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         Abstract 

 Waves of migration to and flight from Atlanta by both White and Black residents and 
businesses have constantly imagined and re-imagined the city as both politically regressive 
and racially progressive, and from an environmental health perspective, as both a riskscape 
and a safe haven. We argue that the persistent racial, social, environmental, and health 
inequities in Atlanta have been fostered and exacerbated by the exponential growth of the 
city and the persistent rhetoric of it being “the city too busy to hate.” This paper is informed 
by extant research on housing and transportation policies and processes at work in Atlanta 
since the end of the Civil War, and in particular, the predatory and subprime lending practices 
during the past thirty years. This paper examines how young people, living in a neighborhood 
where over 50% of the houses are currently vacant and contending with threats of school 
closures, experience the contemporary foreclosure crisis. Using qualitative data from focus 
groups with middle school youth, this paper offers youth-informed perspectives and local 
knowledge by offering responses of marginalized populations in Atlanta who inhabit, rather 
than flee, their built and social environments.   

 Keywords:     Atlanta  ,   African Americans  ,   Youth  ,   Built Environment  ,   Foreclosures  , 
  School Closures      

     Our greatest danger is that in the great leap from slavery to freedom, we may overlook the 
fact that the masses of us are to live by the productions of our hands and fail to keep in our 
mind that we shall prosper as we learn to dignify and glorify common labor. It is at the 
bottom of life we should begin and not the top.  

 —Booker T. Washington, “Atlanta Compromise,” Cotton States and 
International Exposition (1895)  
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   INTRODUCTION 

 As W. E. B. Du Bois illuminates in  The Philadelphia Negro  ( 1899 ), a historical frame-
work is important in thinking about the macro-social structures and contemporary 
issues at the intersection of race and the environment. After engaging in an in-depth 
study of Black life and social conditions in Philadelphia, Du Bois and his family arrived 
in Atlanta, Georgia in 1897, where he began to serve as a Professor of Economics, 
History, and Sociology at Atlanta University, and it is this setting of Atlanta, with such 
a historical framework, that shapes our inquiry for this paper. Waves of migration 
to and from Atlanta by both White and Black residents and businesses since the 
Civil War have constantly imagined and re-imagined the city both as a part of 
the socially excluded, politically regressive, Southern “Other,” and as a racially 
progressive, exceptional model of the “New South” (Hobson  2010 ). This paper is 
situated within this paradox and examines the impact of historic and contemporary 
zoning and housing policies and practices on the current well-being of Black youth 
in Atlanta. 

 At the Cotton States and International Exposition in September of 1895, Booker T. 
Washington espoused his belief that through hard work and hard-earned respect, 
African Americans would gain the esteem of White society and eventually achieve full 
citizenship, including basic education and legal rights (1895). This became known as 
“The Atlanta Compromise” speech because in it lay assurances that Black people, 
in pursuit of wealth accumulation and helping to rebuild the South, would not ask for 
the right to vote, would not demand civil rights, and would not rally for more than 
vocational and industrial education and training (Du Bois  1903 ; Myrick-Harris  2006 ). 
Less than a decade later, when Atlanta became an urban safe haven for Black people 
fleeing lynchings and mob violence in the rural South, Du Bois cautioned and even 
prophesized against Atlanta’s Black bourgeoisie’s quests of materialism and capitalism 
at the expense of the entire race:

  They of Atlanta turned resolutely toward the future; and that future held aloft vistas 
of purple and gold:—Atlanta, Queen of the cotton kingdom; Atlanta, Gateway 
to the Land of the Sun…So the city crowned her hundred hills with factories, and 
stored her shops with cunning handiwork, and stretched long iron ways to greet 
the busy Mercury in his coming. And the nation talked of her striving (Du Bois 
 1903 , p. 64).  

Soon thereafter, the Atlanta Race Riot of 1906 illuminated that Washington’s con-
servative accommodationist approach to race relations yielded no positive effects for 
Black people in Atlanta (Du Bois  1995 ). 

