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"The fate of the people of Black Metropolis - whether
they will remain the marginal workers to be called in only
at times of great economic activity, or will become an
integral part of the American economy and thus lay the
basis for complete social and political integration depends not so much on what happens locally as on what
happens in American and the world. Given widespread
post war unemployment, for instance, the Negro may again
become a chronic relief client, despised by the majority of
white citizens who have to support him from taxes and the
symbol around which the aggressions of a frustrated
society can be organized, so that he may fill the role of
whipping boy for an emerging American Fascism."
--from Cayton/Drake
Black Metropolis (1945), p. 767
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Apartheid* Chicago: A Brief Report
on the Situation of African Americans
in Chicago and Implications of that
Situation for the AFSC
I'

By
Prexy Nesbitt
March, 2005

Chicago's residential patterns exemplify a situation that the architects of the
1950s and 60s South African apartheid system would have viewed as the ultimate
fulfillment of their greatest dreams. Paul Street, research director for the Chicago Urban
League, noted in a 2002 article "six out of ten African Americans in the Chicago area live
in communities where they are at least 80 percent of the population." 1 Moreover, the
pattern of residential separation in Chicago is institutionally organized in such a way as to
insure that housing in Chicago will continue to be separate and unequal.
In some respects Chicago typifies large urban centers in America today. Renown
Scholar, William Julius Wilson noted in his 1999 book, The Bridge Over the Racial
Divide, that "three quarters of the dominant white population now lives in suburban
and rural areas, whereas a majority of Blacks and Latinos reside in urban areas."(p.118)
But the starkness and depth of Chicago's residential apartheid, created by mechanisms
motored by race but class, as well, is, I think, unmatched elsewhere in the USA.
For instance, The Chicago Reporter pointed out in its February 2005 issue that
those homeowners and landlords in black neighborhoods seeking to improve their
properties could not do so unless they financed it themselves. The Reporter noted that
loan applications for properties in predominately black areas were least successful even
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when they came from whites and Asians who had previously secured loans successfully
in other communities. Banks in Chicago help keep Black people confined to their
quarters and assist in depriving those quarters of resol,I.I'ces.
Another pillar for maintaining separate and unequal or apartheid housing in
Chicago is the program of public housing administered by the Chicago Housing
•Authority (CHA). A 2003 study by Dr. Paul Fischer of Lake Forest College showed that
83 percent of CHA families forced to relocate by the CHA in its drive "to address urban
blight," i.e., pave the road for gentrification, were relocated to neighborhoods that were at
least 90 percent African American and classified as high poverty. The deliberateness of
relocating African American CHA residents into poor, black neighborhoods is amply
demonstrated in the following comment by one of the lawyers for a group of residents
currently suing CHA:
"Relocation counselors are not advising residents that they can move to
any part of the city and the suburbs; instead, they're pushing residents to
neighborhoods like Roseland, Englewood, South Shore and Lawndale, and
into housing unites that are often as bad as the public housing united they
left," said Clyde Murphy, Executive Director of the Chicago Lawyers'
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law.
Recently, greater and greater numbers of African Americans in Chicago are
purchasing suburban homes. Despite this fact, what is happening is that black suburban
ghettoes are growing up with most of the purchasing being done in areas that are,
if not yet black, turning black. As pointed out in a November, 2004 study released
by the Hull House Association, Minding the Gap, Chicago's African Americans, more
than Asians or Latinos, or any other group, end up living in "racially concentrated" areas,
whether urban or suburban.
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The residential apartheid of Chicago, in turn, is linked to a historical and
systematic pattern of unemployment and job loss2 in black neighborhoods that has
transformed those neighborhoods into junk heaps of despair and desperation. Many of
Chicago's black neighborhoods instead of being populated by a productive and stable
workforce, are filled with former workers or people that have never worked who in truth
·have become (in the eyes of the broader community) "superfluous appendages" - a South
African apartheid term describing workers who no longer had any meaning or value. The
report by Paul Stewart cited earlier documents my argument when it notes that
"Between 1991 and 2000, for example, 98% of job growth in the Chicago
. metropolitan area took place in the predominately white suburbs, and not
in the City, which houses two-thirds of the areas African Americans."3
