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Abstract 

 

Modern Displacements: Urban Injustice Affecting Working Class 
Communities of Color in East Austin  

 

Amanda Elaine Gray, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Cary Cordova 

 

In this report I analyze both historical and contemporary urban planning policies 

enacted by the City of Austin, TX, through which I establish patterns of structural 

inequality affecting working class communities of color residing in East Austin.  I 

examine early 20th-century urban beautification initiatives, along with the Progressive era 

segregationist project of the modern city.  Austin city planners solidified segregation 

along racial lines with the 1928 Master Plan, which mandated the systematic 

displacement and relocation of African American and Mexican American communities to 

Austin’s Eastside, along with all “objectionable industries.”  Today, East Austin working 

class communities of color continue to experience unequal burdens of environmentally 

hazardous industry in their neighborhoods.  I examine initiatives implemented by the 

local grassroots environmental justice organization PODER and their fight for the health 

and safety of East Austin residents of color in combination with their protest against 

gentrifying urban planning policies and practices.  Through an analysis of the PODER 
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Young Scholars for Justice documentary, Gentrification: An Eastside Story, I look at the 

ways in which gentrification has changed the East Austin urban cultural landscape. This 

report aims to shed light upon spatial and racial social geographies that have contributed 

to the nearly century long battle East Austin residents have waged against discriminatory 

urban planning policies resulting in educational segregation, environmentally racist 

industrial zoning, and contemporary displacement of working class communities of color 

for city profit.   
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Introduction 

 In May 2011, Forbes.com published its list of America’s Fastest-Growing Cities.  

Of the ten large U.S. metropolitan areas defined as 500,000 or more residents, Austin, TX 

topped the list at number one, accounting for a combination of factors that included 

“steadily rising populations, low unemployment, and strong expected employment and 

economic growth.”1  Between 2000 and 2010, the Austin area experienced a 37% 

increase in population and has a current estimated population of 1.7 million.2  On the 

city’s official website, in consideration of this significant residential surge, the City 

Demographer boasts “No Majority” as the number one trend on the list of Top Ten Big 

Demographic Trends in Austin, TX: 
 
The City of Austin has now crossed the threshold of becoming a Majority-
Minority city.  Put another way, no ethnic or demographic group exists as a 
majority of the city’s population.  The city’s Anglo share of total population has 
dropped below 50% (which probably occurred sometime during 2005) and will 
stay there for the foreseeable future.3   

Austin’s rank as the number one best big city for jobs in 2010 undoubtedly serves as a 

main attraction for businesses and jobseekers alike, contributing to this perceived 

diversity and continued urban growth.4  Another allure may be the city’s perceived 

potential for green-living.  Austin rounded out the top ten on Popular Science Magazine’s 

2008 list of America’s 50 Greenest Cities, which takes into account renewable energy 

sources, public transportation and air quality, green buildings and green space, such as 

                                                
1 Daniel Fisher, “America’s Fastest Growing Cities,” Forbes.com, May 20, 2011, 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ryan Robinson, “The Top Ten Big Demographic Trends in Austin, Texas,” Austin City Connection, 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/demographics/downloads/top_ten_trends4.doc (Accessed January 17, 2011), 1. 
4 Joel Kotkin, “The Best Cities for Jobs,” Forbes.com, April 20, 2010, http://www.forbes.com/2010/04/20/ 
best-cities-jobs-economy-energy-opinions-columnists-joel-kotkin.html (Accessed, December 23, 2011). 
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parks and nature preserves, recycling programs, and overall importance of environmental 

issues to city residents.5  Additionally, the 2009 Forbes.com list of 10 Cities Where 

Americans are Relocating placed Austin in the number two spot, attributing its popularity 

to “the metro area’s thriving music, film, and fine arts scenes.”6  These sweeping 

statistical statements paint a particular picture of Austin as an integrated and diverse, 

economically viable, environmentally conscious, and culturally robust city space.   

However, this image presented of the city both locally and nationally largely 

ignores the lived experiences of certain Austin residents.  These claims of diversity, 

affluence, environmentalism, and culture obscure historical and contemporary 

segregation of working class communities of color living on Austin’s Eastside for nearly 

a century.  U.S. Census data from 2000 indicate that while 16% of the city’s population 

resided in East Austin, roughly 30% of all Hispanic/Latino residents and 46% of all 

African American residents lived on the Eastside.  Except in areas of large African 

American populations, white residents tend to live almost anywhere in the city, in some 

areas accounting for 75-100% of all residents in Central and West Austin, while 

communities of color reside mostly to the East, North, and South.7  Disparity of income 

distribution is also significant considering the city’s rank as the number one large city for 

                                                
5 Elizabeth Svoboda, “America’s 50 Greenest Cities,” Popular Science, February 8, 2008, 
http://www.popsci.com/environment/article/2008-02/americas-50-greenest-cities?page=1 (Accessed 
December 23, 2011). 
6 Lauren Sherman, “In Depth: 10 Cities Where Americans Are Relocating,” Forbes.com, March 30, 2009, 
http://www.forbes.com/2009/03/30/americans-moving-cities-lifestyle-real-estate-
relocating_slide_10.html?thisSpeed=undefined (Accessed, December 23, 2011). 
7 Elizabeth Walsh, "East Austin Environmental Justice History," East Austin Environmental Justice 
Project: A Community Partnership, 2007, http://soa.utexas.edu/work/eaejp/Papers/ 
East%20Austin%20Environmental%20Justice%20History.pdf (Accessed November 14, 2010), 5.   
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jobs.  As of 2000, sections of working class East Austin neighborhoods earned just over 

half of Austin’s median income.8   

Further analysis of Austin’s racial and class segregation reveals the city’s 

distribution of land use for hazardous industry disproportionately affects working class 

residents of color living on the Eastside.  In the East Cesar Chavez (ECC) neighborhood 

of East Austin, an elementary school sits literally across the street from a metal refinery 

that utilizes several toxic chemicals harmful to children during various stages of 

development.9  On the southern edge of the neighborhood, playgrounds and baseball 

fields are located alongside an electrical power plant that has plagued the community for 

over 40 years.  In contrast to the self-promoted image of integration, prosperity, and 

green-living, this is the alternate Austin so many working class youth of color have come 

to know while growing up on the Eastside.  This report aims to elucidate the ways in 

which contemporary Austin still grapples with urban planners’ segregationist decisions of 

the early 20th-century. 

Drawing on the fields of anthropology, critical race theory, cultural studies, 

history, and urban studies, I take an interdisciplinary approach in arguing that urban 

planning policies significantly shape the racial and spatial geographies of the modern 

city.  Through a primary source analysis of the 1928 Master plan, as well as analyses of 

the historical antecedents that preceded Austin's contemporary urban spatiality, I examine 

the ways in which turn-of-the century urban planners meticulously reconfigured their city 

                                                
8 Eden Dang, et al., “Gentrification in the East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood: A Policy Proposal for a 
Property Tax Loan Program, https://webspace.utexas.edu/ejm1209/crp385/ 
ECC_property_tax_report_2005.pdf, (accessed November 14, 2010), 8. 
9 Walsh, 5; People Organized in Defense of Earth and her Resources, http://www.poder-texas.org/ 
(Accessed December 2, 2010). 
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space in order to present a particular image of urban modernity, progress, and 

environmental consciousness.  Their vision explicitly excluded working class people of 

color and immigrant communities.  This report acknowledges both the unique historical 

trajectory of Austin’s urban growth, while simultaneously considering the ways in which 

Austin reflects and manifests larger national trends.  I argue that these historical 

antecedents reflect a pattern in Austin’s urban planning policies whereby communities of 

color are disposable and their well being disregarded in the name of urban growth, 

progress, and profitability.   

In chapter one, I explore the early decades of the 20th-century and the ways in 

which Progressive era officials set out to establish Austin, TX as a modern U.S. city 

through beautification initiatives that masked racist objectives.  These pursuits fulfilled a 

segregationist project deemed requisite for the modern city to be realized.  Defining the 

city’s social geography for nearly a century to follow, Austin city planners solidified 

racial segregation with the 1928 Master Plan, the urban planning document that 

underwrites contemporary race and class divisions in Austin.  Utilizing George Lipsitz’s 

concept of the possessive investment in whiteness, which recognizes whiteness as the 

unnamed organizing principle fundamental to U.S. cultural and social interactions, I 

explore the different cultural manifestations of Progressive era morality and social order 

promoting racial segregation in Austin.10  

Engineering consultants and authors of the Master Plan, Koch and Fowler 

identified Austin’s “race problem” as impeding the city’s progress toward modernity, and 

thus delineated the specific steps necessary to remove and relocate African American 

                                                
10 George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics, 
Rev. and expanded ed. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006), 1. 
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communities to East Austin.11  Though not explicitly identified in the Master Plan, 

Mexican and Mexican American residents experienced similar discrimination through 

identification of existing neighborhoods as real estate essential for Austin’s continued 

urban growth.  Relocation to East Austin, where employment opportunities were most 

abundant, may have been the only option for displaced Mexican American residents.12  

Along with segregation of African American and Mexican American communities to 

Austin’s Eastside, Koch and Fowler determined that this section of the city should also 

house all “objectionable industry,” so as not to disturb the pristine environ of the modern 

city for white residents.  Undesirable bodies and industries were systematically removed, 

and eventually permanently contained in 1962 by the concrete impediment of Interstate 

35 (IH-35), solidifying the racial and class divisions between East and West Austin.  

Using Eric Avila’s framework of spatiality and urban social landscapes, I examine the 

desire of white Austin to suppress racial and ethnic others in order to perpetuate fantasies 

of a social, moral, and racial purity.13    

During the first part of the 20th-century, urban areas across the country 

experienced systematic racial and class segregation.  Mass migration to industrial 

epicenters meant racial mixing between ethnic groups never before experienced.  Yet, 

distinct efforts to segregate working class immigrants and people of color from their 

                                                
11 Koch and Fowler, “Preface” and “Introduction”, A City Plan for Austin, TX, (Austin: City Planning 
Commission, 1928), 37. 
12 The term Mexican American will be used in reference to any individual or group of individuals of ethnic 
Mexican-origin or descent.  Issues of citizenship, though of critical import for those whose experiences 
may have been, or continue to be, irrevocably altered by their status, do not necessarily fit within the scope 
of this project when considering the segregation of the community as a whole.  As such, any resident or 
groups of residents of Mexican descent living in Austin, TX, and thus the U.S., will be referred to as 
Mexican American for the purposes of this report. 
13 Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004). 
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white residential counterparts were maintained.  In his 1993 foundational text on 20th-

century immigration history, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and 

Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945, historian George J. Sánchez explains how 

the rapid growth of an industrial manufacturing sector led to many different working 

class ethnic groups, such as African Americans, Asians, and Mexican Americans, 

residing together in sections of the city separate from middle- and upper-class white 

residents via strict enforcement of real estate sanctions.  Working class immigrants and 

people of color were denied access to housing in neighborhoods deemed exclusively for 

white residents.14  Historical and social anthropologist Martha Menchaca points to similar 

racial and class divisions in the pre- and post-WWII agricultural community of Santa 

Paula, CA.  In her 1995 case study, The Mexican Outsiders: A Community History of 

Marginalization and Discrimination in California, Menchaca provides several 

comprehensive examples of the ways in which de facto segregation of Mexican-origin 

residents from their white neighbors was enforced through proprietary, religious, and 

educational institutions.15     

In chapter two, I examine the ways in which segregated East Austin communities 

of color continue to experience segregation and disproportionate burdens of hazardous 

industry located in their neighborhoods present day.  For decades these communities have 

combated unequal environmental urban planning policies.  Not until the early 1990s did 

their efforts coalesce in the form of a local environmental movement aimed at protecting 

East Austin residents from potential health risks resulting from environmental hazards 

                                                
14 George J. Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los 
Angeles, 1900-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 69-77.   
15 Martha Menchaca, The Mexican Outsiders: A Community History of Marginalization and 
Discrimination in California (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995). 



7 

 

located in their neighborhoods.  Established in 1991, People Organized in Defense of 

Earth and her Resources (PODER) specifically advocates for working class communities 

of color in East Austin, as well as Chicano youth through their Young Scholars for 

Justice program.  PODER’s local mobilization in the 90s coincided with a larger national 

movement that represented the efforts of various localized urban grassroots coalitions 

organizing against environmentally racist urban planning policies.  The legacy of these 

policies continues to place an unequal burden on working class communities of color 

across the country.  

In the 1993 compilation, Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots, 

sociologist Robert D. Bullard looks at the disproportionate burden of environmentally 

hazardous polluting industries located in neighborhoods and communities of color across 

the United States.  In his introduction, “Anatomy of Environmental Racism and 

Environmental Justice Movement,” Bullard explains that governmental agencies did not 

take action against this unequal burden until they took note of the various grassroots 

organizations throughout the nation working to bring attention to the dire situation 

affecting predominantly working class communities of color.16  Bullard played a key role 

in organizing The First People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in October of 

1991.  As a result of his efforts and the nearly 300 organizations represented that year, 

President Bill Clinton signed the Executive Order on Environmental Justice in February 

of 1994, which mandated that the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and any other 

responsible agency “shall make achieving environmental justice part of its mission by 

identifying and addressing, as appropriate, disproportionately high and adverse human 
                                                
16 Robert D. Bullard, “Anatomy of Environmental Racism and the Environmental Justice Movement,” 
Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots, ed. Robert D. Bullard (Boston: South End 
Press, 1993), 17-30; Executive Order no. 12,898, Code of Federal Regulations, sec. 1-101 (2004). 
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health or environmental effects of its programs, policies, and activities on minority 

populations and low-income populations in the United States.”17  While this order was 

signed into effect a decade and a half ago, working class people of color continue to fight 

at the local level for their right to environmentally safe neighborhoods and communities.   

