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Welcome to the “Post- Racial” Black City

Chester today continues to be identified as a city besieged by rampant 
crime, poor housing conditions, joblessness, and poverty. The city hardly 
appears a likely candidate for private sector investment in large redevel-
opment projects. Yet as introduced in the opening pages of this book, 
private developers; investors; and local, county, and state governments 
have successfully completed the office complex, casino, and stadium 
along the waterfront, and plans are in the works to develop market- 
rate housing for an anticipated return of the middle class. Chester’s 
waterfront is a testament to postindustrial urban development politics, 
boasting an odd and striking assortment of nondescript warehouses and 
small factories, an international paper products plant, a state prison, 
class A office space in a renovated power plant, the county’s munici-
pal trash incinerator, the Harrah’s Philadelphia casino and racetrack, a 
cluster of renovated office spaces, and a Major League Soccer stadium. 
In addition, there are ambitious plans for an upscale shopping and con-
dominium complex called Rivertown, a place- name with no historical 
connection to Chester whatsoever, as its developers gladly intend.

This chapter explains the most recent changes to the city’s landscape 
by first accounting for the political economy of exclusionary develop-
ment that produced— yet again— a city divided by race and class. The 
stark contrast between the city and the waterfront poses the question of 
how segregation can be reproduced and legitimized as “revitalization” 
well into the second decade of the twenty- first century. The answer is 
the employment of a race strategy embedded in the racial ideology of 
color blindness, as introduced in chapter 1. As this chapter explains in 
detail, color blindness provides ideological cover for exclusionary de-
velopment, the assigning of culpability for urban decline to poor and 
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minority residents, and the casting of residents as being in agreement or 
in opposition to the new Chester of middle- class consumption.

The chapter ends with a set of conclusions regarding the relevance 
of race strategies to the politics of urban development as spelled out in 
this and previous chapters. The conclusion restates the purpose of this 
line of inquiry into the association of race and urban change and, as 
importantly, what this research does not explain and why. Finally, the 
chapter proposes that understanding the significance of race strategies 
is an important step toward grassroots organizations claiming control of 
the narrative of urban change.

Dividing Chester

The opening of Harrah’s Chester on January 22, 2007 marked an epic 
contrast to just a decade earlier, when the city, the state, and the local 
grassroots movement CRCQL were ensnared in a battle over the expan-
sion of Chester’s notorious waterfront waste zone. The waste zone 
earned the city the label Toxic Town USA and a place on the list “The 
10 Most Corrupt Cities in America” in George Magazine, a now defunct 
political magazine.1 Although CRCQL lost its legal battle, the movement 
brought sufficient attention to the issue of the city as a waste magnet. In 
a remarkable feat of grassroots power in a city accustomed to corrupt 
and ineffectual politics, the Chester City Council passed an ordinance 
prohibiting the future siting of new waste facilities.2 The moratorium on 
new facilities gave the city a chance to redefine its future.

Chester’s redeveloped waterfront marks an accomplishment for city 
officials, private developers, investors, and private sector partners. It 
also marks the triumph of market- oriented revitalization over com-
peting visions of urban development proffered by the city’s residents, 
neighborhood associations, and community- based organizations. Since 
the founding of the environmental movement CRCQL, residents have 
lobbied city hall to reconnect the deindustrialized waterfront to the city 
as part of broader community development aimed at improving social 
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and economic conditions. When the city proposed new, environmen-
tally cleaner uses for the waterfront, residents saw an opportunity for a 
locally focused revitalization process that would include the construc-
tion of neighborhood facilities and recreational spaces, the revitalization 
of existing housing stock, improvements in public transportation, and 
enhanced human development such as job training programs. At the 
very minimum, local organizations expected an active role and a “seat at 
the table” of urban development decisions. Despite extensive knowledge 
of their own community’s needs, community- based organizations and 
residents’ advocacy groups barely participated in the entire waterfront 
redevelopment process.

