion for t his resist ance changes over
t ime. The current  just ificat ion is t hat  t he “ cult ure
of  povert y”  found in t he inner cit ies will infilt rat e
prot ected suburban enclaves—a just ificat ion t hat
is simply a new name for a long-standing racism
direct ed t oward t he cent ral cit ies.

Whit e segregat ionism, or resist ance t o regional-
ism, manifest s it self  in t he support  of  in-place
st rat egies. Such st rat egies  at t empt  t o move
resources and opport unit ies t o low-income cent ral-
cit y resident s and t o generat e improvement s in
urban neighborhoods of  color, as opposed t o mobil-
it y-orient ed schemes, which aim t o disperse cen-
t ral-cit y resident s t o exist ing opport unit ies. Whit es
want  t o keep minorit ies “ immobile”  and out  of  t heir
suburban neighborhoods. 

In-place st rat egies f requent ly receive support
f rom minorit ies as well, t hough for dif ferent  rea-
sons. One mot ivat ion is t he preservat ion of  cult ur-
al ident it y. As Cornel West  and ot hers have
argued, deconcent rat ion of  minorit ies can result  in
bot h assimilat ion of  minorit ies who are pocket ed in
more af f luent  areas and dilut ion of  cult ure in pre-
dominant ly black areas. 

Minorit ies also fear t he erosion of polit ical power
and t he loss of  cont rol over t he polit ical process if
t he polit ical base of t heir communit ies diminishes or
t he minorit y populat ion is dispersed t hroughout  t he
region. Minorit ies would of t en rat her ret ain t his con-
t rol even if opport unit y st ruct ures are lacking in
t heir communit ies. Polit ical power is act ually a very
complex issue. On t he one hand, t he geographic
concent rat ion of  minorit ies does not  guarant ee
their polit ical cohesion, nor, given t he challenges t o
majorit y-minorit y legislat ive dist rict s, does it  guar-
ant ee t he elect ion of  minorit y candidat es. Even if
minorit y candidat es do win of f ice, t hey are likely t o
be isolat ed in t he legislat ure. But , on t he ot her
hand, mobilit y and t he result ing dispersion of  blacks
t hroughout  a met ropolit an area may generat e a
backlash in some places, reducing black polit ical
power. There is evidence of  a whit e backlash
against  black int erest s when t he black populat ion
rises above 30 percent  of  a vot ing dist rict . While a
mobilit y st rat egy seems t o be a bet t er choice for
t he creat ion and maintenance of economic power
for communit ies of  color, it  is likely t o undermine
polit ical power. 

F e d e r a t e d  R e g i o n a l i s m
A federat ed approach recognizes t he regional
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nature of  racial and economic segregat ion and pro-
vides a solut ion t hat  int egrat es regional policy-
making wit h local governance. An example is t ax-
base sharing, which, as pract iced in Minnesot a’s
Twin Cit ies, dist r ibut es t he regional t ax base
according t o regional needs wit hout  compromising
local int erest s. Each cit y is allocated a cert ain
share of  t he regional t ax base but  cont rols t he t ax
rat e for it s resident s, t hereby maint aining aut hori-
t y and discret ion over local issues. Anot her exam-
ple is Port land’s regional housing st rat egy. There,
t he regional governing body set s requirement s for
af f ordable housing, but  municipalit ies maint ain
responsibilit y for zoning and how t hey choose t o
meet  t heir share of  t he regional housing need. 

While st rat egies of  federat ed regionalism such
as t hose not ed above can provide a balance
bet ween local governance and regional concerns,
not  all federat ed st rat egies st rike t hat  balance.
Those t hat  fail t o do so can act ually perpet uat e
r eg ional  f r ag m en t at io n.  A n  e xam p le  is
Indianapolis’s Uni-Gov, which made regional many
areas of  governance but  lef t  t he schools under
exist ing local segregat ed boundaries. The ideal bal-
ance bet ween “ local”  and “ federat ed”  must  be
responsive t o concerns of  communit ies of  color
and t he problems of  concent rat ed povert y. It  is
crit ical t hat  racial minorit ies part icipat e in t he
ef fort  t o st rike t hat  balance. 

Minorit ies have cause t o be wary of  regional solu-
t ions t o t he problems of  segregat ion and concen-
t rat ed povert y. What  lit t le polit ical power t hey wield
seems at  risk of  dilut ion if  regionalism furt her f rag-
ments t heir communit ies. In searching for regional
st rat egies, we must  st eer between t wo ext remes.
One is t o be so jealous of  local cont rol as t o pre-
serve polit ical and cult ural cont rol, but  in areas t hat
are isolated and st arved of  economic resources. The
ot her ext reme is a regionalism that  of fers access t o
resources at  t he cost  of  a st ifled polit ical voice and
cult ural assimilat ion or marginalizat ion. We need a
met ropolit an approach t hat  addresses bot h t he
economic and concent rated-povert y issues of  t he
cent ral core while respect ing t he right  t o ef fect ive
part icipat ion in polit ical and cult ural inst it ut ions.

Tensions bet ween local concerns and t he needs
of  t he whole met ropolit an region are healt hy.
St ructuring t hese t ensions in a way t hat  leads t o
t rue democrat ic cooperat ion in met ropolit an plan-
ning—cooperat ion t hat  t ranscends racial polariza-
t ion—is t he challenge. ■
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