The institutionalization of a facsimile of the apartheid dream in Chicago is further
illustrated in the arena of public education. As noted by various commentators over the
years, Chicago's residential segregation has led to racialized high school dropout and
graduation rates; knowledge acquired; preparation for higher education; and possibilities
for enrollment in college. Put simply, children from Chicago's apartheid schools in black
neighborhoods and to a lesser extent, those from predominately Latino neighborhoods are
the least likely to graduate from elementary and high school and last to get into colleges.
A recent paper from the Chicago Urban League highlights the systemic character
of how public schools in Chicago's African American communities fail because of the
lack of finances in African American communities. It notes:
Thanks to the state's [Illinois] distinctively heavy reliance on local
property taxes to fund public schools (Illinois ranks 49th among the 50
states in state contribution to public education), residential segregation is a
particularly stronf barrier to African American educational opportunity in
the Chicago area
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Chicago and Cook County's criminal justice system provides another link in what
I call the "apartheidization" of Chicago and its surrounding environs. Since 1980, the ~
prison population in Illinois has grown by 266 percent; Figures from Cook County
Department of Corrections show that forty-four percent of Illinois prison inmates are
African Americans from Cook County. 5 Simultaneous to and directly derived from this
•'growth, Illinois has built 20 adult correctional facilities since 1980. Eighteen of the
twenty prisons have been built in predominately white, Southern Illinois. This means
that far from Cook County's criminal justice system acting in any way to help
"rehabilitate prisoners;" or improve living conditions for the people coming from
devastated communities, the criminal justice system is using Chicago's African American
prisoners as a way to develop largely white populations, largely economically marginal,
in the white highlands of Southern Illinois. As one white city manager, from the State of
Oklahoma who had just been informed that his town was going to get a new prison built,
told a New York Times reporter, "There's no more recession-proof form of economic
development [because] nothing's going to stop crime."
There are two even more grim aspects to the Chicago and Illinois' imprisonment
saga. One is the particular treatment youth in Illinois' correctional facilities. Every year
there are increasing numbers of young people sent to locked facilities in Illinois. The
vast majority of these youth are African American. Just as dramatically, every year the
resources available to work with these youth have decreased. The second is the story of
what happens to women in Illinois facilities and what happens to them after they leave.
One recent finding reported in the October, 2003 Chicago Reporter indicated that
women, especially African American women, are returning to prisons after release from
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their first prison stay at about the same rate as men. What also is clear, as Joanne
Archibald from Chicago Legal Advocacy for Incarcerated Mothers (CLAIM) noted to:,
me, is the relationship between the rising rates of incarcerated woman and growing rates
of unemployment and domestic violence in African American, Latino and poor
neighborhoods.
Another grave component in the composite of the African American situation in
Chicago today is that of the African American encounter with the police and other law
enforcement representatives. Racial profiling in Chicago is taking place at a constant
rate. Chicago is, of course, also renown for the police riot of 1968 and the Commander
Jon Burge electronic torturing of suspects that preceded Abu Ghreib. Not so well-known
are: 1) 13,703 excessive force charges against Chicago Police Department (CPD)
personnel between 1998 and 2002, which ended up costing the city $61.2 million in civil
suitjudgments. 6 What it all amounts to-using the CPD's own sad rationale in excusing
the situation - is that these are the "few bad apples" and that that grouping systematically
wages a war7 against African Americans and other people of color, especially young
men, that easily rivals the counter insurgency campaign that the apartheid government
waged against the ANC and the anti-apartheid movement in the 1980s. Of course, it is a
deeper story than "a few bad apples." What we see in Chicago is the systematic
application of racialized violence and force against a people because of the color of their
skin and their economic status. As the Minding the Gap study (previously cited)
concluded: "African Americans are most likely to be the victims of crime and are
impacted by the justice system in disproportionate numbers." The parallel with
apartheid South Africa deepens further when the true racial mindset of Chicago police
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officers' violence is exposed to public scrutiny. (Instructively, this has very much been
the case with Chicago's other group of public servants, firemen).