Instead, city officials embarked on a development pathway well trav-
eled by a number of older, former industrial cities, including nearby 
Camden and Baltimore, long considered impervious to private sector- 
driven revitalization. As a result, the city itself is once again spatially di-

Median Household Income by Census Tract for the City of Chester and Dela-
ware County, 2014.
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vided along race and class lines, separated by widened roads and empty 
lots, with the ghetto and the enclaves forming their own microcosms 
ranging from incarceration, bare subsistence, and legalized gambling to 
noxious industry, insurance underwriting, and occasional soccer games. 
There are few, if any, social interactions or even casual exchanges among 
the users of these discrete microworlds. Other than the ghetto, with its 
predominantly poor and black residents, the enclaves are controlled 
spaces intended for visitors of varied sorts: gamblers, prisoners, white- 
collar workers, and soccer fans. Contemporary urban development is 
project- based, creating islands of renewal in a sea of decay.3 Chester it-
self is a much smaller and poorer city than it was fifty years ago. The 
current population is nearly half that of 1950. Nearly 80 percent of its 
residents are black, and a full third (or three times the state’s average) 
live below the official poverty line.

The reappearance of the well- defined segregation of the small city’s 
geography by race and class is neither unique nor unusual, given the 
turn in urban politics away from community development to economic 
development since the mid- 1990s. Chester’s revitalization is not in-
tended to recreate the vision of urban renewal of the past, with its focus 
on addressing poor housing, unemployment, and a long list of other 
social and economic urban problems. The goal is neither to revive the 
city’s past glory (for elderly, white former residents long established in 
the suburbs) nor to improve the current conditions for residents of the 
larger city. Instead, the city’s urban revitalization reflects the new norm 
of market- oriented local economic development, publicly subsidized 
but directed by the private sector, with the goal of enhancing the city’s 
competitiveness as a regional asset. This version of a more constrained 
and narrowly- focused urban renewal entails a revanchist reclaiming of 
so- called salvageable parts of poorer cities, often at the price of neglect-
ing or further marginalizing most others. The reliance on public- private 
partnerships assures a return on capital investment over community 
development and traditional governmental mechanisms of project ac-
countability. An extensive set of publicly financed incentives, including 
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generous tax abatements, infrastructure development, state sanctioning 
of enterprise zones, and bond financing promises to deliver free- market 
solutions to so- called problem- plagued cities.4

The earliest sign of this turn to development was in 1995, when the 
Chester City Council created the Chester Economic Development Au-
thority (CEDA) to be the administrative agent of redevelopment. The 
CEDA leveraged federal, state, and local tax abatement programs, de-
veloped proposals to secure private sector investment, and facilitated 
the Waterfront Overlay District, a master plan for nonindustrial devel-
opment such as commercial, retail, and residential uses. Together these 
programs provided tax abatements, loans, and direct public investment 
in physical infrastructure (roads, sidewalks, parks) intended to stimulate 
private investment in the development of designated areas exclusively. 
Because these programs only apply to specifically targeted spaces, they 
created a locational hierarchy of economic opportunity between areas 
within the city. Whereas the waterfront became a specified redevelop-
ment zone, the adjacent inner- city neighborhood was further disadvan-
taged by its ineligibility for state incentives to attract investment capital.

The CEDA also oversees state economic and community develop-
ment funds and two key development incentive programs generated 
by the state and municipal governments: the Keystone Opportunity 
Zone (KOZ) program, which resembles enterprise zones in place in 
most U.S. states, and the Local Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance 
Act (LERTA), a state tax incentive program. KOZ is a state- initiated 
tax abatement and incentive program for the private redevelopment of 
specific zones of abandoned, unused, or underused land and buildings 
throughout Pennsylvania. The KOZ program provided developers of the 
casino and the soccer stadium with exemptions from municipal, school 
district, and county real estate taxes for a specified period. Corporate 
beneficiaries of KOZs are also exempt from taxes on earned income/
net profits, business gross receipts, sales and use, wage and net profits, 
realty use, and occupancy. Delaware County and the city of Chester have 
offered additional tax incentives to corporate relocation, development 
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planning, and construction in KOZs. Chester implemented the state’s 
LERTA for companies involved in the revitalization of deteriorated 
properties in renewal target areas. The LERTA permits private compa-
nies to defer increases in real estate taxes on the value of the improve-
ments over ten years.