 Originally corralled in southwest Atlanta due to racial residential segregation 
and exclusionary zoning policies and practices, Atlanta’s Black residents had begun to 
create ethnic enclaves and thriving Black Main Streets there by the 1920s, like Sweet 
Auburn Avenue, Hunter Street, and McDaniel Street. Through the 1950s and 1960s, 
the city continued to brand itself as “progressive,” yet working-class and middle-class 
White residents began to flee from inner-city Atlanta to the suburbs in a national phe-
nomenon known as “White flight,” pulled by government incentives and taking their 
economic and social resources with them (Kruse  2013 ). 

 In response to the “Appeal for Human Rights,” a full-page advertisement pub-
lished on March 9, 1960 in each of the Atlanta daily newspapers by the All-University 
Student Leadership Group, then-Mayor William B. Hartsfield called Atlanta “the 
city too busy to hate,” dismissing the realities of racism and racial inequities in a city 
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touted as constantly moving forward towards progress (Kruse  2013 ). The Civil 
Rights and Black Power Movements of the 1950s through the 1970s ushered in an 
intergenerational transfer of knowledge among those seeking justice and human 
rights, with Atlanta again being a safe haven, this time for headquarters of orga-
nizations such as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and 
the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) (Grady-Willis  2006 ; 
Myrick-Harris  2006 ). However, “Atlanta style” politics involved a small number 
of collaborators from among Atlanta’s Black professional and civic elite acting as 
spokespersons and decision makers for the entire African-American community in 
private negotiations with Atlanta’s White civic and business elite, without input or 
consent of working-class and lower-income community members (Brown-Nagin 
 2011 ). This paternalistic, “old boy’s network” of the “Atlanta style” seems like yet 
another compromise of direct action towards civil rights. During the Black Power 
Movement, police presence, curfews, and frequent arrests were fear tactics cham-
pioned by politicians and journalists attempting to distance Atlanta from other 
urban cities across the country experiencing civil unrest and serve as examples of 
more of the city’s compromises (Grady-Willis  2006 ).  

 Enduring Compromises in Pursuit of Citizenship 

 The expansion of Atlanta’s economy and the increase of its population since 
the 1960s has exacerbated racial and economic segregation and contributed to 
increased income inequality, particularly for the city’s Black residents. Urban 
renewal plans and “redevelopment” projects from developers and policymakers in 
Atlanta have resulted in the destruction of working-class Black neighborhoods and 
the forced removal of working-class and low-income Black and White residents in 
the city’s core without sufficient replacement housing (Keating  2010 ). The city’s 
development plans and projects typically have followed the will of the powerful 
business elite and have left residents in majority Black neighborhoods in precari-
ous situations. Atlanta’s Black leaders continued to follow the “Atlanta style” in 
seeking changes for the Black community by negotiating development agreements 
with influential Whites in need of Black support to carry out their political and 
civic agendas, further crippling the Black community (Myrick-Harris  2006 ). Larry 
Keating ( 2010 ) argues that the failure of the city’s governing elite to engage in 
practical, long range, and participatory planning was due to its preoccupation 
with enhancing Atlanta’s image rather than creating genuine economic growth. 
This misdirected economic development, along with the poor quality of the city’s 
public schools, has contributed to the phenomenon of “Black flight” (Lacy  2007 ; 
Pattillo  2013 ) from the inner city to a growing suburban metropolitan area, and 
high levels of underemployment and unemployment for the city’s remaining Black 
residents. Under the guise of the Model Cities Program, a large number of single-
family homes were destroyed in the late-1950s to late-1960s and replaced with 
multi-family developments that never became fully integrated into the impacted 
neighborhoods (Georgia Conservancy  2006 ). Similarly, construction for the Met-
ropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) rail system, Interstates 75, 
85, and 20, the Atlanta Braves Stadium, The Georgia Dome, and upscale Downtown 
housing continued to displace low-income Black residents living in the central city 
(Bullard et al.,  2000 ). Atlanta’s branding as “the New South,” continues to position 
it as a modern, urban, world-class international city and economic leader, rising from 
the literal and metaphorical ashes of the post-Civil War and post-Civil Rights eras 
(Hobson  2010 ). 
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 When the last public housing residents were moved out on December 31, 2009, 
Atlanta became the first city in the nation to eliminate all of its traditional family 
public housing stock, with no plans to build replacement low-income housing (Ruel 
et al.,  2013 ). Although some qualified public housing residents were relocated with a 
voucher subsidy (formerly Section 8) to private market rental housing, such qualifica-
tions depend on a number of items, including up-to-date rental and utility payments 
(Tester et al.,  2011 ). Though the decision by the city to eliminate public housing was 
said to be based on a desire to deconcentrate poverty, families formerly residing in 
public housing tended to cluster in the same southwest and northwest Atlanta neigh-
borhoods in which they lived previously, crowding in with family members, in rental 
properties, or in homeless shelters (Oakley et al.,  2013 ). There are no plans to build 
replacement low-income housing in an equivalent ratio to the demolished units. 