In addition to segregation, disparate earning potential, and disproportionate 

burdens of hazardous industrial land use, gentrifying urban planning policies resulting in 

the displacement of working class communities of color now eclipse the aforementioned 

realities for many.  As PODER and other East Austin organizations rallied against 

environmental injustice in the mid-90s, Austin city planners simultaneously determined 

Austin’s Eastside was the section of the city that would accommodate future urban 

development and growth given its proximity to Downtown.  Additionally, city planners 

began to pay more attention to the untapped cultural resources of this urban district.  New 

investment and “revitalization” began to take precedent in the area.  As urban renewal 

and revitalization programs continue to garner support for urban development and 

economic growth strategies in municipalities across the country, working class 

communities, particularly working class communities of color, face an uncertain future in 

the wake of rapidly increasing property taxes due to a mass middle class migration to 

revitalized urban areas once deemed “blighted” or “underdeveloped.”   

In 2000, nearly 85% of all residents in the ECC neighborhood identified as 

Hispanic/Latino.  As of 2010, this section of East Austin experienced a 12.5% population 

increase, with 69% of residents now identifying as Hispanic/Latino.18  Potential draws for 

                                                
17 WE ACT, “Principles of Environmental Justice,” October 27, 1991, http://www.weact.org/AboutUs/ 
PrinciplesofEnvironmentalJustice/tabid/226/Default.aspx (Accessed December 23, 2011). 
18 Dang et al., 8.  U.S. Census Interactive Population Map, Data, Ethnicity, Geographic Levels: Census 
Tract, http://2010.census.gov/2010census/popmap/ (Accessed December 26, 2011). 
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white, middle- and upper-middle class newcomers to East Austin include low housing 

costs in the wake of foreclosed and tax delinquent properties, and the perception of a 

unique East Austin culture that many Austin businesses readily capitalize upon.  For 

example, the real estate company Realty Austin advertises the East Austin cultural 

experience and arts presence to potential homebuyers on its website: 
 
East Austin is known for its eclectic and brightly colored East Austin homes, but 
did you know it’s also known for its art studios?  To get the word out about East 
Austin studios, East Austin artists decided to organize a tour every year called the 
East Austin Studio Tour in which they open their studio space two weekends in 
November in hopes of getting exposure and selling some art.  It’s one of the 
coolest things to do in Austin…19 

The “eclectic and brightly colored East Austin homes” can be read as the Eastside’s 

cultural distinction, a major selling point for many young urban professionals looking for 

a unique urban cultural experience.  A developed arts infrastructure is another major 

draw, as urban studies scholar Sharon Zukin explains in her 1982 book, Loft Living: 

Culture and Capital in Urban Change.20  An artistic presence, which includes art studios 

and galleries throughout neighborhoods became paramount in the urban planning and 

economic growth strategy for East Austin.   This economic development plan is 

dependent upon the commodification of a post-industrial, Eastside culture by those whom 

urban studies scholar Richard Lloyd has termed neo-bohemians, or creative types 

                                                
19 Realty Austin, “E.A.S.T. Stands for East Austin Studio Tour,” Realty Austin Blog, 
http://www.realtyaustin.com/blog/east-stands-for-east-austin-studio-tour.html (Accessed December 26, 
2011).  
20 Sharon Zukin, Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1982), 111. 
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simultaneously responsible for the consumption and extinction of that which first 

attracted them to a “hip” urban space, such as East Austin.21 

In Austin, objectives were devised to encourage the growth of a creative class 

based solely on Richard Florida’s theory of economic success for urban areas in the U.S.  

In his 2004 book, Cities and the Creative Class, Florida emphasizes, “creativity has 

become the principal driving force in the growth and development of cities, regions, and 

nations.”22  While industry once ruled the urban economy, Florida argues that cultural 

production and technology now determine the direction of a city’s economic future.  He 

claims that creative capital, rather than human capital is the best indicator of personal 

development and success.  Throughout Florida’s analysis, Austin repeatedly appears to 

possess qualities necessary to attract and sustain flows of creative capital, scoring high in 

what he refers to as the three Ts: Technology, Talent, and Tolerance.23  However, 

Florida’s study does little to address issues of disparate earned income and segregation of 

working class communities of color within urban creative epicenters.  My analysis of 

Austin urban planning policy aims to present a corrective to Florida’s assertions 

regarding creative cities and presumptions of diversity and integration. 

My analyses of several primary source documents and cultural texts serve to 

establish the significance of urban spatiality and social landscapes in the racialization of 

ethnic others.  I examine The 1928 Master Plan to show the significance of historical, 

environmentally racist urban planning policies and practices in shaping racial and class 

divisions within contemporary Austin.  While contemporary urban planning policies do 

                                                
21 Richard Lloyd, Neo-Bohemia: Art and Commerce in the Postindustrial City (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 70. 
22 Richard Florida, Cities and the Creative Class (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1. 
23 Florida, 6. 
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not explicitly mandate the removal of racialized others to make way for middle- and 

upper-middle class white residents, I look at how cultural consumption and goals of city 

profitability lead to a disregard for, and eventual displacement of, East Austin working 

class communities of color.  Building off the framework of neoliberal multiculturalism, I 

examine specific gentrifying processes surrounding the City of Austin’s Cultural Arts 

Division (CAD) development of an arts and cultural infrastructure required for creative 

cities to profit.  One of the aims of this report serves to critique the theory of the creative 

city and its ineffectiveness at addressing significant inequalities experienced by working 

class communities of color within a post-industrial urban space.  Additionally, I utilize 

examples of youth activist artists’ critiques of historical and contemporary processes to 

highlight the community impact of gentrifying urban planning polices.  A primary source 

analysis of the 2009 documentary, Gentrification: An Eastside Story, directed by PODER 

Young Scholar for Justice, Juan Gabriel Padilla, and he PODER Young Scholar’s for 

Justice collaborative work, The Land Does Not Divide Us, bring attention to 

contemporary displacement of working class communities of color and the continued 

segregation from their more affluent, white counterparts due to gentrifying urban 

planning policies and revitalization efforts. 

This report is divided into two chapters concluded by an epilogue.  The first, 

“Urban ‘Beautification’ and other Modern Fantasies of Racial Containment” focuses on 

the deliberate exclusion of African American and Mexican American Austin residents 

from modern conceptions of a beautified, moral social order during and after the 

Progressive era.  An analysis of Koch and Fowler’s 1928 Master Plan through an 

exploration of beautification and segregationist urban reform initiatives provides 

historical context for the political and social milieu of the day.  I examine turn-of-the-
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century trends in urban planning defined by pristine, sanitary, and morally ordered urban 

spaces, which did not include working class people of color.  I look at U.S racial 

divisions of the decade leading up to the publication of the Master Plan, along with 

expectations of racial purity and social order that defined the modern city.  Koch and 

Fowler’s emphasis on Austin’s future growth as a modern city was largely predicated 

upon plentiful green space, such as parks and recreational areas, sanitation and an 

environmentally hospitable urban district, along with the isolation of racialized others to 

a “negro district” on Austin’s Eastside.  Relocation of all people of color to East Austin 

coincided with the mandate that all “objectionable industry” be relocated to the same 

district, ensuring an institutionalized environmental racism through urban planning 

policies for decades to follow.  I conclude this chapter with a critical analysis of the IH-

35 freeway construction finalized in 1962, which I argue solidified the racial divide 

between East and West Austin through the cementing of white Austinites’ desires for the 

concrete containment of racialized others. 

In the second chapter, “Neoliberal Multiculturalism and the Displacement of 

Working Class Communities of Color from the Creative City,” I focus my analysis on 

contemporary urban planning policies and gentrifying practices resulting in the 

systematic displacement of working class communities of color from East Austin.  I 

examine several examples of neoliberal multiculturalism within Austin urban planning.  

Specifically, I focus on the continued disproportionate allocation of hazardous industrial 

land use within East Austin neighborhoods and PODER’s fight for environmental justice 

in the 1990s.  I point to city officials’ recognition in the mid 90s of environmental 

injustice afflicting East Austin communities of color.  This acknowledgment was directly 

followed by the subsequent designation of Austin’s Eastside as a repository for the city’s 
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prospective urban development for purposes of future economic growth.  As working 

class East Austin residents of color fight for their right to environmentally safe 

neighborhoods, middle and upper-middle class residents relocating to the area reap the 

benefits of a short downtown commute, comparatively inexpensive housing, and recent 

environmentally conscious planning policies bolstered by a developing infrastructure 

where previously neglected.   

Through an analysis of Juan Gabriel Padilla’s documentary, Gentrification: An 

Eastside Story, I examine community displacement looking at urban divestment, 

revitalization narratives, and pioneering mentalities of white middle- and upper middle-

class newcomers.  The city’s goal to attract more affluent, white residents to Austin’s 

Eastside is supported by the City of Austin Cultural Arts Division promotion of Richard 

Florida’s theory of creative cities and the development of an arts industry for future 

economic growth and city profitability, which patently ignores the inequalities 

perpetuated by the creative city.  I argue that, while local businesses package and sell a 

unique “local” East Austin cultural arts scene to white pioneers, existing working class 

communities of color facing higher taxes and foreclosure rates will not be around to reap 

the perceived cultural benefits.  Thus, I argue the creative city exists for the primary 

benefit of its more affluent, white residents.  Through an analysis of the marketing event, 

E.A.S.T., aimed at selling “local” East Austin art, I examine the ways in which 

transplanted artists and creative types contribute to gentrifying processes and the eventual 

displacement and continued segregation of East Austin working class communities of 

color. 

In the epilogue, I conclude this report by looking at PODER’s youth justice 

organization, Young Scholars for Justice (YSJ), and their use of creative artistic 
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expression to address issues of environmental justice and displacement affecting East 

Austin youth of color.  As an official act of resistance against gentrifying practices, 

PODER organized the Displaced Art show in protest of E.A.S.T. and its claims of unique 

and distinct “local” art.  The show aimed to showcase art by true local artists, while 

drawing attention to the fallacy of Austin’s self-image of creativity and cultural 

superiority, tolerance and integration, given that such assertions blatantly ignore the 

historical and contemporary issues of displacement facing communities of color on 

Austin’s Eastside.  Through an analysis of the canvas painting, The Land Does Not 

Divide Us, a collective work by four Young Scholars for Justice, I utilize Augustín Laó-

Montes’s framework to examine how YSJ East Austin youth engage in discourses of 

latinization from below.  Montes explains that by conceptualizing such cultural 

productions as sites of self-determined identity formation within an urban environment, 

youth actively participate in latinization from below, “resistances against marginality and 

discrimination” through “an affirmative search for collective memory and community.”24  

Using this narrative of youth resistance and self-defined identity exploration, I present 

my concluding arguments looking forward to the next generation of community activists 

charged with upholding the integrity of their neighborhoods for the future of their East 

Austin community.    

Finally, my study of urban planning policies that preceded the historical and 

contemporary displacement of working class communities of color expands on the work 

of several scholars.  In her 1995 book, The Mexican Outsiders: A Community History of 

Marginalization and Discrimination in California, historical anthropologist Martha 

                                                
24 Augustín Laó-Montes, "Introduction," in Mambo Mantage: The Latinization of New York City (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 18. 
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Menchaca provides a comprehensive case study of the Santa Paula, CA community and 

its exclusion of Mexican-origin residents from Anglocentric political and social 

structures, and ultimately the community’s dominant historical narratives.  Her emphasis 

on methodologies of oral history as a means to provide voice to those stricken from the 

historical record informs my own methodological choice to include the voices of those 

whose experiences comprise the foundation of my research.  Additionally, Menchaca’s 

analysis of institutionalized racist and discriminatory practices of segregation, 

intimidation and violence, such as that perpetuated by the Ku Klux Klan, as well as an 

inferior, segregated educational system, offers historical and contemporary 

understandings of race relations within the community of Santa Paula.25  This provides a 

framework for my own historical analysis of Austin’s race relations during the first part 

of the 20th-century, and the segregation of African American and Mexican American 

residents from city spaces designated exclusively for white residents. 

In the 2006 revised and expanded edition of his book The Possessive Investment 

in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics, critical race theorist 

George Lipsitz points to the many ways whiteness is accepted as the status quo, 

permeating every aspect of our cultural and social realities.  He explains, “As the 

unmarked category against which difference is constructed, whiteness never has to speak 

its name, never has to acknowledge its role as an organizing principle in social and 

cultural relations.”26  Looking at the very different experiences of white Americans and 

people of color in this country from a historical perspective, Lipsitz dissects white 

                                                
25 Menchaca, 51-57, 61-68. 
26  George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity 
Politics, Rev. and expanded ed. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006), 1. 
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privilege, showing how various social policies and practices serve to protect that 

privilege.  Following this work, I examine how Austin historical and contemporary urban 

planning policies uphold white privilege through segregation and the continued 

maintenance of cultural difference of racialized others. 

 Ethnic and urban studies scholar Eric Avila, in his 2004 book Popular Culture in 

the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles, explores race and 

space in post-WWII Los Angeles.  His examination of spatiality and social geographies 

of this specific urban landscape provides a lens through which to understand white 

identity formation in relation to racial and ethnic others: 
 
Space, like time, is an arbiter of social relations, and the identities that we  
inhabit—race, class, gender, sexuality—are codified within a set of spaces that we 
describe as neighborhoods, homes, cities, streets, suburbs, parks, factories, office 
buildings, freeways, and so on.  More than providing a physical setting for the 
formation of such identities, space—its organization, construction, destruction, 
and representation—plays an active role in shaping social consciousness. 27  

Throughout this report I examine the various examples of Austin’s city spaces that serve 

to reinforce white privilege through displacement, exclusion, and segregation of 

racialized others.  Specifically, I utilize Avila’s framework to explore white Austin’s 

desires for racial containment realized through the construction of the IH-35 freeway. 

In his 2005 article “Neoliberal Multiculturalism: The Remaking of Cultural 

Rights and Cultural dominance in Central America,” cultural anthropologist Charles R. 

Hale’s case studies of Central American indigenous land rights and cultural recognition 

movements show the ways in which political elites’ strategies of governance shape and 

                                                
27 Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), xiii. 
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produce cultural difference.28  He explains, “The efficacy of neoliberal multiculturalism 

resides in powerful actors’ ability to restructure the arena of political contention, driving 

a wedge between cultural rights and the assertion of the control over resources necessary 

for those rights to be realized.”29  Ultimately, neoliberal multiculturalism provides that an 

allocation of cultural rights by those in power does not threaten their control of land and 

resources, ensuring the dominant group’s maintenance of its economic interests.  In my 

examination of Austin’s contemporary urban planning policies, I build upon Hale’s work 

to critique city planners’ recognition of discriminatory land use practices and the 

perceived allocation of cultural rights through a perpetuation of cultural difference for the 

purposes of economic profitability.  
 