When Harrah’s announced its intention to build and operate the 
casino in a Chester KOZ, community- based organizations and a few 
county and state legislators were troubled by the idea of gambling com-
panies profiting from the tax- free zones. Yet the state law that produced 
KOZs only stipulated that the tax incentives be attached to the land itself 
and not the kinds of industries eligible for the abatement. City lead-
ers predicted community- wide benefits from the casino, including $10 
million in annual revenue for the city (roughly 20 percent of Chester’s 
annual budget) and an anticipated spillover effect for adjacent commu-
nities. A community- based organization formed to oppose the casino’s 
construction noted the gap between Chester’s labor market and offi-
cial predictions of revitalization: “There seems to be an assumption on 
the part of proponents of legalized gambling that the injection of new 

Harrah’s Philadelphia (formerly Harrah’s Chester) Casino and Racetrack.
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capital into the local economy, regardless of where it enters the system, 
will eventually trickle down to those at the bottom. We find this to be a 
highly dubious assumption, especially in a community where so many 
residents lack the training and skills to compete in the job market.”5 The 
CEDA was instrumental in bringing Harrah’s to Chester. The agency 
worked with the casino industry and state officials to overcome legal 
restrictions and helped wage a public relations campaign to assuage 
concerns about gambling and the negative effects of a casino’s presence 
on the community. The CEDA, Chester’s mayor, and other city lead-
ers portrayed Harrah’s as Chester’s best and last hope for breaking with 
its recent past and downbeat reputation as a poor, crime- ridden city. 
While no new restaurants, gas stations, or tourist- driven businesses have 
opened near the casino, Harrah’s reportedly uses local vendors for some 
of its restaurant supplies. The company also endowed a $200,000 college 
scholarship for Chester students in 2008.

Just south of Harrah’s is Rivertown, a multiyear, multimillion- dollar 
private development project that also runs along the Delaware River on 
former industrial land, including the former toxic dump that burned 
for days in 1978. The large office complex, public access pedestrian 
walkway along the river, and the soccer stadium are part of a larger 
plan that calls for the eventual development of housing, restaurants, 
and retail shops. In the first phase of development, investors and real 
estate developers purchased and renovated the former Chester Station 
Power Plant into an office and recreation complex called the Wharf at 
Rivertown. The power plant stood empty for decades and its owner, 
Philadelphia Electric Company, planned to demolish it until the site 
earned KOZ status in 1999. In October 2000 Preferred Real Estate 
Investments Inc. purchased the plant from Philadelphia Electric for $1 
with the provision that the new owner tackle interior environmental 
cleanup. The cost of the cleanup of asbestos and other contaminants 
was $50 million.

Prior to the plant’s conversion, many observers were highly skepti-
cal of the plan to attract corporations to class A office space in Ches-
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ter. First, the power plant was virtually inaccessible from roadways. 
The plant had been located on the waterfront for easy access to coal 
ships, and manufacturing plants had operated adjacent to the power 
plant. Empty lots replaced the warehouses and factories, and for years 
the electric plant stood abandoned, isolated, and inaccessible. Second, 
the project’s developers were asking companies and their employees to 
put aside long- standing fears and Chester’s long- lived reputation as a 
place overrun by crime and poverty. Working in this context of fear, 
risk, and considerable doubt, the Wharf ’s investors gained considerable 
concessions from city and state governments. Chester’s mayor, seeing 
the Wharf as a showcase for the city’s potential, helped Preferred secure 
nearly $1.1 million in public subsidies. The state provided $2.6 million 
in grants and loans to Preferred for infrastructure development, land 
reclamation, and installation of fiber optic cable. Then- senator Rick 
Santorum sought and won $15 million in federal assistance, mainly for 
a direct highway link between Rivertown and the Commodore Barry 
Bridge that would allow workers to bypass downtown Chester and avoid 
seeing or interacting with its residents.6 A secured access road leads di-
rectly to the Wharf, and a “natural barrier” of lots made empty and laid 
barren by deindustrialization separates the complex from Chester’s poor 
residential neighborhoods.

The first tenant to sign on, Synygy, was the largest single employer 
to locate in Chester since the city’s industrial downturn in the 1960s. 
The firm develops and sells incentive- compensation software and ser-
vices. A second tenant, AdminServer, provides back office services for 
life, annuity, reinsurance, and health segments of the insurance industry. 
AdminServer took advantage of the KOZ incentives. When the firm re-
located to the Wharf, the size of its workforce grew from 26 employees 
operating in 6,000 square feet of office space to 225 white collar em-
ployees occupying over 40,000 square feet. A much larger property de-
velopment firm, the Buccini/Pollin Group (BPG) purchased the Wharf 
in 2005 and immediately began to work with state and local officials to 
develop the remaining acreage still eligible for KOZ benefits. The BPG, 
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private capital investors, and city, county, and state politicians, armed 
with promises of Pennsylvania and Delaware County funding and tax 
incentives, lobbied for Chester as a site for a Philadelphia Major League 
Soccer expansion team. In March 2008 Philadelphia was awarded the 
league’s sixteenth franchise with its home stadium in Chester’s River-
town. Opened in 2010 and (re)named Talen Energy Stadium, the sta-
dium is home to the Philadelphia Union team.