 The persistent racial residential segregation endured by Black people in the United 
States is a powerful predictor of the number and rate of foreclosures in metropolitan areas 
across the country (Rugh et al.,  2015 ). Black people and predominantly Black neighbor-
hoods have historically been denied access to mortgage lending. Black mortgage applicants 
are more likely to be rejected regardless of income or loan amount (Holloway and Wyly, 
 2001 ). Predatory lending is based on assets rather than ability to repay, and uses deceptive 
terms and tactics that ultimately result in placing borrowers into situations in which they 
are not able to repay the mortgage (Cohen  2008 ). Black borrowers and/or residents 
living in predominately Black neighborhoods are disproportionately more likely to receive 
higher cost and high-risk loans, which lowers their disposable incomes and puts them 
at greater risk of foreclosure (Beeman  2011 ; Cohen  2008 ). The foreclosure crisis began 
at a national scale by early 2007, and in some places it began as early as 2004. However, 
the federal response to the foreclosure crisis was slow, timid, and sometimes ineffective, 
particularly for homeowners (Immergluck  2015 ). The predatory and subprime lending 
practices leading to unaffordable mortgages continued the cycles of disruption of social 
networks, dismantling of political power, social exclusion, crime, and blight, particularly in 
Black and lower-income communities nationally (Libman et al.,  2012 ). 

 There were almost 60,000 foreclosures in the thirteen-county metropolitan-
Atlanta region in or by 2007 (Immergluck and Lee,  2008 ). By 2008, the Atlanta Met-
ropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) had the seventeenth highest foreclosure rate among 
the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas (Rich et al.,  2009 ). By this time, residents 
in southwest Atlanta were already painfully aware of the negligence and disinvest-
ment of their communities by the government resulting in blight, such as dilapidated 
buildings, poor housing conditions, incomplete roads, and broken sewage systems 
(Redwood et al.,  2010 ). They perceived this as being purposefully done to drive down 
land costs for potential investors (Redwood et al.,  2010 ). These southwest Atlanta 
neighborhoods are thought to be the epicenter of the local and national foreclosure 
crisis (Puckett  2014 ). In 2006, the Pittsburgh neighborhood in Atlanta had between 
29-73% vacant properties (Puckett  2014 ). Homeowners either could not pay the 
property taxes, the mortgages, or some long-term residents passed away and many of 
their descendants did not want the homes that they inherited (possibly because of the 
quality of the neighborhood), leaving properties to fall into disrepair and taxes going 
unpaid (Puckett  2014 ). Residents expressed that this devastation was “like Hurricane 
Katrina without the water” (Henry  2010 ).   

 Enduring Compromises as “Slow Violence” 

 Environmental justice activists have used the term “slow violence” (Nixon  2011 ) 
for occurrences of environmental abuse that happen slowly over time, go unnoticed, 
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continue unopposed, or are typically not viewed as violence at all (Grieve  2015 ). From 
the standpoint of environmental justice activists, the siting of noxious facilities in 
low-income neighborhoods and communities of color is a form of racism, namely 
“environmental racism” (Sze  2006 ). Subsequent planning for urban renewal projects 
perpetuated what is now a legacy of environmental injustice (Sze  2006 ). Exclusionary 
zoning policies restrict access to healthy, non-toxic facilities and equitable public 
resources for neighborhoods populated by communities of color and low-income 
populations (Wilson et al.,  2008 ). Such disempowerment and isolation from parts of 
the city, its resources, and healthy and stable living spaces contributes to oppression 
and depression of populations (Sze  2006 ). Therefore, the geo-political management 
of people (Dotson  2015 ) through displacement of Black and lower-income residents, 
urban sprawl, relentless residential segregation, and other neoliberal compromises in 
the city of Atlanta become forms of environmental injustice and of violence. Atlanta’s 
slow violence has chipped away at its residents since the Civil War, but has persistent 
and lasting impacts, particularly on the city’s Black residents. However, there is a 
dearth of research which links the intersections of place, race, class, age, and environ-
mental justice.   