',
In the discussion which follows the historical and socio-economic context
discussed above is critical. I ask that the reader bear in mind that this history of
·separation and unequal treatment in Chicago, what I dub the apartheid character of

Chicago, has greatly molded the organizing for social change that occurs in the city.
Chicago has been a city of separate-often hostile, but always indifferent- societies, one
where a viaduct or a highway is like an international border crossing. Chicago continues
like that despite a veneer of spectacular, mostly downtown, glass and steel bubbles.
The context makes social change organizing a challenging road to navigate.
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The Relationship between The Chicago Office
of the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC)
and Chicago's African American Community

',
Historically, the AFSC has been involved in Chicago's African American
community and its struggle at certain key junctures. In the 1947-48 period the AFSC
conducted "Weekend Work Camps," service projects some of which involved repair
work on the Cabrini Green tenements. In 1951, the regional office of the AFSC initiated
a housing program, the goal of which was to get an open housing market in Chicago. In

1962-63, a youth opportunities program was begun. Financed by the Chicago Committee
on Urban Opportunity and the Office of Economic Opportunity, the goal was to provide
"cultural enrichment" to kids coming from slum areas of the city. In 1964 an AFSC
Tripartite (summer) Project brought together Russian, English and American students
who held a two-week work camp at Camp Reinberg in Palatine, Illinois with "inner city"
youth. Then in the period of 1963-67, especially the summer of 1966, the AFSC worked
closely with the SCLC conducting an Open Housing Campaign targeting realtors and
other key institutions that implemented Chicago's segregated housing scheme. This was
the period of Dr. Martin Luther King's history Northern campaign based in Chicago.
During the 60s period, Kale Williams was the director of the AFSC office and
Bernard Lafayette was the lead organizer. Bernard, an African American, worked out
of the AFSC's project house on Jackson Boulevard in Garfield Park and had various
interns assisting him. One was one Ann Koppelman who worked with the AFSC on her
Antioch College cooperative assignment. Also working at the AFSC in this period was
Tony Henry who went on to have a long career with the Philadelphia office of the
AFSC. During this period there was an extremely high level of collaboration between the
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AFSC and largely African American organizations like the SCLC, the Union to End
Slums, CORE and the West side NAACP and the Metropolitan Tenants Organization of
Chicago.

,.

In 1974, an Urban Affairs program was initiated that developed a community
health program with residents of Altgeld Gardens on the city's far South side.
In 1982, the African American Community Empowerment Program (AACEP)
was initiated as an AFSC project. It was ended in April 2004.
Throughout the preparation of this presentation, I have repeatedly and
systematically asked the more than thirty people I spoke with, what they knew about this
history of the AFSC's work with African American communities in Chicago or the
greater Chicago area. I answer this question in the pages that follow.

10

Some Proposals for Future Work
By the AFSC with
Chicago's African American CJommunities:
Options and Rationales

Some opening observations. The New World Foundation, based in New Yor~
·drafted and yet circulates a 2003 pamphlet entitled: "Funding Social Movements: The
New World Foundation Perspective." It is a compelling and perceptive political statement
and raises some questions whichquestions that I think are especially relevant to the
Chicago office of the AFSC. The observation follows: Noting that most social justice
organizations are in a rebuilding stage given the destructiveness of "federal devolution,
corporate globalization and a renewed drive to empire in U.S. foreign policy," we at the
New World Foundation think it critical to recall that:
The social movements of the past have left important institutional legacies
- and we still call them the labor movement and the civil rights movement,
the anti-war movement and the women's movement- but in reality, these
causes are starting over in terms of dynamic base building, meaningful
alliances, and a pro-active agenda.
The Chicago office of the AFSC needs to begin anew and with great deliberation
a process of building substantive alliances based upon carefully cultivated, mutually
satisfying and meaningful long-term relationships in and with individuals and
organizations in Chicago's African American communities. As part of this renewal, the
staff of the Chicago Office needs to become substantively multi-racial and more
reflective of Chicago's over-al population. Further, the entire staff needs in-depth and
sustained work with race, multiculturalism and anti-racism. Merely professing
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progressive principles of anti-racism and multiculturalism does not mean a consistent
practice of anti-racism and an environment free of racialized behavior. The strains
of a newly emerging "color-blind racism" are present·even amongst (maybe especially
amongst) "progressives" manifesting themselves in patterns of guilt and tokenism that
can have enduring and deeply damaging results. Too many progressive sector alliances,
·coalitions and other relations are flimsy, 'opportunistic' edifices lacking in principles,
longevity and sensitivity. Relationship building is necessarily both a committed work of
art and a patient, long-term labor of love.