Like the Wharf and Harrah’s, the planning, construction, and man-
agement of the soccer stadium was a joint public- private venture. State, 
county, and city governments partnered with Keystone Sports and En-
tertainment LLC, a conglomerate enterprise consisting of the BPG, pri-
vate investors, and the soccer franchise. Delaware County acquired and 
continues to own the land that houses the 18,634- seat stadium. The com-
mitment of private sector investment was contingent upon the county 
issuing a $30 million bond, $10 million from the Delaware River Port 
Authority for waterfront improvements, and $25 million in state aid 
(with a promise of additional funds for future mixed- use development). 
The second phase of the development calls for a mix of townhomes, 
apartments, retail and office space, and a convention center. The state’s 
transportation agency constructed exit ramps from Route 322/Inter-
state 95, allowing motorists direct access to the stadium without driving 
through Chester’s poorest neighborhoods.

Together, local development authorities and tax abatement pro-
grams comprise an innovative and powerful set of governance mech-
anisms that directly facilitate fragmented and exclusionary forms of 
urban redevelopment. In Chester the use of KOZ- designated subsidies 
means development is project and site specific. Chester’s KOZs favor a 
doughnut- shaped pattern of development in which newer, upscale sites 
ring the poorest residential neighborhoods and the defunct central busi-
ness district. The zones are also not contiguous, leading to fragmented 
redevelopment. Newer developments, then, are disconnected from the 
urban core, allowing, if not encouraging, developers to define their proj-
ects as distinct from the city proper.
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Inventing a Post- Racial Black City

City leaders and developers contend that the casino, the soccer stadium, 
and the proposed residential and entertainment complex will eventu-
ally spur development in the surrounding city (across the dividing line 
of Route 291). Even prior to the completion of the soccer stadium, the 
editors of the Delaware County Daily Times pointed out that “devel-
opment along the riverfront will only have true meaning for the city 
if it crosses Route 291 and spreads to all neighborhoods in the city.”7 
However, the type of project- specific, highly subsidized development 
Chester has embarked on makes a spillover effect improbable. There 
are no development incentives for small shopkeepers or owners of small 
parcels surrounding Harrah’s or Rivertown. Harrah’s opened its doors 
ten years ago, and the Philadelphia Union’s first home game was June 27, 
2010. There is little evidence of the much- promised economic spillover 
from either redevelopment project. Amid dilapidated row houses, empty 
storefronts, and abandoned lots, a handful of small corner groceries, an 
auto shop, a pharmacy, and a number of bars, taverns, and liquor stores 
struggle to remain in business. After years of waiting for the benefits of 
redevelopment to materialize, many locals are skeptical. In a letter to the 
local newspaper, for example, a council member asserted: “Let’s be real. 
The new [Route] 291 has become a dividing line, with rich people on one 
side and the not so rich on the other. I don’t see people kicking down 
doors for a soccer stadium in Chester. I am not saying we should block 
it, but how about a real supermarket first?”8

Chester residents have lived without a full- fledged, large grocery 
store since the West End Food Center closed in August 2001. For many 
residents, including the elderly, the disabled, and those without private 
means of transport, shopping for food and groceries involves a lengthy 
bus trip to supermarkets in surrounding towns and suburbs. After the 
opening of Harrah’s casino in 2007, a handful of residents and repre-
sentatives of neighborhood block associations questioned why the city’s 
redevelopment did not include plans to attract a new supermarket. But 
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the opening of a major supermarket does not meet the current standard 
of local economic development. While local development officials agree 
that a supermarket in the city is a priority for residents, neither the gov-
ernment nor the private sector are willing to invest. Residents must wait 
for more favorable free- market forces to prevail.9

The supermarket issue speaks to the difficulties of meeting basic liv-
ing needs for the majority of the city’s poor and black residents. A ca-
sino and racetrack and a soccer stadium qualify as viable local economic 
development projects, but a supermarket does not. But Chester’s black 
residents have not simply been left behind by the new developments 
along the waterfront. The employment of the latest race strategy, color 
blindness or race neutrality, has several implications for Chester’s poor 
minority residents. First, the ideology and rhetoric of color blindness 
substitute an emphasis on individual culpability for institutional rac-
ism as the cause of urban social problems. Color- blind racial ideology 