In utilizing these frameworks to analyze the historical and contemporary 

structural inequalities facing working class communities of color in East Austin, this 

report closely examines the role of Austin’s urban planning policies in perpetuating 

continued segregation and displacement of these communities for the profitability and 

benefit of white residents and city elites.  Through an examination of the 1928 Master 

Plan, I show the ways in which Austin city officials systematically displaced and 

subjected to environmental hazards African American and Mexican American 

communities in order to meet the future goals of urban growth for maximum economic 

gain.  Looking at the documentary Gentrification: An Eastside Story, along with the City 

of Austin Cultural Arts Division plan for increased creative capital, one gains an 

understanding of the impending catastrophic effects of contemporary urban planning 

                                                
28 Charles R. Hale, “Neoliberal Multiculturalism: The Remaking of Cultural Rights and Racial Dominance 
in Central America,” Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 28:1 (May 2005), 12-13. 
29 Hale, 13. 
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policies on existing East Austin communities.  In bringing attention to these issues 

affecting working class communities of color historically marginalized in the name of 

progress, I hope to assist in providing a voice for those so often ignored. 
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Chapter 1: Urban “Beautification” and other Modern Fantasies of 
Racial Containment 

In 1913, the Austin American Statesman boasted that Austin, TX was “a delightful 

place to live” and “a beautiful healthy city.”30  A survey of the city’s recreational and 

municipal infrastructure of the time, however, reveals a different story. Austin, the state 

capitol of Texas, could claim no substantial public parks or playgrounds, had only two 

paved streets, and a small handful of sidewalks.31  The Pure Food and Drug 

Administration declared Austin conditions some of the most execrable in the state, with 

grocery stores and meat markets among the “very dirtiest.”32 Like many turn-of-the-

century urban reformers, Austin city planners and elected officials sought to enact 

changes that would create attributes essential for the aesthetic appeal and sanitary 

conditions expected of the modern city.  Progressive planning strategies aimed to unify 

individual city projects, such as “water supply, sewerage, public park space, university 

sites, transit systems, and residential subdivisions,” for the holistic health and well-being 

of city residents.33  As public support for urban reform soared well into the 1920s, Austin 

city officials set out to implement their vision of a clean, orderly, and contained urban 

space that integrated the beautiful terrain of the Texas hill country.  This vision included 

a delineation of urban beautification initiatives along with a mapped racial social order 

that marked Austin as a Progressive, “modern city.”   

                                                
30 Quoted in David C. Humphrey and William W. Crawford, Jr., “A Residential City,” Austin: An 
Illustrated History (Sun Valley: American Historical Press, 2001), 161.   
31 Humphrey and Crawford, 164. 
32 Ibid.   
33 Jon A. Peterson, The Birth of City Planning in the United States, 1840-1917 (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2003), 6. 
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Hired in 1927 to devise a model framework for the city’s future development, the 

Dallas engineering firm of Koch and Fowler published in January of 1928 “A City Plan 

for Austin, TX.”34  The goal of the 1928 Master Plan (the title commonly invoked by 

locals) aimed to identify necessary “improvements” required for reinvention of the 

modern city space as an attractive, healthy, safe, and marketable entity.  As I will argue, 

“undesirable” populations and environmentally “objectionable” industries explicitly 

identified in the Master Plan were outside the scope of this vision, and thus, warranted a 

well-devised plan for their removal and subsequent relocation.  In line with the 

Progressive mentality of urban reform, Austin’s City Planning Commission implemented 

policies in line with a modern segregationist project. Such policies called for the 

displacement of primarily African American and Mexican American communities in 

order to present an image of a morally and socially progressive, sanitary city space.    

In this chapter, I argue that turn-of-the-century city beautification and Progressive 

era reform movements greatly influenced Koch and Fowler’s definition of the modern 

city.  These movements coincided with mass migrations of immigrants and people of 

color to industrial and urban epicenters across the country, leading to increased racial 

tensions in cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and New York.35  The rise in racially 

motivated violence in the decades prior to, and concurrent with, the publication of The 

1928 Master Plan provides a framework for understanding the historical moment out of 

which Koch and Fowler’s modern Austin emerges.  Reform era anxieties surrounding 

race and morality manifested, across the country, including Austin, with the formation of 

                                                
34 Koch and Fowler, Preface and Introduction, “A City Plan for Austin, TX,” (Austin: City Planning 
Commission, 1928), no numerical pagination, second and third page of document.  
35 William M. Tuttle, Jr., Race Riot: Chicago in the Red Summer of 1919 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1996), 11-13. 
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the white supremacist organization, the Ku Klux Klan.  Local historians David C. 

Humphrey and William W. Crawford, Jr. emphasize that Austin’s Capital City Klan not 

only focused their attention on the maintenance of white supremacy, but also the 

eradication of social immorality, such as “bootlegging, gambling, ‘wild women,’ even 

‘petting parties’ on public highways.”36  While public officials condemned the presence 

of the hate group in their city and state, the KKK’s mandates for a segregated moral order 

served as an illustration of the most debase conception of modernity adopted by Koch 

and Fowler in The 1928 Master Plan.37   

In order to present a clear understanding of what constituted a modern city at this 

time, I examine several examples of beautification projects the consultants suggest, along 

with their detailed instructions explaining how to constitutionally regulate racial 

segregation.  Throughout this chapter I consider specific instances of segregation that 

affected African-Americans and Mexican Americans in Austin during the first half of the 

20th-century.  Additionally, I explore the rezoning of “objectionable” industries to 

coincide with the relocation of African American and Mexican American communities to 

Austin’s Eastside, illustrating the advent of environmentally racist urban planning 

policies that continue to affect communities of color in East Austin today.  My analysis 

will reveal how Koch and Fowler’s 1928 Master Plan crystallizes the convergence of 

modernity with an explicitly segregationist project, exhibiting the undeniable link 

between the displacement of racialized bodies and the deliberate location of industries 

deemed too objectionable for white spaces.  Finally, I look at the construction of the 

Interstate-35 freeway and the cementing of the line that divides white Austin from people 

                                                
36 Humphrey and Crawford, 174. 
37 Humphrey and Crawford, 174-175. 
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of color and hazardous industries.  I explore the ways in which the 1928 Master Plan 

codified and perpetuated social boundaries along color lines, and mapped social 

geographies of containment and invisibility to maintain the fantasy of a pristine, modern 

metropolis developed explicitly for a white Austin.  This logic of Progressivism that 

sanctioned residential segregation inaugurated in the 1928 Master Plan continues to 

inform urban planning policies today. 

Modern Austin: “Beautification” as Social Control 

The concept of the “modern city” was rooted in a turn-of-the-century national 

movement known as the City Beautiful Movement. Reflecting Progressive era reform 

efforts of the time, urban reformers believed that beautification of the urban environment 

would inculcate moral behavior and proper virtues in its residents.38  Historian Paul S. 

Boyer explains the convergence of reformers’ expectations for the citizen’s renewed 

devotion to a beautiful city and his increased social morality: 
 
Fundamentally, [the city beautiful movement] sprang from the conviction that a 
more livable and attractive urban environment would call forth an answering 
surge of civic loyalty from the urban populace, and that this in turn 
would…reverse the decay of social and moral cohesiveness which seemed so 
inevitable a concomitant of the rise of cities…a more beautiful city would surely 
be a place of superior “moral development.”39 

Following this logic, city beautification reform ideology would inspire citizens to feel a 

sense of community and cohesion with those of similar moral and social values.  This 

model for urban beautification presented an ideal of the comprehensively ordered modern 

                                                
38 Thomas S. Hines, “The Imperial Mall: The City Beautiful Movement and the Washington Plan of 1901-
02" in The Mall in Washington, 1791-1991, edited by Richard Longstreth (Hanover: The University Press 
of England, 1991), 95. 
39 Paul S. Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order in America, 1820-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1978), 264. 
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city, where a man-made, urban environment would be in harmony with the divinely 

created, natural environment, and realized in the form of parks and landscaped grounds 

deemed vital to the “fitness” of a community.40  Additionally, the modern city’s 

infrastructure would provide advanced sanitation and transportation systems in line with 

developing technology of the time, such as indoor plumbing and paved streets for 

automobile traffic.41  Reformers across the country promoted urban beautification as a 

means to combat the dilapidation, unsanitary conditions, and perceived social ills of the 

rapidly sprawling industrial city.   

As one of the many reform-minded politicians of the Progressive era, Austin 

Mayor A.P. Wooldridge emerged as an ardent supporter of city improvement strategies, 

which incorporated urban planning policies and beautification initiatives to create a more 

“healthful,” and “attractive” urban environment for Austin residents, as well as a more 

moral citizenry to suit the “modern city.”42  During his third mayoral campaign in 1915, 

Wooldridge boasted, “We have done more to make the city beautiful than anyone else…I 

glory in these things,” referring to the development of some small recreational parks and 

playgrounds, and his perception of the moral standing of his citizens after the elimination 

of what came to be known as Austin’s red light district.43  Despite Wooldridge’s critics 

and political rivals’ declarations of “his claims of progress as deceptive, extravagant, and 

massively egotistical,” Austinites voted him in for a third term by a margin of more than 

two-to-one.44  Similar words were used to describe many Progressive politicians in the 

                                                
40 Alexandra Minna Stern, Eugenic Nation: Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern America 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 117. 
41 Boyer, 263. 
42 Humphrey and Crawford, 166. 
43 Humphrey and Crawford, 167. 
44 Andrew Zilker quoted in Humphrey and Crawford, 167-168. 
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U.S., along with their failed promises of an era.45  Austin merely represented a 

microcosm of the larger cultural shift occurring across the country in the name of 

“progress.”   

The overwhelming public support for Wooldridge’s strategies of urban reform 

cannot be considered in isolation from some of his other noteworthy political positions. 

He firmly believed that, while “Negroes” were accepted as Austin residents, they should 

remember that white residents “will tolerate no idea of social equality.”46  This stance 

explicitly entangled the ethos of the Progressive era with an advocacy for social 

segregation: the Progressive city—the moral and modern city—would have no place for 

racemixing in its future.  And while Wooldridge afforded African American residents a 

tolerable, if degraded status, he considered Mexican residents to be urban intruders. With 

some recent immigrants fleeing revolutionary turmoil, he perceived of Mexicans as a 

transient population, always “coming and going.”  Wooldridge neglected the fact that the 

Mexican-American barrios near Shoal Creek, Waller Creek, and to the east of what 

would eventually be East Avenue, had all been well established, some for 40 years, by 

the time he came into office.47  

According to anthropologist Martha Menchaca, racial minorities and immigrants 

were expressly excluded from the conception of a cohesive community of ordered, moral, 

and healthy citizens.  African-Americans, Mexican-Americans, and other groups were 

believed to be so culturally and morally deficient that their very presence and interaction 

with white citizens within a city space could lead to the contamination and deterioration 

                                                
45 George Brown Tindall and David E. Shi, America: A Narrative History, 5th ed., Vol 2 (New York: 
Norton and Company, 1999), 1110-111. 
46 Humphrey and Crawford, 173. 
47 Humphrey and Crawford, 178. 
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of white cultures.48  This belief was largely predicated upon turn-of-the-century 

pseudoscience of Social Darwinism.49  In her study of pre-WWII era Los Angeles, 

historian Natalia Molina explains how this pseudoscience formed the foundation for 

American white superiority in contrast to ethnic immigrants and racial “others” deemed 

culturally, intellectually, morally, and socially inferior to their white counterparts.50  

Beautification initiatives, thus, became intertwined with Progressive ideology of social 

order represented by a moral, healthy, and clean urban space for an exclusively white 

citizenry.  Koch and Fowler directly addressed these issues of modernity with their 

suggested implementation of a codified segregation intended to beautify and sanitize 

Austin’s urban landscape through the removal of populations and industries deemed 

“objectionable.”  

COLOR LINES OF 1920S URBAN REFORM 

As race-mixing became one of modernity’s perceived social ills, officials at 

multiple levels of city and state government sought to maintain racial segregation and 

eliminate perceived threats to their ideal of social stability. This became apparent by 

extent to which city officials were willing to deploy brute physical force and violence to 

maintain segregated racial space.  In the fall of 1919, John Shilladay, the Executive 

Secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, traveled to 

Austin to protest efforts by the State Attorney General to quell NAACP desegregation 

                                                
48 Martha Menchaca, The Mexican Outsiders: A Community History of Marginalization and 
Discrimination in California (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995), 32. 
49 Menchaca, 32; Natalia Molina, Fit to be Citizens?: Public Health and Race in Los Angeles, 1879-1939 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 49. For more on the relationship between anti-immigrant 
sentiment and the eugenics movement, see Matthew Frye Jacobsen, Barbarian Virtues: The United States 
Encounters Foreign Peoples at Home and Abroad 1876-917 (New York: Hill and Wang, 2000), 154-155. 
50 Molina, 49. 
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campaigns in Texas.  Outside the Driskill Hotel a group of white Austinites, including 

County Judge Dave Pickle and the Travis County sheriff, brutally attacked Shilladay—a 

white man.51  Pickle justified the “good thrashing on general principles,” exclaiming, 

“Shilladay was advocating the doing away of all Jim Crow laws.”52  Pickle believed this 

offense warranted an immediate and violent reprisal. Governor William Hobby 

eventually exonerated the judge, declaring Shilladay “the only offender.”53  He and other 

civic leaders of the era identified integrationists as direct threats to the racial hierarchy of 

white supremacy, ultimately jeopardizing the urban social order of the day. 