 Youth Perspectives on Compromise 

 Homeowners are not the only residents that experience the slow violence in disin-
vested urban neighborhoods. Young people also view neighborhoods with vacant 
and abandoned housing as spaces about which no one cares, including city officials 
(Pitner and Astor,  2008 ). Vacant properties make youth feel a lack of control over 
their neighborhood environments and may cause them to adopt an indifferent atti-
tude towards their neighborhoods and the activities that go on there (Teixeira  2015 ). 
Such slow violence can also contribute to neighborhood-level violence (Teixeira 
 2015 ). 

 Black youth residing in the epicenter of the foreclosure crisis are marginalized on 
multiple levels due to their age, race, class, and neighborhood of residence. This paper 
privileges the voices of these youth, offering perspectives, informed by them, on the 
impact of the city’s enduring compromises. Black youth, as citizens persisting in their 
neighborhoods, demand that they and future generations deserve more than a com-
promise and more of an option than to simply move away from their neighborhoods. 
We consider the following research questions for our inquiry: (1) How does the built 
and social environment influence how youth navigate through distressed neighbor-
hoods; (2) How do youth conceive of safe and unsafe spaces in their neighborhood; 
(3) How do youth in distressed neighborhoods conceive of the barriers to and facilita-
tors of “active transport;” (4) How has the national and local foreclosure crisis impacted 
health risks for youth; and (5) How do the institutions in distressed neighborhoods 
impact positive youth development?    

 METHODS  

 Ethnographic Approach 

 This paper is guided by an ethnographic approach. Ethnography is one of the most 
important methods for studying youth of color growing up in urban neighborhoods 
(Burton  1997 ; Jones  2009 ). Immersing ourselves in the history and daily activities of 
the focal neighborhood, in concert with local community agencies and institutions, was 
critical for this study.   
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 Focal Neighborhood 

 The Pittsburgh Neighborhood was founded in 1883 and established on 554 acres of 
land in southwest Atlanta, as one of Atlanta’s oldest neighborhoods and as a home 
for industrial, railroad, civil service, and domestic employees migrating from rural 
Georgia to the urban center of Atlanta (Kelsey  2011 ). The Pittsburgh neighborhood 
is named after its counterpart in Pennsylvania, due to the haze of industrial pollution 
in the air in this part of the city. Pittsburgh is bounded by Metropolitan Parkway, 
Pryor Road, University Avenue, and the Norfolk Southern Railroad. By the 1920s, 
Pittsburgh was thought to be “the place to be” for Black Atlantans and home to 
several Black civic leaders (Kelsey  2011 ). McDaniel Avenue or “The Avenue,” was 
a ten-block stretch and central place for social activities and for businesses, 95% 
of which were owned by Black residents of Pittsburgh (Kelsey  2011 ). Crogman 
Elementary School opened in 1923 and was the first elementary school for African 
Americans in the Atlanta Public School District (Kelsey  2011 ). However, by the 
1950s, the population in Pittsburgh began to drop due to the aforementioned 
“White flight” and “Black flight,” and between the 1970s and 1990s, the popula-
tion was cut in half due to the proliferation of disinvestment in the community, 
drug dealing, and crime (Kelsey  2011 ). Additionally, the construction of Interstate 
75/85 during this period estranged the northern tip of Pittsburgh from the rest of 
the neighborhood, and acreage in the neighborhood was also lost to construction 
of the MARTA rail system. From 2007 to the present day, Pittsburgh is thought 
to be the epicenter of local and national foreclosure crisis (Immergluck  2013 ). The 
resulting abandonment of homes has left the neighborhood open to multiple of forms 
of exploitation.   