Chester’s central business district.
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strips contemporary urban racial inequalities of their historical rooted-
ness and structural causes, leaving behind only the cultural character-
istics of affected individuals themselves as the focus of explanation.10 
Unemployment, weak social ties, high crime rates, and a host of other 
social problems are not manifestations of structural inequalities but are 
“primarily attributable to blacks themselves, to their lack of work ethic 
or impulse control, their irresponsibility, and other internally control-
lable factors.”11

Subsequently, social policies and other forms of governmental 
intervention— especially urban renewal— are of limited use in solving 
individualized problems (as the supermarket issue suggests). In the re-
defining of race from a social category to that of individual identity (or 
even preference), a color- blind ideology rejects collective, public sphere 
solutions to difficulties best addressed by individuals themselves or lo-
cally based community organizations. The elimination of race as a truly 
collective or social category and the subsequent individualizing of social 
problems dovetails with continued calls for the further elimination of 
a range of social welfare policies. The color- blind formulation of race 
as cultural identity anchors causes and solutions to urban problems in 
the private, not the social, sphere.12 As a race strategy employed to le-
gitimize current urban development, color blindness relieves local, state, 
and federal governments from responsibilities to the minority poor and 
directs them to assisting and subsidizing the private sector (under the 
guise of revitalization). The declining significance of race masks the 
retraction of government social policies and the turn toward enabling 
the “free market”— which, as indicated in the last chapter, was largely 
responsible for urban decline in the first place.

Third, color blindness negates the legitimacy of collective action 
among black residents at the neighborhood or community level. In his 
critique of color- blind racism, Henry Giroux maintains that “inherent 
in the logic of color blindness is the central assumption that race has no 
valence as a marker of identity or power when factored into the social 
vocabulary of everyday life and the capacity for exercising individual 
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and social agency.”13 Stripped of its potential for political and potentially 
subversive mobilization, race no longer serves as a “basis for citizen- 
based action” on matters of urban or economic development.14 Chester’s 
political leaders recognize the importance of community- based organi-
zations as providers of civic and social welfare services. But community 
organizations do not qualify as stakeholders in urban development; the 
progrowth orientation of urban politics extols the private sector’s leader-
ship in planning, financing, and deal brokering. In the zeal to redevelop 
the waterfront, therefore, the meaningful efforts of residents to improve 
their city do not conform to the economic development mandate of 
making Chester a destination for outsiders.15

Finally, the race strategy of color blindness allows for the political 
view of the city’s residents as individuals who either fit in or comply 
with the lofty goals of redevelopment or do not. For city officials, county 
politicians, and developers, the revived Chester is a “small riverfront 
community” with unrivaled transportation access to Philadelphia and 
its exurbs. Promotional brochures, websites, and other materials make 
the case that the waterfront development will enhance Chester’s civic 
identity and its racial and cultural diversity. Promotional materials de-
pict a polyglot of individuals of both genders and of diverse ages, appar-
ent class statuses, races, and ethnicities interacting and enjoying the new 
Chester in striking contrast to the city’s recent past (or its present reality 
for the majority of residents). Indeed, developers and city officials re-
main anxious that elements of the “old Chester” may resurface and upset 
the cozy narrative of a city on a clear path toward renewal.

Their fears came to the fore in the summer of 2010. In the week prior 
to the official opening of the new soccer stadium, four Chester residents 
were shot and killed. To the dismay of public officials, waterfront de-
velopment officials, and corporate sponsors, Chester’s “murder capital” 
reputation was revived just as another linchpin in the city’s revival was 
to be unveiled. The mayor imposed a nighttime curfew in five high- 
crime neighborhoods. Dubbed “martial law” by the local and national 
press, the mayor’s action was intended to reassure the media, visitors, 
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and soccer fans that the violence was not rampant but concentrated in 
specific, “problem” neighborhoods not near the waterfront. Some resi-
dents welcomed the mayor’s crackdown on violent crime regardless of 
the underlying rationale for doing so. Many others viewed the curfew 
as an eye- catching but unsustainable fix for a complex social problem. 
Most understood that the curfew was for the benefit of the much- 
coveted outsiders and not the city’s residents. Opening day was problem 
free, but the phalanx of police officers lining the road to the soccer sta-
dium assured everyone that the old Chester would not get in the way of 
its own renewal.16