Shilladay arrived in the capital city shortly after the “Red Summer” race riots of 

1919.  The influx of African American workers to urban centers across the U.S. 

threatened established racial hierarchies within the national industrial landscape.  As 

mass migration from rural to urban areas between 1860 and 1910 ensued, the total 

number of U.S. urban residents increased from 31.4 million to 91.9 million, with 46% of 

the U.S. population residing in cities of 2,500 or more.54  In a post-Reconstruction era 

industrial America, African Americans for the first time lived and worked amongst white 

immigrant and working class city dwellers who began to fear the loss of what meager 

social capital they possessed within the established racial hierarchy.  Historian William 

M. Tuttle describes the instability of that tumultuous year: 
  

For their part, black men and women, North and South, entered 1919 with 
aspirations for a larger share of both the nation’s democracy and its wealth.  
Tension mounted as these aspirations collided with a general white determination 

                                                
51 Bruce Glasrud and James M. Smallwood, ed., “The Twentieth Century Experience: an Introduction,” in 
The African American Experience in Texas: An Anthology (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2007), 
175. 
52  Humphrey and Crawford, 174. 
53 Humphrey and Crawford, 174. 
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to reaffirm the black people’s pre[WWI] status on the bottom rung of the nation’s 
racial and economic ladder.  In 1919 racial uneasiness was evident in cities and 
towns throughout the country…These various factors coalesced time and time 
again in 1919, to provoke an unparalleled outburst of racial violence.55 

The anxieties surrounding the presence of African Americans culminated in the form of 

white lynch mobs, who used physical brutality to maintain white supremacy through a 

furiously enforced mob justice.  During the six month time period between April and 

October, the country experienced unprecedented racial violence directed toward African 

Americans in the form of execution-style burnings, lynchings, and shootings in 25 cities 

and towns throughout the South and parts of the North, Midwest and Southwest. This 

national upheaval reflected the disruption of locally established racial orders, which some 

white Americans felt should be protected at any cost.56  Violent white supremacist 

groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan, swelled across the country, in the state of Texas, and 

the city of Austin.   

By inflated accounts, the national membership of the Ku Klux Klan peaked at an 

estimated three to eight million in the early 1920s.  Due to the secretive nature of Klan 

participation, these numbers remain a general estimate.  Particularly in the Southwest, the 

KKK’s rapid expansion came as a reaction to the perceived decline in urban morality.57  

One Texas Klansman declared, “It is going to bring clean moving pictures…clean 

literature…break up roadside parking…enforce the laws…protect the homes.”58  By 

framing their claims to a white supremacist order inherently embedded in reform era 

rhetoric, the KKK presented a case for a racialized social order rooted in narratives of a 

social morality and cultural cleanliness.  In 1921, the Ku Klux Klan organized Capital 
                                                
55 Tuttle, 21-22. 
56 Tuttle, Jr., 14-26. 
57 Tindall and Shi, 1166-1167. 
58 Quoted in Tindall and Shi, 1167. 
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City Klan No. 81 in Austin, reaching a membership of 1,500 just one year later.   During 

their inaugural year march on Congress Avenue, members campaigned for a patriarchal 

social order and racial hierarchy with signs that read, “White Supremacy,” “Lewd 

Women, This Is Your Only Warning,” “Good Negroes Have No Fear,” “All Native 

Born,” and “Austin Must Be Clean.”59  As the Klan became deeply entrenched in the city 

during the early and mid-1920s, their mandates for a white supremacist social order 

became intertwined with calls for morality, nativist nationalism, and a clean urban 

environment.  The Klan asserted a white, patriarchal policing of women’s bodies coupled 

with intimidation.  They declared that “Good Negroes” accepting of their place within the 

white-established, racial hierarchy should not be afraid of the KKK’s violent retribution. 

Simultaneously, the Klan made nationalistic birthright claims, which clearly excluded 

Austin residents of Mexican descent.   This presents a particularly pointed example of 

what George Lipsitz has termed the “possessive investment in whiteness.”  Ceasing to 

exist in isolation, one must consider the ways in which whiteness intersects with societal 

understandings of other races, class, gender, and sexuality. Thus, the deeply entrenched 

privileges and power structures of whiteness act in concert with and against social 

positionalities of non-whiteness.60 

While progressives and reformers openly denounced the violent intimidation 

tactics of the KKK, many embraced the ideals of racial segregation as paramount to 

urban progress.  President Woodrow Wilson was one such Progressive who expressly 

advocated for segregation of African Americans in order to avoid infiltration by what he 

                                                
59 Quoted in Humphrey and Crawford, 174. 
60 George Lipsitz, Rev. and expanded ed. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People 
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determined, an “ignorant and hostile…inferior race.”61  The Klan retreated from the 

Austin public eye in the late 1920s as their methods of intimidation and terrorism became 

incompatible with the desired order of moral urban spaces.  However, their mandates for 

a racial social order remained vital to reform-minded city planners’ conceptions of the 

modern city.  As Austin city officials moved in the direction of more socially acceptable 

urban stratification, the need to contain and segregate became the perceived rational and 

humane implementation of modernity’s principles of racialization. 

MASTER PLANNING:  SEGREGATION AND SOCIAL ORDER 

In January of 1928, invoking rhetoric that reflected that of Progressive urban 

reform ideology, the Dallas engineering consulting firm of Koch and Fowler presented to 

the City Planning Commission of Austin the document, “A City Plan for Austin, 

Texas.”62  The intended goal of the 1928 Master Plan was to identify the necessary 

“improvements” to reinvent Austin as an attractive, and marketable, modern city.  This 

urban planning strategy resulted in policies of racial segregation, through which city 

planners aimed to enhance specific sections of the city of Austin by removing those 

populations deemed incompatible with the ordered nature of the modern city.  On the first 

page of the Master Plan, in an expressly congratulatory manner, the engineers explain the 

importance of the planning committee’s decision to invest in an ordered plan for future 

urban development:  
 

In authorizing the preparation of a comprehensive city plan Austin has recognized 
the fact that building of a modern, efficient city is more than a mere accident and 
that the best advantages are more available only when a good city plan has been 

                                                
61 Quoted in Tindall and Shi, 1111. 
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adopted, and a program provided which will suggest certain re-adjustments and 
the co-ordination of the future improvements.63 

In line with national attention on urban conditions, Austin officials’ decision to initiate 

the move toward modernization and efficiency of their city suggests a sense of urgency 

given the lack of existing directives.  Koch and Fowler seem to validate this concern with 

the statement that “certain re-adjustments” and “future improvements” for the city will be 

suggested.  Reading between the lines, a “modern” and “efficient city” should be able to 

adequately manage potential threats to urban harmony, such as immigrant populations 

and the increasingly fluid racial order brought on by urbanization at the-turn-of-the-

century.  Koch and Fowler provided Austin with an organized plan for modernization that 

ultimately resulted in the implementation of institutionalized racial segregation, 

something many cities across the country began to practice at this time.64   

During the 1920s, Los Angeles was one of the cities Austin closely resembled.  

Both experienced rapid growth with increased populations of color and unintended racial 

mixing within unplanned neighborhoods.  The need for an industrial workforce led to an 

influx of Mexican immigrants, as well as African Americans and other working class 

populations, to Central and East Los Angeles.65  Residential stratification became 

increasingly segregated across class lines. Asians, African Americans, Jews and 

Mexicans often occupied the same heterogeneous communities while their white 

counterparts settled to the west.66  As residential race mixing became a growing concern 

                                                
63 Koch and Fowler, 1. 
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for cities across the country, George Sánchez notes that Los Angeles, owing to its 

diversity, very quickly adopted strategies to implement racial zoning laws and restrictive 

housing practices.  In his study of the Mexican American generation, Sánchez explains 

that although Mexican residents accounted for twenty to forty percent of those residing in 

most districts within this area of the city, nevertheless “this period saw the widespread 

use of racially restrictive covenants by real estate brokers and owners intent on keeping 

‘undesirables’ out of Anglo American Protestant communities.”67  Similarly, as perceived 

“undesirable” populations began to infiltrate various residential areas throughout the city 

of Austin, comparable strategies were utilized to maintain racial segregation between 

white communities and communities of color. 

Prior to the 1928 Master Plan, people of color resided in virtually every section of 

the city without legal restriction (See Figure 1).68  While real estate in areas such as Hyde 

Park in North Central Austin advertised “For Whites Only” and exclusive African 

American settlements popped up in areas of Central, East Austin and West of the city 

limits, as well as Mexican American neighborhoods long established in the areas of Shoal 

Creek, Waller Creeks, and around Guadalupe and Fifth Street near the warehouse district, 

residential de jure segregation did not explicitly exist.  Koch and Fowler described this as 

Austin’s “segregation and race problem” and delineated the exact steps that would be 

necessary for Austin to realize a “modern” approach to city planning and racial 

segregation without the concern of constitutional zoning limitations.69  In order to realize 

its full potential, the engineers argued that Austin would need to enact specific social  

                                                
67 Sánchez, 77. 
68 Koch and Fowler, 57; Plate No. 10. 
69 Koch and Fowler, 37. 
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Key:  Dark Square = Business; Shaded Square= White Residence; 

Clear Square = Miscellaneous Residence 

Figure 1: Businesses/Racially Identified Residences, A City Plan for Austin, Texas, 1928.   
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mapping and (re)zoning measures for future development of the city, solidifying the 

future of segregation in Austin and the permanent relocation of African American and 

Mexican American residents from areas of the city intended exclusively for white 

residents. 

The eventual displacement of African American and some Mexican American 

residents throughout Austin required a designated section of the city for their relocation. 

As such, the engineers identified the section of the city in which resided the greatest  

number of African Americans just east of East Avenue.  They provided the following 

recommendation as a way to solve Austin’s race problem: 
 
It is our recommendation that the nearest approach to the solution of the race 
segregation problem will be the recommendation of this district as a negro 
district; and that all the facilities and conveniences be provided the negroes in this 
district, as an incentive to draw the negro population to this area.  This will 
eliminate the necessity of duplication of white and black schools, white and black 
parks, and other duplicate facilities for this area.70 

This denial of public facilities for African American residents anywhere in the city other 

than the Eastside would solidify Austin as a segregated city with a clear designation of 

second-class citizens.  The doctrine of “separate but equal” established in Plessy v. 

Ferguson (1896) allowed cities the constitutional latitude to segregate along racial lines, 

under the condition that sufficient alternatives be provided to segregated classes.  The 

Supreme Court ruling in Plessy relegated to state lawmakers the problem of defining 

racial classifications for the purposes of segregation, which essentially became an issue 

of state sanctioned discrimination enforced at the local level.71  The explicit provision of 

                                                
70 Koch and Fowler, 57. 
71	  Martha Menchaca, Recovering History, Constructing Race: The Indian, Black, and White Roots of 
Mexican Americans (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), 286-287. 
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“facilities and conveniences” in the designated “negro district” served to establish 

segregation in Austin with the implication that African Americans would wholly benefit 

from this new stratification.  However, nowhere else in the city would services or 

facilities be provided for Austin residents of color outside of East Austin.  West Austin 

would essentially be off-limits to African Americans.  Mexican Americans would be 

similarly segregated, though they occupied a more fluid, yet still a fairly limited, position 

within the local racial hierarchy. 

 Residing in several sections of West Austin, one of the most recognizable 

Mexican American neighborhoods was located around Guadalupe and Fifth Street where 

the only Spanish language Catholic Church, Our Lady of Guadalupe had been erected in 

April of 1907.72  Probably the largest employer of Mexican American workers in Austin, 

the AusTex Chili factory was located in the warehouse district near the church, resulting 

in many Mexican American residents making their homes in the area.  The company was 

eventually sold and relocated to East Austin.  With one of the other major Mexican 

American employers La Mantanza (the slaughterhouse) already in the area, the result was 

a larger Mexican American population residing on Austin’s Eastside compared to other 

parts of the city.73  Subsequently, the church also relocated.  In 1926, the building was 

dismantled and literally moved from its original location to be reconstructed at its new 

site on the Eastside. Afterward, newly-arrived Mexican American families settled 

primarily where the work and community had relocated. 74   

                                                
72 Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church.  “History of Our Lady of Guadalupe Church.” 
http://www.olgaustin.org/history.shtml (Accessed June 30, 2011). 
73 Richard Moya, interview by José Angel Gutiérrez, Tejano Voices, The University of Texas at Arlington 
Center for Mexican American Studies Oral History project, 30 January 2003, transcript, 
http://library.uta.edu/tejanovoices/interview.jsp?CMASNo=159# (Accessed July 31, 2011), 8. 
74 Moya, 8, 10; Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church. 



35 

 

While the Mexican American community’s relocation to East Austin occurred 

prior to the publication of the 1928 Master Plan, members of the community were still 

subjected to segregation through institutionalized racism.  The doctrine of “separate but 

equal” was realized most tangibly for Mexican Americans in the form of segregated 

schools.  Born in Austin on August 14, 1932, Richard Moya, founding member and 

previous chair of the Mexican American Democrats of Texas, as well as the first Mexican 

American elected to the Travis County Commissioners’ Court, recalls his experience 

living in a segregated East Austin where Mexican American and white students residing 

in the same district were required to attend separate elementary schools: 
 
I was six when I started going to school…the first grade at Zavala Elementary  
School. …And there, there’s a history about that school, the reason that school 
was there.  …that school was pretty new…built in ’36.  …what we realized right 
away is, or our parents realized that…the Austin Independent School District, at 
that particular time, because a lot of Mexicanos were moving over in that part of 
town…they built it with something in mind and what they had in mind was to 
segregate the Mexicans from the Anglos.  And the way they did it is that…the 
district for Zavala Elementary and the district for Metz Elementary were identical.  
The lines were exactly the same.  You know, usually you think of districts…, 
where one school stops and the other one starts.  But these were, they were 
overlapping districts and they were, it became very obvious after, you know, as 
we were getting older…if you were Mexican-American and you lived in that 
district, you went to Zavala and if you were an Anglo and you lived across the 
street from where I lived when I went to Zavala and you were an Anglo, you went 
to Metz.75 

The intent of the city to maintain segregation through the education system was clear. 

Since residential proximity did not always allow for adequate separation of the races, 

segregation was also manifest in public spaces, such as the brand new school building, 

providing the necessary social division expected to be maintained between white 

                                                
75 Moya, 11-12. 
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residents and the perceived culturally and intellectually inferior racial “others.”  Sánchez 

points out that while educational segregation was often predicated upon residential 

segregation, perceived “deficiencies” of Mexican American students also justified 

isolation from white peers: 
 
…the segregation of Chicanos resulted from both residential segregation and the 
placement of Mexican students in separate facilities because, it was argued, of 
their language deficiencies.  In addition, IQ testing in the 1920s and 1930s 
contributed to the belief held by educators that most Mexican children were 
“retarded,” thus providing additional evidence to separate them from other 
students.  Even when Chicano youngsters attended the same schools as Anglos, 
they were often separated into distinct classes for those deemed “slow” or those 
who could aspire to nothing more than vocational training. 76 

This perception of Mexicans as “retarded” or “slow” and incapable of aspiring to 

anything other than menial workers provided school administrators with the necessary 

pretext for segregating Mexican American students from white students when residential 

segregation failed to provide adequate separation of the races.  