 Entrée 

 Our entrée to residents, community leaders, and students in the Pittsburgh neigh-
borhood was facilitated by the Pittsburgh Community Improvement Association 
(PCIA)—a community development corporation (CDC) based in the neighborhood 
since 1999. The first author met with the Operations Manager in the Fall of 2011 to 
explain our team’s community-engaged research and policy interests. The organiza-
tion’s staff saw a natural link between the community health interests of the organiza-
tion and those of the research team, and invited the first author to come to monthly 
community meetings that the organization hosted and facilitated, focused on safety, 
health, economic development, and environmental justice. Concurrently, the Georgia 
Department of Transportation and the Safe Routes to School National Partnership had 
approached PCIA about coming together to create designated safe routes and encour-
aging “active transport” (McDonald  2007 ) for the neighborhood’s youth, through 
walking, biking, or skateboarding, to and from the local public schools in the area. 
With a short-term goal of improving the health and safety of the student population 
at these schools, the emerging partnership could lay the foundation for improv-
ing the health and safety of the larger community. The first author assisted the 
partnership by creating a policy brief related to the opportunities of engaging 
in a Safe Routes initiative in Pittsburgh for the health and safety outcomes of 
the community and to inform possible stakeholders about the initiative. However, 
questions still remained about the buy-in, facilitators, and barriers of the school 
staff, parents, and students to walk and bike between their schools and homes, 
and youth were not highlighted as stakeholders in any of the community meet-
ings. Therefore, the authors proposed exploring some of these questions directly 
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with local youth. PCIA has well-established partnerships and buy-in from the local 
public schools and the administrators and staff there, and assisted in introducing 
the research team and the project to them.   

 Data Collection 

 To address the aforementioned research questions, after gaining approval from the Insti-
tutional Review Board of the Morehouse School of Medicine, we conducted field research 
in the Pittsburgh neighborhood over a sixteen-month period. As part of an ongoing pro-
gram of research regarding neighborhood safety, active transport, and health, we used 
various methods to collect data, including direct and participant observations at monthly 
community meetings, PTA meetings, and school career days; photo-mapping (Dennis 
et al.,  2009 ) of “safe” and “unsafe” spaces, as identified by community members; and 
a total of three focus groups with seventh and eighth grade students attending a middle 
school in Pittsburgh. We took extensive field notes during this process. Middle school 
youth were approached and asked if they were willing to participate in focus group inter-
views aimed at exploring their mobility through Pittsburgh. The youth seemed eager 
to participate in the focus groups in order to share their stories. Interested youth were 
provided with information on the risks and benefits of the study and were asked to sign 
an assent form, and their parents were asked to sign a consent form. School staff advised 
us that providing food for the participants would be the most appropriate incentive to 
thank them for their time and insight. With the guidance and support of PCIA staff and 
administrators and staff at the middle school, we were able to recruit a total of thirty-
seven African-American youth participants to join in on a one-hour semi-structured focus 
group interview, twelve (32%) were eighth grade girls, ten (27%) were seventh grade 
girls, eight (22%) were eighth grade boys, and seven (19%) were seventh grade boys. 
Focus group interviews were co-facilitated by the first and second authors. During the 
focus group, questions were asked regarding perceptions of their neighborhood, neigh-
borhood institutions, neighborhood safety, and mobility throughout the neighborhood. 
We initially planned two co-ed focus groups during the students’ elective class—the first 
with a group of seventh graders and the second with the group of eighth graders. 
During these focus groups, a female teacher passing through the room commented 
that the girls “won’t say anything useful” to the conversion. Although we were taken 
aback by this remark, we found that many of the female participants dominated the 
focus group discussion with helpful comments. We decided to add an additional 
third focus group of only male seventh and eighth grade students in order to make 
sure that the voices of both genders and all grade ranges in the school were well-
represented in the discussions. Focus group interview data were taped and later tran-
scribed by the second and third authors.   

 Analysis 

 Analysis was guided by a thematic approach (Emerson et al.,  1995 ). Interview text 
was read first to identify emergent themes. Emergent themes were initially member-
checked in discussions with the staff from PCIA and the school. The first author 
re-read interview text to develop detailed codes and subcodes (Saldaña  2012 ). Then, 
the second and third authors re-read the transcripts and developed codes and sub-codes 
separately. To establish inter-rater reliability, all three authors met and discussed the 
results of their separate analyses, reconciled any inconsistencies, and agreed upon final 
themes, codes, subcodes, and related definitions for the codebook (Merriam  2014 ). 
Next, the Dedoose web-based analytical program was used to aid in sorting and 
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management of the qualitative data. Analytic memos were developed that addressed the 
themes, analytic points, and interpretation of the analytic points (Emerson et al.,  1995 ). 