Invisibility in Communities of Color

There is a related problem that needs addressing by the Chicago office. Despite
twenty plus years of presence in key African American communities, e.g., Kenwood,
Oakland, Bronzeville, the AACEP project did not illuminate or enhance the image of the
AFC and its general programs to black Chicagoans. I routinely asked the same question
to leading activist individuals and groups, i.e., "are you familiar with the AFSC and its
work in the Chicago area?" (see Appendix 1 for Schedule of Interviews and Contacts
Made) I was told repeatedly either "AFSC was not known to them" or that they only
knew AFSC as a national anti-war group. In one interview with a youth organizer, the
response was he "wouldn't deal with Quakers because of slavery." Two exceptions to
this pattern were the heads of the Community Renewal Society (CRS) and the executive
director of Jobs with Justice, both of whom were familiar with AFSC Chicago in a
detailed way.

12

In short, my finding is that the Chicago office of the AFSC is a virtually unknown
entity to today's African American communities in the Chicago area. I think two
immediate opportunities are available for partially addressing this problem. The first is
an initiative that Church Hutchcraft and I have been working on. It is called The Making
the Road project. It salutes a generation of unsung African American men and women
-who have spent forty years of more working in social change in Chicago. The second
opportunity is the upcoming fortieth anniversary commemoration of the 1965-66 Open
Housing civil rights project which was largely led by people like Tony Henry, Benard
LaFayette and Kayle Williams. (See Appendix #2 for a fuller description). I suggest that
the Chicago Office take up both of these activities as part of an immediate and broader
effort to address the invisibility issue.
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SOME PROPOSALS for WORK with CIDCAGO'S AFRICAN AMERICAN
COMMUNITIES
;,

I, also, submit the following as possible options for future Chicago office (AFSC) work
with African American communities in Chicago:
1. Work increasing job skills, training and counseling for formerly
incarcerated women/men.
2. Work advocating for affordable housing in Chicago, opposing
gentrification processes.
3. Work with African American Veterans Against the War on the challenges
facing African American veterans.
4. Focusing on African American youth, work to prepare a new
generation of youth as foreign policy& peace activist-scholars.

In the concluding pages coming up, I offer a tentative rational and description for each of
the options posed above.

1. Rationale. Work with Formerly Incarcerated Women.

Increasing numbers of women are being locked up in Illinois prisons. Increasing rates
of unemployment and domestic violence are linked to why many women are
returning to jails/prisons after initial periods of incarceration. The AFSC is uniquely
positioned to initiate, perhaps initially, in conjunction with some other organizations,
a program that could assist formerly incarcerated African American women from the
Chicago area to get job training, counseling, child care and educational opportunities.
Some of the organizations that come to mind that might collaborate with the AFSC
in this undertaking are: CLAIM, the Ericson Institute for Early Childhood Education
and the Delta and AKA sororities.
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2. Rationale. Affordable Housing and anti-gentrification organizing

Both Howard Stanback of the Leadership Council for Metropolitan Open Communities
and Michael Bennett of the Egan Center at DePaul University directly urged that the
AFSC become directly engaged in resisting the ongoing processes of gentrification that
are sweeping through vast portions of Chicago. Describing what is happening: Chicago's
Jewish Council on Urban Affairs (JCUA) reported that there was a gap of 155,000
affordable housing units in the Chicago area in 2004. The 1990 Census, too, showed how
rapidly gentrification and accompanying displacement are taking place in key portions of
•the city. The census pointed out that "while the median family income in the Loop was
$71,525(an increase of 54% since 1980), the median income in the Near South Side was
only $7,576 (a decrease of 41 % since 1980)." Even with its present minimalist
compliment of staff, the Chicago AFSC Office could become part of the Chicago Rehab
Network as a first step towards joining with African Americans and others in securing
and keeping affordable housing in Chicago and its environs. (An excellent background
paper on this incidentally is the Rehab Network's 1997 piece, Development without
Displacement.)

3.