Moya’s experience and impressive credentials suggest that Mexican American 

students were not as deficient as the segregated schools they were forced to attend.  He 

explains that after moving only a few blocks away from Metz Elementary, his mother 

contested the school’s decision not to allow her children to attend the all-white school: 
 
 

                                                
76 Sánchez, 259.  For examples of common justifications, such as “language, hygiene, and…‘special 
needs,’” employed in the segregation of Mexican and Mexican American students in Southern California 
county schools, see Menchaca, Mexican Outsiders, 77.  For a discussion of these justifications, such as 
perceived language and intelligence deficiencies, used to segregate Mexican American students in 
California and Texas, see also, Menchaca, Recovering History, Constructing Race, 288-290.  Menchaca 
examines key legal arguments utilized in the fight against state sanctioned segregation, including parents’ 
assertion of their whiteness in order to subvert their children’s classification as Indians.  Rulings in favor of 
Mexican families included Roberto Alvarez v. Lemon Grove School District (1931), in which the court 
determined segregation of Mexican students due to perceived language barriers disrupted the 
Americanization process.  



37 

 

…they didn’t want us to go to Metz.  Well, my mom, fire lady that she was then,  
she just thought that there was something wrong with that system.  I mean, she 
did not like it.  You know, she wasn’t on board [with] discrimination…She could 
see something was going on.  So she raised all kinds of hell.  All the way to the 
superintendent of schools.  And she went over there and she told them, ‘it doesn’t 
make any sense to me that my kids have to walk to Zavala and go right past Metz 
to go [there].  And well, she raised…enough hell, I guess, that they allowed us to 
go.  But man, that was…a tough three years for me because what happened then 
was that there was only five Hispanics in the whole school…two of them were my 
sister and I / …those kids that lived on River View had to run like hell to get to 
Zavala so they wouldn’t be late to school.  Because they wouldn’t let them go [to 
Metz].  And so…that was kind of a rude awakening for me and I think it kind of 
molded the rest of my life because I said, now wait a minute.  There’s something 
wrong with this deal.  I mean, why, why, why can’t this guy, I remember one of 
them was named Arturo…he became a friend of mine…why can’t he go to class 
with me here?  And I asked why don’t you go…?  ‘Pues no me dejan.’  [Well, 
they won’t let me].  Of course, I was young then, you know, and trying to figure 
out what was going on.77 

What was “going on” was the sanctioned segregation of those deemed socially and 

racially inferior to their white counterparts.  Moya’s mother was savvy enough to 

navigate a hostile bureaucracy intent on keeping her children from receiving the benefits 

white children received in their district.  However, the majority of Mexican American 

parents did not possess this knowledge, and educational segregation of Mexican 

Americans remained the status quo in Austin.  During this time period race mixing 

became less and less tolerated, as cities across the country participating in urban reform 

efforts aimed to cleanse their city of perceived contaminants and social ills believed to be 

propagated by racial “others” who would adversely affect the white citizenry through 

racial contamination.  Austin city planners addressed these potential threats to the health 

of the modern urban social order with policies of residential segregation, ensuring the 

containment of racialized bodies, along with environmentally hazardous industries.   

                                                
77 Moya, 13-14. 
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URBAN LANDSCAPES: OBJECTIONABLE BODIES, OBJECTIONABLE INDUSTRIES  

Garnering almost completely unfettered public support, Austin urban planning 

officials set out to “improve” the city space for white residents and visitors through racial 

segregation and beautification reform efforts.  City planners hoped to provide a sense of 

urban social order through racial and environmental containment, while simultaneously 

sustaining municipal profitability.  Koch and Fowler understood the anxiety surrounding 

social ills associated with the city and their 1928 Master Plan aimed to assuage perceived 

tensions between morality, healthfulness, and future urban growth: 
 
There are very few cities which are not now engaged in attempting to correct 
certain acute evils resulting from neglect, or lack of co-ordinate efforts.  But in 
making such corrections, without the aid of a comprehensive city plan the 
corrections too often are but of a temporary nature, and each succeeding 
correction becomes more costly and difficult to accomplish.78 

The “acute evils” to which the engineers referred pertained to the potential urban chaos 

that would ensue if city planners did not lay an adequate foundation for Austin’s future 

growth and profitability.  City officials would need to take into account several factors 

when mapping out necessary “improvements,” such as the acquisition of mass 

landholdings, “public health” and safety considerations, and the appropriate location for 

businesses of “objectionable industrial use” so as not to interfere with the appeal of the 

downtown district.79  With the adoption of specific zoning ordinances aimed at racial 

segregation and the relocation of “objectionable” industries, Austin city planners set out 

to safeguard the health and well-being of their white constituents with these permanent 

“improvements” to the urban landscape.80 

                                                
78 Koch and Fowler, 1. 
79 Koch and Fowler, 21-25, 37, 53. 
80 Molina, 21. 



39 

 

Koch and Fowler argued that Austin was in a very unique position (literally) 

given its “natural beauty of topography” and the potential for marketability as a 

recreational haven for residents; so much so in fact, the engineer’s primary focus on land 

purchases and remapping of the city revolved around their mandate that Austin “should 

preserve, for the city dweller, as much natural topography and scenery as possible.”81  

This, of course, referred to Austin’s white residents as the sole beneficiaries of the 

recreational potential the city’s landscape offered.  The 1928 Master Plan called for the 

city and state to purchase from private landowners thousands of Acres of what is today 

known as Austin’s Greenbelt.  In addition to the larger landholdings, the Master Plan 

identified several areas that would be ideal locations for boulevards and recreational 

playfields.  However, African American and Mexican American settlements occupied 

some of these identified areas throughout the city, leaving city planners the precarious 

predicament of enacting a forced, constitutional segregation. 

In 1917 the Supreme Court established that city zoning based exclusively upon 

race violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.82  Koch and 

Fowler determined that zoning practices needed only to incorporate an appeal to 

community safety in order to circumvent the constitutional requirements of zoning 

statutes set forth in Buchanan v. Warley:  
 
The zoning ordinance must be based primarily upon the principle of public safety 
and public health rather than upon any purely aesthetic consideration.  Experience 
has shown that where a zoning ordinance is based upon the safety and health of 
the community and is broad and comprehensive in its requirements, there is very 
little chance of its being declared unconstitutional.83 

                                                
81 Koch and Fowler, 21-25. 
82 Buchanan v. Warley, 245 U.S. 60, 1917. 
83 Koch and Fowler, 51. 
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Since a “purely aesthetic consideration” could not factor into the designation of zoning 

restrictions, Koch and Fowler appealed to Progressive Era urban reform health and 

sanitation mandates, while manipulating very strategic language to avoid the 

determination of their segregationist activity as unconstitutional.  Reference to African 

American settlements as public safety and health concerns provided the necessary 

language for the appropriation of land and the restriction of its use under the guise of a 

spatial segregation deemed requisite for the benefit of white Austinites.   

Employing this linguistic strategy in line with Progressive Era “beautification” 

initiatives, the Master Plan highlighted several specific areas of the city that would be 

ideal locations for boulevards, parks, and playgrounds: 
 

…from Red River to East Avenue and straightening Waller Creek through this 
area, a wonderful neighborhood play ground site can be claimed from property 
which is now very low in value and, in its present condition, is a menace to the 
health of the neighborhood.84    

Since African Americans and Mexican Americans inhabited a number of the designated 

“improvement” areas throughout Austin, Koch and Fowler employed strategic language 

to justify the displacement of those residents from lands to be secured for public (white 

resident) use: 
 
Most of the property which will be needed is at present occupied by very 
unsightly and unsanitary shacks inhabited by negroes.  With these buildings 
removed to provide for the trafficway, most of the remaining property will be of a 
substantial and more desirable type.85 

The consultants’ repeated use of the words “cheap” and “unsightly” coupled with 

“unsanitary” and “menace to the health of the neighborhood” throughout the document 

                                                
84 Koch and Fowler, 56. 
85 Koch and Fowler, 27-28. 
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provided the necessary language to meet the constitutionality of city zoning, while 

simultaneously making a case for the displacement and residential segregation of 

communities of color in Austin.  Similar practices proliferated across the country, 

particularly in urban epicenters with large immigrant populations, resulting in segregation 

of racialized populations deemed a threat to public health, and whiteness, in general. 

In her study of race and public health campaigns in pre-WWII era Los Angeles, 

Molina explains the ways in which public health officials helped to solidify racial 

hierarchies at local and regional levels.  Health officers perpetuated white Angelenos’ 

fear of immigrants “not only as detrimental to the nation’s moral and social fabric but as 

a biological threat as well.”86  Health administrators’ routine characterization of Mexicans 

and Japanese, the city’s largest racialized populations, as “ignorant classes” and carriers 

of disease resulted in the social exclusion of those residents.87  Mexicans specifically 

were thought to be “aimless and primitive” and were labeled as filthy, lacking in 

“personal hygiene,” carriers of typhus, and “potentially pathogenic.”88  Barrios and 

migrant camps were subjected to continued surveillance through routine inspections, 

sanitization guidelines, and even quarantine facilities.89   

The deleterious effects of the language and practices used to label Mexican 

residents as socially inferior, along with other racialized communities in Los Angeles, 

ensured the preservation of white spaces through cultural separation and racial 

containment.  Segregation was deemed absolutely necessary for the health and well-being 

of white Angelenos.  While Molina points to Mexican residents as a primary concern in 

                                                
86 Molina, 48. 
87 Molina, 53, 48. 
88 Molina, 61-63. 
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L.A. due to specific local and regional racial hierarchies, Koch and Fowler focused 

primarily on Austin’s “negro problem,” likely due to the more conspicuous African 

American settlements established on lands most desired for future city “improvements” 

within the specific locality of Austin, TX.  As the engineering consultants made a case 

for the removal of the city’s “undesirable” populations from the most desirable city lands, 

they also determined that the site of their permanent relocation would be the best place to 

designate the location of the city’s hazardous industrial district. 

In determining that the industrial economies located south of Fifth Street would 

eventually inhibit the future growth of the downtown business district, Koch and Fowler 

presented a map of the planned industrial zones intended to alleviate downtown’s burden 

of undesirable commercial enterprises with their relocation to East Austin.90  As a result, 

several areas to the east of East Avenue were designated as zoning for an “Industrial 

District” intended for “industrial use not particularly offensive” and an “Unrestricted 

District” intended for more “objectionable industrial uses,” which likely included 

hazardous and polluting industries.91  The plan called for existing and future industries, 

regardless of the level of measured “offensiveness,” to be relocated to the section of the 

city in which the largest Mexican American population resided, and where the new 

“negro district” would be constructed.92 Thus, environmental racism—racial 

discrimination and targeting of communities of color in environmental decision-

                                                
90 Molina, 49. 
91 Molina, 53. 
92 This section of Austin consisted of what is the present-day Cesar Chavez neighborhood.  According to 
the 2000 census, 84% of the estimated 8,000 residents identified as Hispanic or Latino. 
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making—comprised the foundation of residential segregation as a central feature of urban 

planning policy in Austin.93     

As such, the development of a “desirable” and ordered urban environment for 

white residents—which included the implementation of modern sanitation initiatives, the 

design of numerous parks and playgrounds for recreational use, the preservation of 

thousands of undeveloped acreage in Austin’s Greenbelt, and the elimination of 

unsanitary factories from Austin’s downtown—resulted in the disparate burden of 

hazardous industries afflicting segregated residents of color.  The East Austin grassroots 

environmental justice organization, People Organizing in Defense of Earth and her 

Resources (PODER), reflect upon the cumulative toll these discriminatory urban 

planning decisions have had on their community: 
  

Historically, communities of color, Latinos, African-Americans, Asian-Americans  
and Native Americans, have been disproportionately affected by toxic 
contamination.  At the same time, our communities have not benefited equitably 
from these industries.  As we look into our own backyards, we see a power plant, 
fuel storage tank farms, refineries, lumber companies, and most recently, high 
tech industries which emit their pollutants into the air we breath, the water we 
drink and the earth that sustains us.94 

As PODER points out, African American and Mexican American communities continue 

to contend with the deliberate concentration of toxic and polluting industries in their 

neighborhoods.  This historic containment of “objectionable” industries along with black 

and brown bodies within East Austin, ensured that the “purity” and “cleanliness” of a 

white West Austin would not be threatened and was indeed safeguarded for decades to 

follow. 

                                                
93 Definition of environmental racism in Robert D. Bullard, Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices 
from the Grassroots (Boston: South End Press, 1993), 3. 
94 PODER, “History,” http://www.poder-texas.org/history.html (Accessed November 10, 2011). 
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FANTASIES OF CONCRETE DIVISIONS AND RACIAL CONTAINMENT 

Congregating upon a vast slab of concrete, a modest-sized group of white men in 

suits, a handful of white women in skirts, and a marching band awaiting their cue, 

gathered to congratulate themselves for an accomplishment almost 20 years in the 

making: the dedication of Interstate-35 through Austin’s city limits (See Figure 2).95 The 

long awaited addition to the U.S. Interstate Highway System opened for business in May 

of 1962.96  Literally cementing the dividing line between East and West Austin, the 

construction of IH-35 over what was once East Avenue left many exclaiming that the 

construction of the interstate in that exact location was intended to sanction even more 

deliberately racial divisions that had plagued the city for decades.97  Charles Urdy, born 

in Georgetown in 1933, attended graduate school in Austin during the early 60s and later 

served on the Austin City Council from 1981 to 1994, recalls the very real psychological 

barriers that separated the races in Austin before and after the freeway construction: 
 

There was no place that you didn’t see that society was segregated in the city…It 
was different, it was East Avenue at that time, and it was not a high rise or 
anything. You could walk across it…So there was not a barrier, a physical barrier 
in that sense …  But all, whether it was I-35 that you thought of as a physical 
barrier, there was a line there somewhere, that everybody knew pretty much 
where, where it was. It might have been a moving boundary but it was, it was 
there, and you pretty much [knew] wherever, Black folks lived white folks didn’t. 
That was the way it was wherever you, however you perceived it. That was not an 
unknown thing, you know.98 

  

                                                
95 Texas Freeway.com, “Opening Ceremony,” May 26, 1962 http://www.texasfreeway.com/austin/historic/ 
photos/i35/images/i35_austin_opening_ceremony_3-29-1962.jpg (Accessed May 2, 2011). 
96 Texas Freeway.com, “Historic Photos of Austin Area,” http://www.texasfreeway.com/austin/ 
historic/photos/austin_historic_photos.shtml (Accessed May 2, 2011).  
97 Humphrey and Crawford, 213. 
98 Charles Urdy, interview by Heather Teague, Lift Every Voice, African American Oral History Project, 
The University of Texas at Austin, 23 February 2004, Clip 4 transcript, http://www.utexas.edu/world/ 
lifteveryvoice/histories/urdy/transcript_clip4.html (Accessed November 28, 2011). 
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Figure 2:  Interstate-35 Dedication Ceremony, 1962. 