 The interview excerpts below contextually illustrate and are representative of the 
key thematic points that emerged during analysis. These excerpts reveal youth’s expe-
riences of Atlanta’s enduring compromises.    

 RESULTS  

 “Used to be Good”: Neighborhood Nostalgia 

 Though just in their early teens, Pittsburgh’s middle school youth revel in their past 
experiences in their neighborhood. When asked what they liked about their neighbor-
hood, they tended to talk in the past tense. They shared:

  It used to be a good neighborhood. 
 It used to be fun to go outside but now you have to worry about things. 
 It used to be quiet when I was in elementary, and now it’s loud, and people always 
fight outside of school.  

Participants are familiar with the history of the neighborhood, which was shared 
among family members, at neighborhood churches, and at their school. They show 
their pride for their neighborhood by attending the Annual Pittsburgh Community 
Reunion, now in its thirtieth year. Although they are young, they still have a sense of 
nostalgia for their neighborhood’s past.   

 “Now the House is Abandoned”: Foreclosures as an Inherited Source of Loss 

 Foreclosures in Pittsburgh result in overall instability among households and in the 
neighborhood. When asked how the neighborhood has changed in the past five years, 
participants shared their observations on this phenomenon:

  Houses may be abandoned because crime increased and people changed, and people 
either passed away or cannot cope and moved out. 
 Really loud neighbors caused the family to move and later people broke in. Then 
it was boarded up and abandoned. Most houses are abandoned because they are 
foreclosed. 
 Investors will buy the houses, and the only way you can move in is to rent them.  

Participants spoke about the cycles of moving out and moving in caused by the fore-
closure crisis. Additionally, they noted the instability of economic and housing insecurity 
caused by the death of elderly family members. When prompted about how this made 
them feel, they went on to comment on how such losses further impacted the mental 
health of Pittsburgh’s residents:

  The house was foreclosed because their grandmother passed away, and then their 
parents got on drugs. 
 Losing homes means losing family and being alone and causes more people to be 
on drugs. 
 That family went into depression.  

For residents and families impacted by the foreclosure crisis in Pittsburgh, housing 
loss, mental health, and substance abuse are deeply intertwined.
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  Overall, foreclosures cause a sense of abandonment. Participants revealed: 

 Now, the house is abandoned. 
 Now, there is one abandoned house and neighbors are not kind. 
 There are three or four abandoned houses on the street, and you can hear people 
breaking windows and hear drug dealers. 
 Pittsburgh is challenging because people want to improve the community, but 
there are so many abandoned houses.  

The abundance of vacant houses in Pittsburgh poses a threat to neighborhood cohe-
sion and sense of safety.   

 “School Shouldn’t Close”: Impact of School Closures 

 Not long into our data collection, we learned that our focal school was slated for 
closure by the school district at the end of the following academic year. We real-
ized that the local and national foreclosure crisis also impacts other neighborhood 
institutions, like schools. Participants also saw this link, as well as other outcomes. 
Towards the end of each focus group, we asked participants their thoughts on how 
to make their neighborhood better. Many of them commented on issues related to 
the school, its importance in their lives, and its impending closure. They remarked:

  Like with abandoned homes, I would make them into better schools for every-
body. Yeah, just make the homes better and just make better decisions, like don’t 
close down the schools. That affects other people. 
 Closing the school is bad for teachers and fifth graders who have to find another 
school. 
 School shouldn’t close because Mr. Randolph [the school’s Community Liaison] 
is like a father. 
 It makes people feel unsafe when going to a [different] neighborhood [for school] 
where there will be bullying and rape.  

Our participants were overwhelmingly displeased with the looming closure of their 
middle school. They expressed concerns about being further destabilized, losing criti-
cal relationships, and feeling fearful and unsafe. They also felt discounted, as they were 
not consulted about such policy decisions, though they are members of the population 
that will be impacted the most.    