Under the progrowth politics of development, claims of enhanced 
diversity refer specifically to the return of predominantly white, middle- 
class suburbanites as visitors and eventually as residents. Enhancing 
diversity by no way means the inclusion of the city’s disadvantaged mi-
nority population writ large. The new Chester is inclusive to the extent 
that everyone is welcome as a potential worker or preferably, consumer. 
Some residents are employed in low- paying, part- time positions as 
maintenance staff, cooks, and helpers in restaurants, valet attendants, 
and some security positions in the casino and the soccer stadium fa-
cilities. In the case of the casino, most of the higher paying positions, 
which require extensive criminal and credit background checks in ad-
dition to casino experience, have been filled by persons relocated from 
other Harrah’s properties. For most residents, however, the waterfront 
offers few reasons to visit.

The progrowth politics of current development also questions the 
rightful claims of poor and minority residents as stakeholders in their 
city’s future. Residents have a shrinking right to the city unless they par-
ticipate as responsible consumers or at minimum conduct themselves 
in a manner conducive to consumption. In his work on the larger social 
consequences of consumerism, Zygmunt Bauman argues that the poor, 
as “collateral casualties of consumerism,” have “no merits to relieve, let 
alone redeem, their vices. They have nothing to offer in exchange for 
the taxpayers’ outlays. Money transferred to them is a bad investment, 
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unlikely to be repaid, let alone to bring profit. . . . Unneeded, unwanted, 
forsaken— where is their place? The briefest of answers is: out of sight.”17 
All told, the employment of the race strategy of color blindness facili-
tates and legitimizes exclusionary urban development as defensible, de-
sirable, and essential to the improvement of Chester. The “post- racial” 
Chester turns its back on its racialized past and instead aspires toward 
a fully entrepreneurial city in which the energies and resources of both 
the public and the private sectors are directed at attracting capital in-
vestment and achieving the universal good of economic development. 
The race strategy of color blindness renders exclusionary redevelopment 
possible and even unproblematic in a city as impoverished as Chester.

Employing Race in Urban Development: From Strategy to Tactic

This study of Chester has provided concrete accounts of how the local 
politics of urban development is consistently and strategically anchored 
in the ideologies and rhetoric of race. Race does not simply provide an 
ideological context or backdrop in which episodes of urban development 
unfold. Rather, the association of race with the local politics of develop-
ment is much more intimate and visceral. As the stories recounted in 
this book show, the association is systematic and intentional; it is strate-
gic. Exploring race as systematically (but not uniformly) employed over 
the course of a city’s history reveals that race is immensely practical to 
the politics of urban development. The incidents in which race strategies 
are employed should not be viewed as aberrations or the results of rogue 
individuals harboring and acting on racist attitudes. Race strategies are 
repeatedly shown to be practical and effective in the routine expression 
of institutional power over the course of urban development— in eco-
nomic investment and disinvestment in the built environment, in the 
siting of environmentally harmful industries, or in the production of 
destinations in urban enterprise zones, to name but a few.

Race has held a special significance for urban change in Chester ever 
since the Great Migration of blacks to the city in the early decades of the 
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twentieth century. But demographics tell only part of the story, as race 
and racism quickly became normalized in the local politics of place and 
urban and suburban development. The political embrace of race strate-
gies provided the legitimacy and justification for institutional practices 
such as mortgage lending that excluded minorities and also motivations 
for individuals and entire communities to behave in a racist and at times 
violent manner, such as keeping black families out of their suburban 
homes. The resistance of Chester’s political elites to enforcing federal 
standards beginning in the late 1960s allowed political provincialism to 
prevail uninterrupted, and race consistently remained front and center in 
the spatial politics well into the 2000s. The employment of race strategies 
influenced collective preferences regarding where (and where not) to live, 
work, and socialize, further socially and spatially isolating those already 
experiencing exclusion. In turn, local power holders reaped the benefits 
of systematically draining resources from a city they helped vilify. Ches-
ter’s black citizens could not look to their local government to act im-
partially on their behalf but instead watched it reproduce and promote 
broader racist interests embedded in urban and regional development.