According to Urdy, IH-35 was merely a physical manifestation of the lived reality for so 

many in East Austin.  Regardless of the freeway construction in the exact location of East 

Avenue, the original thoroughfare of racial division, communities of color residing on 

Austin’s Eastside knew that West Austin had no place for them.  Yet, this seemed of little 

concern to those who insisted that the interstate was crucial for the continued growth of 

the Capital City, without which, it was argued, Austin would suffer a slow death due to a 

lack of profitability.99  In a post-WWII economy, progress came in the form of concrete 

lanes and oppositional flows of speeding traffic.  

                                                
99 Humphrey and Crawford, 213. 
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Municipalities across the country experienced the boom of car culture and the 

freedom of unchecked suburban sprawl made accessible through the recently established 

U.S. superhighway system.  Freeways meant that the perceived social ills of the city, a 

main concern of Progressive era urban reformers, could be left behind in one’s rearview 

mirror, or better yet, simply driven over while traveling at top speeds in the comfort of 

one’s car.  In his study of post-WWII Los Angeles, Eric Avila explains the significance 

of freeways within an urban environment, pointing to the calculated decisions of regional 

planners hoping to present a prescribed and pristine image of the city that eliminated 

“scenes of racial poverty, deindustrialization, urban renewal and other unsightly features” 

that often afflicted the metropolis.100  What remained was a constructed fantasy of the 

“Main Street” ideal, which masked the realities of a segregated and denigrated urban 

environment.  In 1965, focused primarily on this idealistic conceptions of this constructed 

urban fantasy, Carey McWilliams wrote a piece in The Nation about the unexpected side 

effects of Los Angeles sprawl and one’s ability to avoid racial “others”:  
 
For most residents, Los Angeles is a comfortable city, psychologically as well as 
physically, because the unpleasant can be kept in its place—at a safe distance 
from most of the people.  By accident more than design, Los Angeles has been 
organized to further the tendency towards social indifference.  The freeways have 
been carefully designed to skim over and skirt around such eyesores as Watts and 
East Los Angeles; even the downtown section a portion of which has become a 
shopping area for minorities, has been partially bypassed.101 

The physical and psychological disconnect from urban realities provided by the freeway 

system in southern California gave Angelenos a sense of comfort in their own self-

                                                
100 Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 213-214. 
101 Quoted in Avila, 213. 
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involvement.  Willful ignorance and neglect of urban communities of color was simply 

one of the perks of modern city living.   

I contend that the construction of IH-35 provided white Austinites a similar 

opportunity to disconnect from the realities of segregation that kept Austin’s working 

class communities of color concentrated east of the freeway.  Within Austin’s city limits, 

the concrete division of IH-35 serves as a symbol of Austin’s social indifference rooted in 

a white liberal, progressive rhetoric that continues to perpetuate segregation.  This 

spurious fissure symbolizes the long history of deliberate racial segregation and 

discriminatory land use policies that have plagued East Austin residents for nearly a 

century.  With the implementation of The 1928 Master Plan, Austin urban planners 

positioned the city as an environmentally and health conscious metropolis that segregated 

African American and Mexican American communities to a section of the city designated 

explicitly for hazardous industry deemed too “objectionable” for white Austin.  Post-

WWII freeway construction along lines of racial segregation served to solidify white 

Austin’s willful ignorance of a continued racial segregation. 

 

CONCLUSION 

During the earliest decades of the 20th-century, Progressive era reformers sought 

to bring about moral and social order to U.S. urban areas through beautification and racial 

purification initiatives in the name of modern progress.  The City Beautiful Movement 

emphasized green spaces, recreation, and sanitation for the overall health and wellbeing 

of the modern city’s residents.  These prescribed benefits were strictly intended for a 

white citizenry, as the vision of the modern city excluded African American, Mexican 
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American, and other immigrant populations.  Post-reconstruction era industrialization 

resulted in mass migrations from rural areas to crowded cities, resulting in a residential 

race mixing never experienced before in the U.S.  Race relations between white and 

African American workers came to a bloody boil in the summer and fall of 1919 with 

unprecedented racial violence in the form of beatings, burnings, lynchings, and shootings 

of African Americans in towns and cities across the country.  During the 1920s, African 

American and regional immigrant populations throughout the U.S. were seen as major 

contributors to the moral, social, and sanitary declension of urban areas.   

Coinciding with this moment of racial turmoil, urban planning became a mainstay 

for cities looking to profit and grow alongside modern technologies and expectations, 

while simultaneously minimizing racial tensions perceived as disruptive to the moral and 

social order of the modern city.  With the publication of the 1928 Master Plan, city 

officials set out to establish Austin as a modern U.S. city through beautification and 

segregation initiatives along racial lines, fulfilling the segregationist project deemed 

requisite for the modern city to be realized.  Koch and Fowler, engineering consultants 

and authors of the Master Plan, identified Austin’s “race problem” as a significant 

obstruction to future progress.  Thus, the engineers detailed the exact steps necessary to 

ensure the removal of all African American residents from sections of the city designated 

as white to their permanent relocation in the established “negro district” of East Austin.  

Though never explicitly identified in the Master Plan, Mexican American residents 

experienced a similar segregation through forced displacement with the designation of 

their long established neighborhoods as areas critical for Austin’s projected urban 

growth.  Resettlement to Austin’s Eastside, where job opportunities were considerable, 

may have been the only option for displaced Mexican American communities.  Along 
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with segregation of African American and Mexican American residents to East Austin, 

Koch and Fowler repurposed this section of the city to harbor all existing and future 

objectionable industry, further solidifying beautification of a pristine urban environment 

for Austin’s white residents.  Resulting from Austin city officials’ adoption of the 

modern, segregationist project, along with environmentally racist urban planning policies 

initiated nearly a century ago, contemporary communities of color continue to experience 

disproportionate environmental burdens in their East Austin neighborhoods. 

 

Marching forward in the name of “progress,” the construction of Interstate 35 

established a permanent fissure of racial division, upholding the legacy of the 1928 

Master Plan that irreparably marred the landscape and social geography of Austin.   

While the freeway itself is a permanent fixture, the dividing line between east and west 

has become increasingly blurred with the onset of present day gentrification.  In the 

following chapter, I will look at some of the effects that contemporary urban planning 

policies have had on working class communities of color in East Austin.  Through an 

examination of urban arts initiatives intended to boost city revenues, I will show the ways 

in which local culture is appropriated for profit and disregarded as disposable in the wake 

of gentrification and continued “progress,” as East Austin communities of color 

experience an inevitable displacement due to a rising cost of living in their long 

established communities. Finally, I will examine the ways in which East Austin 

grassroots youth justice organizations encourage the creative artistic expression of black 

and brown youth in their protest of environmental racism and gentrifying urban planning 

practices.  
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Chapter 2:  Neoliberal Multiculturalism and the Displacement of 
Working Class Communities of Color from the Creative City 

On the evening of September 22, 2009 at the University of Texas at Austin, John 

Langmore took the podium in the Governor’s Room of the Texas Union to address an 

audience of faculty, staff, students, and various other members of the Austin community.  

The Texas attorney, turned amateur photographer, presented his photo essay entitled 

“Fault Line: a portrait of East Austin,” and lectured on what he perceived to be the vitally 

important purpose of his project: the urgent need to capture the unique East Austin 

cultural experience prior to its permanent erasure due to gentrification.102  His 

photographs depict African American and Mexican American residents participating in 

activities from the routine and mundane—strolling down a sidewalk, sitting on the front 

porch, or having a smoke with friends—to the celebratory festivities of church 

performances and neighborhood parties.  Langmore argues these community scenes will 

soon be mere memories.  A statement accompanying the project’s online photo gallery 

provides an explanation of East Austin’s inevitable fate: 
 

…cities evolve and with evolution comes a struggle to survive…That the 
gentrification disrupting so many working-class neighborhoods across the country 
will work its hand on East Austin is a certainty.  Change is inevitable, and often 
for the better, but we must still take measure of what we lose.  In East Austin, lost 
will be an important history, a strong and deep-rooted sense of community and an 
urban texture that exists nowhere else in a city vying for its spot on the lists of 
America’s ‘coolest’ places to live.103 

                                                
102 John Langmore, “Fault Line: a portrait of East Austin,” Center for Mexican American Studies Platicarte 
Series (Austin, TX), September 22, 2009. 
103 John Langmore photos, “Fault Line—a portrait of East Austin,” 
http://www.johnlangmorephotos.com/#/galleries/fault-line/JL_Faultline_1_NEW (Accessed August 3, 
2011), 37-39. 
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Langmore has acquiesced that East Austin, an important piece of the capital city’s 

history, will most assuredly be lost as a result of gentrification wrought by urban sprawl.  

But rather than advocate for the future integrity of the East Austin community, Langmore 

has chosen to document his interpretation of what it means to be cultural “others” on the 

verge of displacement.  Perhaps this is because when Langmore is not documenting the 

vanishing Eastside culture, one could argue he is furthering it.   

As Vice Chair of the Capital Metro Board of Directors, John Langmore is 

responsible for any and all decisions pertaining to the “operation, control and 

management” of Capital Metro, the public transportation authority in Austin and a major 

consideration of urban planning policy.104  Additionally, as a transportation and land use 

consultant for Texas, Langmore helped to draft influential legislation that provides for 

transportation project financing and comprehensive development agreements throughout 

the state of Texas.105  Given Langmore’s position relative to city and state planning 

decisions, there is no place in Austin where Langmore should feel like an “outsider,” and 

yet, he claims to have been one upon first “crossing” over to Austin’s Eastside: 
 
When I started crossing Interstate 35 into East Austin I went there to be an 
outsider in my own city.  I enjoyed the cool sense of lingering danger.  Until I 
began photographing there, my attraction to East Austin remained as vague as 
that.  Soon I realized it was actually a sense of pride that drew me there.  Pride 
that a place of such unique character, with a tangible soul formed in Austin’s 
early days…still existed in this city…And while no one in East Austin is pleased 
that crime is excessive and economic prosperity scarce, residents are proud of the 
patina history has created…East Austin is not the blank canvas developers might 
see.  It’s like a Picasso—complex, disturbing when viewed from certain angles, 

                                                
104 Capital Metro, “Board of Directors,” 
http://www.capmetro.org/InsideMetro/news_board_of_directors.asp, Capital Metropolitan Transportation 
Authority (Accessed August 3, 2011). 
105 Capital Metro, “John Langmore, Board Member,” http://www.capmetro.org/InsideMetro/ 
news_john_langmore.asp, Capital metropolitan Transportation Authority (Accessed August 3, 2011). 
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beautiful when viewed from others.  The purpose of this book is to reveal—and 
more importantly, to celebrate—the beauty, the history, the charm, and the 
perseverance of the people of East Austin and all the neighborhoods like it that 
the vagaries of time will render unrecognizable to future generations.106 

This nostalgic description of East Austin’s past, along with the romanticized version of 

its present circumstances, completely ignores the ways in which East Austin is a product 

of historical and contemporary structural inequality. Langmore focuses on an aesthetic 

appreciation of the “cool sense of lingering danger,” “unique character,” and “patina” that 

has formed over time, even comparing it to a rare and valuable piece of art.  Langmore’s 

political position and subsequent characterization of Austin’s Eastside as an artifact of 

cultural difference reflects a move in recent years toward, what Charles R. Hale has 

termed, neoliberal multiculturalism—the recognition by political elites of marginalized 

groups, by which “governance shapes, delimits, and produces cultural difference,” as 

long as the economic project of the dominant group is maintained, whereby land and 

resources are not ultimately threatened by an allocation of cultural rights.107   

Regardless of cultural recognition by the dominant group, discriminatory urban 

planning policies continue to displace East Austin working class communities of color, 

even as such policies are acknowledged as unjust.  Following local and national 

environmental justice movements in the mid-1990s, Austin city officials attested to the 

environmental injustices and discriminatory land use policies disproportionately afflicting 

East Austin residents.  This recognition coincided with the city’s determination that the 

Eastside must sustain future urban growth in Austin.   Thus, in this chapter I will argue 

the ways in which neoliberal multiculturalism is a significant underlying factor 

                                                
106 John Langmore photos, 36-39. 
107 Charles R. Hale, “Neoliberal Multiculturalism: The Remaking of Cultural Rights and Racial 
Dominance in Central America,” Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 28:1 (May 2005), 12-13. 
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perpetuating contemporary displacement and urban divisions along racial and class lines 

in East Austin.  As various conciliatory city planning practices perpetuate gentrification, 

such as urban renewal projects, and new environmentally conscious land use policies, 

working class communities of color experience a forced displacement from their homes 

and neighborhoods, along with the eventual segregation from more affluent white, 

middle-class Austin residents moving east to reap the benefits of East Austin’s 

“revitalized,” and now highly valued property and creative culture with its proximity to 

downtown. 