 DISCUSSION 

    Foreclosed homes all look  
  The same, as if the house left  
  In the middle of breakfast  
  And didn’t come back.  

 —Mary E. Weems,  Closure  (2011) p. 6 

  Memory is a tough place. You were there. If this is not the truth, it is also not a lie. 
There are benefits to being without nostalgia. Certainly nostalgia and being without 
nostalgia relieve the past.  

 —Claudia Rankine,  Citizen: An American Lyric  (2014, p. 64)  

Young African Americans experiencing foreclosures in their neighborhoods desperately 
want their neighborhoods to go back to their previous, thriving state. Our participants’ 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X16000217 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X16000217


LeConté J. Dill et al.

 374    DU BOIS REVIEW: SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH ON RACE  13:2, 2016  

frequent use of the past tense in their responses evokes a sense of nostalgia for 
better days. 

 Although our participants’ past is fairly recent, comparatively, their responses are 
similar to some of the comments expressed by adults in the neighborhood during com-
munity meetings about a previously thriving community to which most residents wish to 
return. Although the “heyday” of the Pittsburgh community is said to have been in 
the 1920s according to archival documents, for many of its younger current residents, the 
“good ole days” appear to be right before the foreclosure crisis hit Pittsburgh in 2006. 
For our participants, the neighborhood of Pittsburgh evokes memory, similar to Dolores 
Hayden’s ( 1997 ) concept of “place memory” or Kristie Dotson’s ( 2015 ) notion of geopo-
litical memory. Expanding these notions further, our participants reveal that young people 
also conjure memory. Their memories of the Pittsburgh of the past in the current context 
of the foreclosure crisis leave them in a liminal space of uncertainty and instability. 

 The abandonment and loss from foreclosures, experienced directly or observed, 
is yet another form of slow violence for Atlanta’s marginalized residents. These losses 
seem to be inherited from previous Black residents in Atlanta, and the foreclosures are 
the current form of serial displacement (Fullilove  2004 ; Saegert et al.,  2011 ). In restruc-
turing housing finance in order to rehabilitate housing markets (Immergluck  2015 ), 
policymakers should take care to not further harm the very households and neighbor-
hoods that have already borne the brunt of the foreclosure crisis. Pittsburgh’s residents 
experience not only the loss of their homes, but multiple other losses including the loss 
of physical spaces and access to financial capital, social support networks, goods, and 
services in their community. Our participants also reveal through their observations 
that the stress of foreclosures is associated with poor mental health outcomes and risky 
individual and collective behaviors, such as substance use and abuse, crime, and sexual 
assault. Some of the abandoned houses become “trap houses” (Teixeira  2015 ) where 
people sell drugs and engage in commercial sexual exploitation. 

 Furthermore, the slow violence of the notification and implementation of our 
focal school’s closure is inextricably linked to the neighborhood’s home foreclosure 
crisis, as a continued form of “redevelopment” (Aggarwal et al.,  2012 ; Davis and Oakley, 
 2013 ). As families are pushed out of the neighborhood, the neighborhood’s school 
children are similarly pushed out of their neighborhood school. Our research team 
realized that there could be no discussion of “safe routes to school” if there are no 
schools to which to walk, let alone occupied, and safe homes in which to reside. Our 
participants expressed continued feelings of loss and a lack of belonging, exacerbated 
by the imminent closing of their school. 

 The national school closure phenomenon is widely discussed, debated, and 
researched, with a focus on Chicago, Philadelphia, New York City, and New Orleans 
(Ewing  2015 ). Our findings situate Atlanta as an unfortunate emerging hub for school 
closures. Although our participants acknowledge that they are not critical policy deci-
sion makers, their memories and amplified voices of concern and input might serve 
as forms of resistance and future recovery in their neighborhoods (Ayala and Galletta, 
 2012 ). The Pittsburgh neighborhood’s emerging community land trust and community 
teen town hall meetings are two recent housing, educational, and leadership oppor-
tunities that point towards hope, equity, and reclamation for former and current resi-
dents of the neighborhood and their progeny. Future generations of Atlanta’s Black 
residents deserve more than a compromise.   
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