Over the course of the past century, the strategic employment of race 
in local politics has vilified black neighborhoods, the ghetto, and eventu-
ally the entire city as a place of ongoing desperation and rampant social 
pathologies. As the events recounted here attest, the vilification of black 
spaces proved strategic and valuable to the political economy of spatial 
change. The point of this book is not to test or contest the veracity of 
such demonizing representations and discourses— to do so would de-
volve into a tricky discussion of the moral standing of social behaviors, 
potentially casting inner- city residents as hapless victims, as dysfunc-
tional perpetrators, or as upstanding citizens in the face of overwhelm-
ing social and economic challenges.18 It is more than likely that all these 
and countless other “types” of individuals live in Chester, and we would 
expect the same in suburban Delaware County or anywhere else, for that 
matter. The systematic and strategic functionality of racial claims is the 
focus of this book, not the accuracy of the claims themselves.
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We can conclude with confidence that the chasm between how the 
ghetto is represented and how inner- city life is actually experienced is 
vast. It would be a grave error to assume that the majority of the mean-
ingful everyday practices of poor black residents are guided by racial 
discourses and related ideologies that serve the politics of urban devel-
opment. Indeed, we can expect the reverse— even the most mundane 
and routine interactions and ways of being may serve as everyday prac-
tices of resistance to power and exclusion. Perhaps most importantly, an 
effort to “test” the depictions of the ghetto and black experience would 
invariably lead to a reification of the inner city as a cohesive space popu-
lated by one or more social types. Chester may or may not be home to 
the stereotypical inner- city bad actors, the ennobled good citizens who 
combat them, and many others who fit somewhere in between. To take 
on the veracity of racially coded discourses would end up perversely 
validating the very vocabulary of black life that the race strategies dis-
cussed in this book sought to reproduce. To do so would contribute very 
little to an understanding of how race strategies function as a powerful 
force in the political economy of urban development.

It is important to note the political relevance of challenging race strat-
egies “from below,” as the employment of race in urban politics “crowds 
out” the efforts and voices of residents seeking to better the place they 
call home. This was abundantly clear in the civil rights actions of 1963 
and 1964, when thousands of Chester’s residents protested against the 
overt racial discrimination that prevailed in their schools, housing, and 
public spaces. Direct action, through boycotts, sit- ins, and mass dem-
onstrations brought about important changes to the racial status quo 
in the short term. However, the possibilities for durable social change 
were quickly smothered by a cynical form of politics that robbed a com-
munity’s righteous anger to serve its own ends. In short, race strategies 
routinely result in the erasure of an organic, community politics, as the 
city and its inhabitants are routinely cast as (stereo)types that prove use-
ful to the pursuit of a development agenda. Because the employment of 
racial rhetoric and discourses by political leaders, developers, and other 
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private stakeholders is, as this book has argued, intentional, we should 
expect effective forms of grassroots resistance.

This book has maintained that race is deployed as part of a gover-
nance that legitimizes inequalities and injustices in Chester and cities 
like it. At no point in Chester’s history were the voices of local black 
residents absent or completely silenced. But all too frequently they were 
not heard above the din of those in political and economic control who 
manipulated race for political and economic gain. From a collective 
action standpoint, the preceding chapters point to the need for local 
communities to forcibly promote their own narratives of urban change. 
The task is to engage with, understand, and support the emergence of a 
counterpolitics in which local communities themselves employ race as a 
tactic against exclusionary forms of urban development. Gaining control 
of the symbolic politics of defining the direction of urban change may 
seem superficial in comparison to the very tangible resource demands of 
community organizing. But the chapters in this book suggest the impor-
tance of controlling the narrative that influences the course of urban de-
velopment. If urban transformation is to be inclusive, meaningful, and 
truly consensual, then local communities are compelled to fight those in 
power for the ability to define the message of renewal— of which race is 
front and center. Sustained efforts to gain control of the narrative of de-
velopment rest on the local consensual determination of social problems 
and needs. This involves a grassroots politics of defining and broad-
casting a community’s version of urban development. If the narrative 
of urban change is defined externally, similar patterns of inequality and 
exclusion are bound to be repeated. A grassroots politics that employs 
a tactic of race as reflective of a community’s realities and aspirations 
is a counterpolitics to the entrepreneurial turn in urban development, 
where the significance of race (and, more importantly, racism) is denied. 
In such an environment the possibilities for building cities that contest 
rather than perpetuate the marginalization of its existing communities 
are enhanced.
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