At the forefront of the protest against gentrifying practices of displacement, 

People Organizing in Defense of Earth and her Resources (PODER) engages in 

community outreach in order to provide a voice to East Austin residents of color.  Their 

civic engagement efforts take many forms, including resident health surveys, data 

collection of toxic contaminant levels, and their youth justice organization, the Young 

Scholars for Justice program, which encourages youth creative expression produced in 

opposition to urban injustice within their community.  The documentary Gentrification: 

An Eastside Story, directed and produced by YSJ member Juan Gabriel Padilla, serves as 

an exemplary text for the analysis of various instruments of displacement, such as 

increased property taxes and foreclosure rates in gentrifying neighborhoods, revitalization 

strategies of displacement, and pioneering mentalities of white, middle-class homeowners 

who enjoy the benefits of East Austin revitalization.  It is the narrative of revitalization 

that often exacerbates issues of displacement and segregation of working class 

communities of color. 

Revitalization projects for Austin’s Eastside range from community and 

neighborhood association ventures, to city planning strategies for urban growth.  For 
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example, The City of Austin Cultural Arts Division (CAD) in 2002 called for the 

implementation of very specific policies aimed at developing Richard Florida’s 

conception of the creative city fueled by a creative class of artists, professionals, 

intellectuals and the like.108  Following Florida’s theory of the creative city, planning 

officials set out to capitalize upon cultural production through incentive programs for 

artists and creative endeavors intended to draw significant revenue.  However, Florida’s 

analysis fails to address the disparate income of working class communities of color in 

predominantly service and manufacturing industries.  As cities invest in the development 

of that which Sharon Zukin has termed an arts infrastructure for the purposes of attracting 

affluence to previously divested areas, marketing strategies and annual city events, such 

as the annual East Austin Studio Tour (E.A.S.T.), promote East Austin culture as a means 

to increase city revenues and attract a new middle-class residential base to the Eastside.109  

Such strategies do not represent local cultural production and serve to displace and 

replace indigenous East Austin culture and residents.  Beyond the veil of neoliberal 

multiculturalism, city officials’ acknowledgement of discriminatory land use policies, 

along with promotion of East Austin culture for city profit and gain, further marginalizes 

East Austin residents due to continued discriminatory urban planning practices that 

perpetuate displacement and segregation of working class communities of color. 

“An Eastside Story” of Displacement  

At the corner of Robert Martinez, Jr. and East 4th Street, a canopy of trees 

envelops several sets of colorful playground equipment in front of Zavala Elementary 

                                                
108 Richard Florida, Cities and the Creative Class (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1. 
109 Sharon Zukin, Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1982), 111. 
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School.  Erected in 1936 to serve and further segregate the Mexican American 

community residing on the Eastside, Zavala represents the Austin’s continued 

discriminatory urban planning policies and distribution of land use for hazardous industry 

unequally imposed upon working class residents of color.110  Established in 1968, the 

Pure Castings metal refinery occupies the block directly across the street from Zavala 

Elementary.111  A study directed by PODER in the mid 2000s produced chemical 

analyses of playground soil indicating levels of heavy metals and hazardous chemical 

compounds exceeding federally established guidelines acceptable for healthy child 

development, some by two and three times safe levels.112   City officials have yet to 

address this health concern encumbering Zavala Elementary students and other 

neighborhood children.  Such egregious health violations reflect national trends of 

environmental injustice disparately affecting communities of color throughout the U.S. 

Robert Bullard explains in Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the 

Grassroots, while urban policies have allowed for the disproportionate burden of 

hazardous waste sites and polluting industries within divested urban communities of 

color, governmental agencies and mainstream environmental movements have been slow 

to acknowledge these inherently discriminatory, racist practices. Given the lack of 

protection for working class communities of color across the country, from West Dallas 

to East St. Louis, West Harlem to East and South Central Los Angeles, local grassroots 

                                                
110 Richard Moya, interview by José Angel Gutiérrez, Tejano Voices, The University of Texas at Arlington 
Center for Mexican American Studies Oral History project, 30 January 2003, transcript, 
http://library.uta.edu/tejanovoices/interview.jsp?CMASNo=159# (Accessed July 31, 2011), 8. 
111 Lone Star Foundries, Inc., “Pure Castings,” http://www.lonestarfoundries.com/purecastings.html 
(Accessed December 18, 2011). 
112 People Organized in Defense of Earth and her Resources, http://www.poder-texas.org/ (Accessed 
December 2, 2010). 
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organizations in the 1970s and 1980s provided community leadership that garnered the 

political attention requisite for affecting social change.113  It was not until the 1990s that 

the issue of environmental racism obtained national attention, with recognition by 

governmental agencies, such as the Environmental Protection Agency, and various 

human rights organizations, including the American Civil Liberties Union, the NAACP, 

and the Earthjustice Legal Defense Fund.114  In Austin, direct action to combat 

environmentally racist urban planning policies was not taken until the city noted the 

negative effects those policies would have for white residents, as well. 

In the early 1990s, the City of Austin determined that environmental hazards 

plaguing East Austin negatively impacted the overall quality of life for all its residents.  

In a report for the East Austin Environmental Justice Project, Elizabeth Walsh explains 

how Austin’s move toward “going green” would impact the future of the eastside: 
 
In 1995, a committee of 22 citizens appointed by the Austin City Council created 
the Citizens Planning Committee Report, which provided 12 recommendations 
with implementation plans that it found necessary “to improve the livability of 
Austin,” a city which was then on the “wrong road.” The 7th recommendation 
was that “reinvestment, redevelopment, and remediation in East Austin must be 
encouraged and facilitated by the city’s planning and development process. 
Austin cannot sustain growth and will become less attractive unless the total 
conditions are corrected and the quality of life for East Austin communities is 
improved.” The 8th recommendation was “consideration needs to be given to the 
disproportionate impact of negative environmental facilities on low-income 
neighborhoods and communities of color.” Thus…the city recognizes 

                                                
113 Robert D. Bullard, “Anatomy of Environmental Racism and the Environmental Justice Movement,” 
Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots, ed. Robert D. Bullard (Boston: South End 
Press, 1993), 17-30. 
114 Robert D. Bullard,  “Introduction,” The Quest for Environmental Justice: Human Rights and the 
Politics of Pollution, ed. Robert D. Bullard (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2005), 3-4. 
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environmental justice problems, but also notes the need for that area to handle the 
city’s future growth.115 

Initially, these recommendations appear to favor residents of East Austin as plans for 

future development coincided with the city’s environmental response. However, only 

after East Austin was determined to be the most viable option to sustain future city 

growth did city officials recognize the “disproportionate impact of negative 

environmental facilities” affecting low-income communities of color.  In a clumsy 

display of neoliberal multiculturalism, the Citizens Planning Committee’s 

acknowledgement of discriminatory land use policies was blatantly predicated upon 

white Austin’s economic interests.  Upon closer examination, the decision to make 

Austin’s eastside the stronghold for the city’s economic development essentially opened 

the door for the displacement and future segregation of low income families and 

communities of color.  While PODER and other community leaders continue to fight 

environmental racism and classism in East Austin, the stark reality looms that many 

current East Austin residents will not be unable to reap the benefits of their victories, as 

gentrification in Austin sweeps eastward from the West. 

During the 1990s, East Austin property values were significantly lower than those 

of West Austin, due in part to the divestment in Austin’s Eastside resulting from 

restrictive zoning for primarily commercial and industrial use.  But after the city’s 

decision to focus on East Austin as a target for new development, new zoning laws 

provided Eastside neighborhood residents more input regarding zoning decisions for 

residential or existing use zoning.116  New East Austin zoning also allowed for new 

                                                
115 Elizabeth Walsh, "East Austin Environmental Justice History," East Austin Environmental Justice 
Project: A Community Partnership, 2007, http://soa.utexas.edu/work/eaejp/Papers/ 
East%20Austin%20Environmental%20Justice%20History.pdf (accessed November 14, 2010), 9. 
116 Walsh, 9-10. 
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condominium and loft development that fell out of synch with the character of existing 

East Austin homes. As the city continued to pass ordinances through the 90s and into the 

2000s, developers continued to receive development incentives such as waivers of 

building permit fees, lot recognition fees, and zoning fees, for the first year.117 

“McMansions” began popping up all over North-Central, Northeast, East, and South 

Austin as the city focused on the developmental “upgrade” that would simultaneously 

displace thousands of current residents and destroy the character and local culture of 

Eastside neighborhoods.118 

The 2009 documentary Gentrification: An Eastside Story, directed by PODER’s 

Young Scholar for Justice, Gabriel Padilla, tells a visual and oral story of displacement 

and dissolution of East Austin culture.  The devastation in several Eastside 

neighborhoods due to city divestment of community spaces is juxtaposed against recent 

residential developments out of character with existing structures clearly occupied by 

residential transplants of higher income level and class standings compared to their 

existing residential counterparts.  Padilla’s interview with an unidentified local Chicano 

in his mid to late twenties provides a perspective of those most directly affected by recent 

development and the erasure of historic Eastside culture: 
  

A lot of these condominiums are, like, gentrifying the area, you know?  And 
they’re bringing in a lot of stuff and people that weren’t here before.  And it’s 
kinda like, I feel like, the culture’s taken away, the one that we had, beforehand, 
you know what I’m saying? There was—with a all Chicano neighborhood, you 

                                                
117 The City Council of the City of Austin, City of Austin, Texas Ordinance No. 910620-C, June 20, 1991, 
in “Exhibit ‘B’: E. 11th Street Neighborhood Conservation Combining District,” 1991, posted by Austin 
Revitalization Authority, http://austinrev.org/11th_nccd1991.pdf (accessed November 9, 2010). 
118 The exact origin of the ubiquitous term “McMansion” is unknown.  However, a general consensus 
defines these excessively large “cookie cutter” structures as lacking character and architectural uniqueness, 
built shoddily and cheaply for the purposes of quick turnover.  For additional reading, see June Fletcher, 
“The McMansion Glut,” The Wall Street Journal, June 16, 2006.    
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know, that’s now mostly a white neighborhood…The old families are not there 
anymore because there’s so many things that came up, and that’s raising their 
property values, so now they gotta move around, because once the time comes 
around to pay your taxes, they ain’t got the money for it, so it’s better to sell, so 
there goes the old families that brought so much flavor to the community.119 

Describing the grim reality facing native East Austin residents of color who can no longer 

afford to live in such close proximity to an expanding, predominantly white, and 

wealthier, West and Downtown Austin, this Chicano resident provides a voice for those 

whose homes, neighborhoods, community, and very way of life have come under attack 

as a result of their inability to pay the escalating property taxes due to increasing home 

values and property taxes.  

 Rising property values and taxes remain some of the strongest indicators for 

gentrification and eventual displacement of low-income families.  An analysis of property 

values between 1990 and 2000 reveals evidence of gentrification pressures facing many 

current East Austin residents, with home values in some of the surrounding 

neighborhoods nearly tripling in a single decade.  A study conducted by researchers from 

the LBJ School for Public Policy at the University of Texas found that the average selling 

price for single-family homes in Central East Austin (78702, 78741) rose more than 

100%, from $58,000 to almost $120,000 between 1999 and 2005, with only a 30% 

median increase for homes throughout all of Austin.120  The same study found that while 

East Austin only accounts for 15% of all Austin housing, it comprises nearly 50% of 

property tax delinquency and over 70% of all foreclosures. These staggering statistics 

reveal the harsh realities facing East Austin residents in the wake of development and 

“revitalization,” which disproportionately affect residents of color.  These new 
                                                
119 Gentrification: An Eastside Story, directed by Juan Gabriel Padilla, 2009, http://film-news-
thoughts.blogspot.com/2010/05/gentrification-east-side-story.html (accessed January 9, 2010). 
120 Walsh, 10-11. 
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developments specifically target a more affluent, and predominantly white, residential 

contingency who have begun to infiltrate communities once neglected for generations. 

PIONEERS: FROM DIVESTMENT TO INVESTMENT 

The invocation of urban deterioration requiring urban “revitalization” continues to 

be a common strategy employed by city planners and developers to justify a complete 

overhaul by urban renewal, often resulting in the displacement of existing communities to 

make way for new residents with greater expendable income.  Urban studies scholar Neil 

Smith compellingly argues the ways in which this is a strategic displacement by 

developers and landowners resulting in the erasure of working class cultural communities 

as middle- and upper-class residents begin to stake their claims: 
 
The language of revitalization, recycling, upgrading and renaissance suggests that  
affected neighborhoods were somehow devitalized or culturally moribund prior to 
gentrification.  While this is sometimes the case, it is often also true that very vital 
working class communities are culturally devitalized through gentrification as the 
new middle class scorns the streets in favor of the dining room and bedroom.  The 
idea of ‘urban pioneers’ is as insulting applied to contemporary cities as the 
original idea of ‘pioneers’ in the US West.  Now, as then, it implies that no one 
lives in the area being pioneered—no one worthy of notice at least.121 

This “pioneer” mentality initially leads individuals like John Langmore to travel east of 

the freeway, to experience “a cool sense of danger,” only to feel like an “outsider” in his 

own city.  Additionally, the “frontier” metaphor gives developers the sense of building 

“from the ground up” without concern for existing residential and cultural patterns that 

form existing communities. 

                                                
121 Neil Smith, quoted in Rebecca Solnit, Hollow City: The Siege of San Francisco and the Crisis of 
American Urbanism (London: Verso, 2000), 62. 



61 

 

In an interview with two middle-aged white men who own a home together as 

same-sex partners in East Austin, Padilla questions the couple’s decision to purchase a 

home east, rather than west, of the freeway: 
 
Padilla:  What brought you guys to the eastside of Austin? 
Man#1:  What brought us here?  We had to move, and we like buying property 
that’s as close in as we can be, into a city, into a core city, a hub and the east was 
a little more affordable than the west of 35, so, we were able to get a good price 
on a great house over here, we just think it’s great… 

 
P:  Do you like the community? 
M#1: I love it, yes, people like you we meet when we’re out and about, so… 
 
P:  Have you seen a change in property taxes? 
M#1: Yes. Yeah, it’s kind of unfair, it’s unfortunate. 
Man#2: Yeah, ours went up about $700 this year. 
 