Rationale. Work with African American Veterans in the Chicago area

Various surveys and opinion polls taken nationally have indicated that African
Americans have consistently espoused exceedingly "progressive" positions on US
foreign policy questions (and on other topics as well, e.g., attitudes towards
unionization. See the work of the Washington DC-based, African American
organization called the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies). As a group,
African Americans have taken some of the strongest anti-Gulf War and anti-Iraq War
positions. A 2003 Gallup Poll reported, for instance, that while 78% of white
Americans supported the war, only 29% of black Americans did. Chicago's African
American communjties do not differ.
Clearly, one aspect of the current administration's imperial policies and ambitions
that is unraveling is its care and maintenance of its various fighting forces. There is
growing dissatisfaction with the US government's handling of veterans and their
affairs. This provides an organizing moment. I believe that now is a time to work with
Chicago's African American veterans as they seek to gain their just dues. In the
beginning this work might consist of counseling, training, health and vocational
referral programs. It could then be expanded to include an educational program
helping to access higher educational opportunities for African American veterans.
This latter arena might entail collaboration with the adult education offerings of local
entities like Malcolm X, Harold Washington, Roosevelt or Loyola. It might also
involve more distantly located schools like Elmhurst College, institutions with a
consistent track record of doing good "inner-city" initiatives. In terms of the health
needs of African American veterans, I think that black organizations like the National
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Medical Association and/or individual Chicago-based, African American
professionals like urologist Terry Mason, might be collaborators.

4. Rationale. Work on foreign policy with Chicago African American youth
This option is centered upon developing a new generation of Chicago African
American youth schooled in international affairs and US foreign policy with an activist
perspective. It might be called the Gwendolyn Brooks/Ishmael Flory "Chicago
School" of African American Peace Activists. It would draw upon and deepen the
·current trend in which African American youth are rejecting the US Army and related
services. A recent article in the St. Louis Post Dispatch (March 14, 2005) pointed out
that African American representation in the US army, once nearly 25% of the army
(double their representation in the population at large) "has fallen to 13.9 percent of
Army recruits and 18.4 percent of Army Reserve recruits." My notion is that in affiliation
with a"local" Peace Studies Program (Earlham College and Notre Dame's Peace Studies
Program both come to mind) and a pre-eminent local African American church, the
Chicago AFSC office would begin developing a generation of African American
peace/global affairs activist-scholars. The program would be aimed at high school
sophomores and juniors and would consist of seminars, internships and a summer
Institute. The college/university co-sponsorship and affiliation would assure participants
entry into those schools and possible life-long careers with peace institutions or nongovernmental organizations pursuing peace-related work.(whether domestic or
international).
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Endnotes
*A note on "apartheid." Christopher Sanders and Nicolas Southey's Dictionary of South
African History (David Philip, Cape Town, 2001) defines 'apartheid' as:

" ... primarily, a political device to preserve racial identity and secure and bolster
white supremacy and white privilege ... it [apartheid] was enormously damaging
psychologically, and produced such enormities as the forced removal of over
three million people in an attempt to remove from 'White South Africa' as many
blacks as possible without endangering the labor supply."
Various scholars, activists and commentators now also employ the term "global
apartheid." This has been most clearly defined as "a system of inequality that dictates
access to wealth, power and basic human rights based on race and place. "see Book,
Salih and Minter, William, "Global Apartheid," The Nation, July 9, 2001.
1

Street, Paul, "The Dream Gone Mainstream," ZNet, August 9, 2002.

2

Consistently, African American communities suffered job losses throught the latter half
of the twentieth century. For instance, a 1993 Wall Street Journal survey of 35,000 U.S.
companies found that during the economic downturn of 1990-1991, African Americans
had a net job loss of 59,000, while whites gained 71,000, Asians 55,000 and Latinos
60,000.
•
op.cit.,
page 2 .

3

4

Chicago Urban League, "The Color of Community: Race and Residence In and Around
Chicago at the Turn of the Millenium," 2004.

5

This approximates national figures. The Sentencing Project points out that of the nearly
2.1 million people in state and federal prisons, African Americans, who are 12.3 percent
of the U.S. population, make up nearly half of the U.S. population behind bars.

6

Shenoy, Rupa, "Accounting for Police," Chicago Reporter, November, 2004.

7

The term "war" is not used thoughtlessly here. The Chicago Reporter published in
January of2--4 an article "Armed and Dangerous" examining Chicago police officers'
use of deadly force. Among other things, they found that: first, since 2000, 59 percent of
thirty-seven fatal shootings by police have occurred in Chicago's African American
neighborhoods; further, that shootings took place in clusters usually close to an incident
where civilians had allegedly brandished a weapon at an officer; and lastly, they are in
areas where residents historically have a high distrust of or open antagonism towards
police.

17

Appendix 1
Interviews
' , Egan Center, DePaul University

1. Michael Bennett

Executive Director

2. Joanne Archibald

Director

Chicago Legal Advocacy for
Incarcerated Mothers

3. ;Karin Candelaria

Program Associate

Crossroads Fund

4. Chiraq Mehta

Political Economist

University of Illinois at Chicago

5. Dr. Howard Stanback

President and CEO

Leadership Council for Metropolitan
Open Communities

6. James Thindwa

Director

Jobs with Justice

7. Rev. Calvin Morris

Executive Director

Community Renewal Society

8. Patricia Abrams

Executive Director

The Renaissance Collaborative

9. Charity Tolliver

Staff
"·

Southwest Youth Collaborative

Devan Jones
Ayanna Johnson

"
"

"

10. Camille Odeh
Jonathan Peck

Executive Director
Associate Director

Southwest Youth Collaborative

11. Timothy Wright, III

Attorney

Wright, Burris & Burris

12. Dr. Cathy Cohen

Director

Center on Race and Public Policy
University of Chicago

13. Dr. Barbara Ransby

Scholar

University of Illinois, African
American American History Dept.

14. Tlmuel Black

Author/Educator

Retired

15. Earl Durham

Social Worker/Educator

Designs for Change

"
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Contacts
(Discussion, no formal interview)
1. Alice Palmer

Former State Senator

2. Doug Gills

Scholar/Writer

3. Felicia Dawson

Steyns Foundation

4. Alysia Tate

Chicago Reporter

5. Lisa Brock

Columbia College

6. Eugene Pincham

Former Judge

7. Sage Smith

Former Incarcerated Individual

''

Organizations
1. Affinity Community Services
2. African American Arts Alliance of Chicago
3. African American Women Evolving
4. Arts in Activism Project
5. Asset Builders Community Development Corporation
6. Colors Youth Chicago
7. Crib Collective
8. Developing Communities Project
9. Economic Youth Organization
10. Flame Educational Services, Inc.
11. Imagine Englewood if...
12. Inner-City Muslim Action Network (IMAN)
13. Kuumba Lynx
14. Metropolitan Area Group for Igniting Civilation (MAGIC)
15. Mikva Challenge Grant Foundation, Inc.
16. Organized Students of Chicago
17. Partnership for a Southside Community Federal Credit Union
18. People for Community Recovery
19. Positive Anti-Crime Thrust, Inc.
20. Prison Action Committee
21. Sankofa Community Outreach & Restoration Center (SCOR)
22. TARGET Area Development Corporation
23. Tamms Committee c/ UPLC
24. Westside Federation
25. Westside Ministers Coalition
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Appendixl
FULFILLING THE DREAM
The Chicago Freedom Movement
Fortieth Anniversary 1966-2006

SUMMARY
In 1956, the Chicago civil rights movement, called the Coordinating Council of
Community Organizations was joined by the Southern Christian Leadership
Council in a direct challenge to racial segregation led by Martin Luther King and
Al Raby. Rallies, marches, demonstrations, on the pattern of the Southern civil
rights movement, captured the attention of the whole city and the nation. This
joint initiative by the Coordinating Council of Community Organizations and the
Southern Christian Leadership Council became known as the Chicago Freedom
Movement.
Veterans of the Chicago Freedom Movement, current civil rights activists and
historians are planning a conference and a variety of related events in 2006 to
challenge continuing discrimination by race and ethnicity, to correct and expand
the historical record and assess this experience of non-violent direct action.

ACTIVITIES
Conference
•

A three-day conference in 2006 will bring together veterans of the
movement, historians, educators, students, activists of non-violent social
change. They will:
• Engage veteran and current activists in developing
strategies
• Foster progress on achieving the Movement's dream of full
equality;
• Discuss the factors that enabled such a diverse coalition to
form in 1965-1966.
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