P: They went up $700? 
M#1: They did, they went up considerably.  Ever since—we’ve lived on the 
eastside now for about 8 years…the better part of a decade, and our taxes have 
gone up a lot…But, I guess that just means a lot of other people are thinking that 
it’s a valuable place to be and they want to be over here.122 

The final statement regarding the first man’s assessment of the value people place on 

living in East Austin implies that residents who lived in the area prior to the tax increases 

did not adequately value their community; simply put, those individuals whose value can 

be quantified in dollars are those whose assessment of community’s value truly matters.  

Padilla concludes the conversation with a transition into the image of one of the men 

snapping a photograph of a mosaic of La Virgen de Guadalupe on the side of a brightly 

colored building near IH-35.  Padilla then pans across the street to an empty lot 

overgrown with vegetation, encapsulating in one shot the narrative of cultural 

                                                
122 Gentrification: An Eastside Story. 
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consumption by outsiders standing just a few feet away from evidence of the rampant city 

divestment that would eventually lead to their incursion. 

In June of 1991, The City Council of Austin passed the first of several city 

ordinances defining appropriate land use in the area of East 11th Street.  Establishing a 

Neighborhood Conservation Combining District (NCCD), the ordinance essentially 

approved rezoning of the E. 11th St. residential neighborhood from IH-35 through 

Navasota Street for the purposes of the future development of entertainment, office, 

restaurant, retail, and service business space to be located on vacant lots or in place of 

dilapidated buildings.123  The city ordinance references a Neighborhood Plan filed by The 

East 11th Street Village Association that describes the proposed NCCD as land consisting 

of 67% vacant lots or “deteriorated structures.”  The other 33% is described as sustaining 

“stable and viable uses,” predominantly through churches, historical sites, or civic 

areas.124  As author Rebecca Solnit points out, during the late 70s and early 80s in the 

Mission District of San Francisco, developers routinely characterized the area as 

“blighted” in order to warrant the demolition of buildings that housed impoverished 

residents and local businesses, only to be followed by the construction of new 

developments for wealthier tenants.125 It is this activity that has driven many existing 

residents to become involved in the planning of urban renewal projects so as to feel some 

semblance of ownership in the development of their community. 

In December of 1999, the Austin Revitalization Authority (ARA), a non-profit 

organization comprised of local community members, with the assistance of the 

                                                
123 The City Council of the City of Austin, “Exhibit ‘B’: E. 11th Street NCCD.” 
124 The City Council of the City of Austin, “Exhibit ‘B’: E. 11th Street NCCD,” 2. 
125 Solnit, 62. 
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consulting firm, Crane Urban Design Group published the “Urban Renewal Plan (URP) 

for the East 11th and 12th Streets Urban Renewal Area” as part of the Central East Austin 

Master Plan (“Master Plan”).  Language in this document eerily reflects language used in 

the 1928 Master Plan to describe a “cheap inferior type of residence:” 
 
…upon the completion, adoption and recordation of the URP, the Urban Renewal 
Agency gains the authority to apply special urban renewal powers and tools to 
address existing “slum” and/or “blight” conditions which have been found to 
threaten the public safety, health, and welfare, and which act as impediments to 
sound private investment, stable property values, and viable conditions for 
rendering public services.126 

While the ARA’s expressed mission “is to respect the people, institutions, cultures and 

history of East Austin; restore a sense of hope and pride in the East End community; and 

revitalize the area’s commercial, residential and social components in a manner that 

promotes diversity, stability and prosperity,” the adoption of language used to displace 

communities of color in Austin over 80 years ago reveals a form of corroboration in the 

displacement of their neighbors today.127  Arlene Davila points to a similar paradox of 

urban politics in Upper Manhattan neighborhoods, when the involvement of local 

residents and associations actually serve as “catalysts” for the displacement of their 

neighbors and local businesses.128  A city’s continued divestment in an area results in few 

options for a community concerning its future prosperity, requiring residents to face 

difficult choices.  When revitalization and investment opportunities present, communities 

must embrace them or run the risk of further devastation.  Most often, revitalization is not 

                                                
126 Austin Revitalization Authority, “Urban Renewal Plan for the East 11th and 12th Streets Urban Renewal 
Area,” December 17, 1999, http://austinrev.org/11th_12th_original_urp.pdf (accessed November 14, 2010). 
127 Austin Revitalization Authority, “About the ARA,” http://www.austinrev.org/about.htm (accessed 
November 14, 2010). 
128 Arlene Dávila, Barrio Dreams: Puerto Ricans, Latinos, and the Neoliberal City (Berkley: University of 
California Press, 2004), 2-3. 
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intended for the benefit of residents, but for the profitability of the city and investors 

looking to capitalize on the existing culture of the struggling community. 

CREATIVE CITIES: CULTURAL CAPITAL AND URBAN PLANNING 

In December of 2002, the City of Austin Cultural Arts Division (CAD) hired 

Dabney and Associates out of Houston, TX to provide direction in the development of 

the city’s creative economy.  The consultants conveyed in their report, “Investing in 

Austin’s Arts for Cultural Prosperity and Economic Growth: Findings and 

Recommendations,” a sense of urgency surrounding the importance of promoting and 

capitalizing upon Austin cultural assets for future community growth: 
 
To a large extent, our work has been focused on vision, policy and leadership – 
elements that are essential if Austin is to seize the opportunity that the current 
critical juncture in cultural development presents. Clearly, there is a need for 
fundamental change in the way in which the City manages its arts and cultural 
investments. Today, more than ever, Austin must move aggressively forward in 
developing a comprehensive vision, setting sound cultural policy and marshalling 
leadership to support and leverage its outstanding creative assets and create 
community prosperity through cultural prosperity. 

 The emphasis on community and cultural “prosperity” might lead one to question: whose 

community and whose culture will prosper?  The following section addresses this 

question through an examination of the CAD report’s foundational underpinnings, based 

on Richard Florida’s theory of creative cities and urban growth.  As Florida’s work fails 

to address issues facing working class communities of color in urban creative epicenters, 

the city of Austin fails to account for the complexities associated with creative and 

cultural investment in East Austin and the potential exclusion of current residents from 

expected community prosperity and growth.   
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The recommendations to encourage Austin’s economic growth through continued 

development of an arts industry concluded that a cultural plan should be established to 

ensure the allocation of funds for arts education, incubator support, allocated space for 

artists and arts organizations, planning for public art and urban design, development 

assistance for cultural districts, assistance in resource development, fundraising and 

promotional activity.  Also recommended were tax abatement and incentive programs, as 

well as dual live-work space availability for artists.129  Urban studies scholar Sharon 

Zukin establishes these as common strategies employed by cities to orchestrate an arts 

infrastructure where one may not have previously existed.130  Zukin explains city 

planners as early as the 1960s in New York, as well as Sunbelt cities such as Dallas and 

Los Angeles, began to incorporate an arts presence in their downtown redevelopment 

plans in order to profit from perceived cultural and real estate advantages in the transition 

from a post-industrial urban economy.131   

Similarly, Austin’s recent planning efforts take into account the perceived cultural 

advantages in the development of an arts infrastructure for future economic sustainability.  

Austin city officials devised urban growth objectives specifically to encourage the growth 

of a creative class based on Florida’s theory of economic success for U.S. cities.  In his 

book, Cities and the Creative Class, Florida emphasizes, “with the decline of physical 

constraints on cities and communities in recent decades, creativity has become the 

                                                
129 Lucille E. Dabney, et al., “Investing in Austin’s Arts for Cultural Prosperity and Economic Growth: 
Findings and Recommendations” (Austin: Dabney & Associates, 2002), http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/ 
culturalcontracts/downloads/recommendations.pdf, 7-8; Dabney, et al., “Viable Cultural Arts Funding 
Program Alternatives,” (Austin: Dabney & Associates, 2002), http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/culturalcontracts/ 
downloads/alternatives.pdf, 12. 
130 Zukin, 111. 
131 Zukin, 111-112. 
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principal driving force in the growth and development of cities, regions, and nations.”132  

While industry once ruled the urban economy, Florida argues that cultural production and 

creative capital now determine the direction of a city’s economic future.  Throughout his 

analysis, Austin, San Francisco, Seattle, and Washington, D.C. repeatedly appear to 

possess qualities necessary to attract and sustain flows of creative capital.133  Florida 

claims traditional tax incentives are no longer enough to attract this rising creative class.  

Instead, creative types seek cities that provide desirable amenities and foster diversity and 

tolerance, specifically, “places that are open to immigrants, artists, gays, and racial 

integration.”134  With an open invitation to artists everywhere and its self-proclaimed title 

of “Music Capital of the World,” Austin portrays itself as the cradle of culture in Texas, 

and a cultural destination of the U.S South and Southwest.135  Additionally, Austin’s 

national reputation as “one of the most progressive and gay-friendly cities in the southern 

United States,” along with self-representations as a “Majority-Minority city,” perpetuate 

perceptions of the city as tolerant, diverse, and integrated.136  Missing from this portrayal, 

however, is the reality of disparate earned income for segregated working class 

communities of color in East Austin.   

                                                
132 Florida, 1. 
133 Florida, 6. 
134 Florida, 7. 
135 Austin City Connection, “Live Music Capital of the World”, http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/music/ 
(Accessed November 12, 2010); TXP, Inc., “The Role of the Cultural Sector in the Local Economy: 2005 
UPDATE,” Austin City Connection, htp://www.ci.austin.tx.us/redevelopment/downloads/txp_2005.pdf 
(Accessed November 12, 2010). 
136Andrew Collins, “Austin Gay Pride 2011: Celebrating Gay Pride in Austin,” Gay and Lesbian Travel, 
http://gaytravel.about.com/od/previewsofpridefestivals/qt/Austin_Pride.htm (Accessed December 18, 
2011); Ryan Robinson, “The Top Ten Big Demographic Trends in Austin, Texas,” Austin City Connection, 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/demographics/downloads/top_ten_trends4.doc (Accessed January 17, 2011), 1. 
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Florida’s analysis of creative epicenters does nothing to address issues of 

segregation in creative cities and barely touches upon the development of his Inequality 

Index that shows the disparity of income is highest between workers employed in the 

creative sector versus manufacturing sectors within U.S. economic creative centers (such 

as Austin).137  As of 2000, located just east of IH-35 between East 7th Street to the north 

and the river to the south, and capped to the east by Pleasant Valley Road, the East Cesar 

Chavez (ECC) neighborhood is home to approximately 8,000 residents, 84% of whom 

identify as Hispanic/Latino.  In contrast, white populations comprise between 75% and 

100% of the total residents in some areas of Central and West Austin.138  Disparity of 

income distribution affecting non-white residents in Austin is significant when 

considering the percentage of households earning less than the median income of $42,689 

as of 2000.  Nearly 55% of ECC households earned $25,000 or less, with the average 

household income for the neighborhood totaling $23,691 annually.139 

Focusing on the disparities of burgeoning creative epicenters as the basis of his 

2001 case study, Howard Zimmerman’s critique of Milwaukee’s implementation of 

creative class incentive programs illuminates an issue facing many cities that adopt 

similar economic development strategies: 
 
The marriage of Florida’s ideas with municipal action in Milwaukee did support a  

                                                
137 Dang, et al., 5. 
138 Elizabeth Walsh, "East Austin Environmental Justice History," East Austin Environmental Justice 
Project: A Community Partnership, 2007, http://soa.utexas.edu/work/eaejp/Papers/ 
East%20Austin%20Environmental%20Justice%20History.pdf (accessed November 19, 2010), 5.  Eden 
Dang, et al., “Gentrification in the East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood: A Policy Proposal for a Property Tax 
Loan Program,” 2005, https://webspace.utexas.edu/ejm1209/crp385/ECC_property_tax_report_2005.pdf, 
(Accessed November 14, 2010), 8.  General Austin statistics in Walsh; ECC neighborhood statistics in 
Dang. 
139 Dang, et al., 9. 
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celebrated resurgence in the comparatively tiny downtown area, but it did nothing 
to forestall the economic disintegration of the remainder of the city.  It therefore 
ultimately brought into even sharper relief what was already one of the most 
economically and racially polarized cities in the United States.140 

As an example of the potential pitfalls resulting from this type of economic growth plan, 

Zimmerman points to the exacerbation of preexisting economic and racial divides 

affecting Milwaukee residents.  While Florida briefly touches upon the economic 

disparities that accompany creative epicenters, he does not explore issues of affordable 

housing, uneven regional development, urban sprawl, ecological decay, and increased 

stress and anxiety across all classes.141  His research does not mention the ways in which 

these negative effects of creative centers disproportionately affect working class 

communities of color.  The portrayal of Austin as a bastion of cultural tolerance and 

diversity serves as an example of neoliberal multiculturalism that misconstrues the lived 

experiences of working class African American and Latino residents living in segregated 

spaces within the city.  Under the guise of “revitalization,” current residents will 

eventually be displaced as the city sells its prefabricated cultural experience to members 

of a creative, white middle-class who serve to perpetuate neoliberal multicultural 

misconceptions of the city as a haven of tolerance and integration. 

SELLING E.A.S.T. AUSTIN CULTURE 

In line with the City of Austin CAD plan to capitalize on city culture, local real 

estate agencies market to white, middle- and upper-class potential homeowners the image 

of Austin as a creative and culturally eclectic city space.  Evident in the language used to 

                                                
140 Jeffrey Zimmerman, "From brew town to cool town: Neoliberalism and creative city development 
strategy in Milwaukee," Cities 25, no. 4 (2008): 241, http://www.thecyberhood.net/documents/papers/ 
zimmerman08.pdf. 
141  Florida 5, 171-173. 
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advertise local real estate properties, the company Realty Austin represents East Austin 

as a cultural enclave for the purposes of marketing to a “hip,” more affluent clientele: 

“East Austin Homes for Sale / A lively, eclectic mix of housing and culture make 

Austin’s East Side a distinctive choice.  East Austin homes / combine Modern 

architecture, bungalows and lofts with BBQ joints, experimental theatres, and comfort 

food hotspots.  Children attend AISD Schools.”142  In the pitch, East Austin possesses a 

modern flare while still retaining some of its nostalgic cultural character of the past. 

Boasting that the “area is quickly becoming the creative epicenter of the city,” the realty 

company engages a very specific rhetoric for the purposes of selling culture as an East 

Austin asset.  Realty Austin’s marketing strategy is particularly effective when 

advertising East Austin culture to middle- and upper middle-class homebuyers looking to 

invest in an “up and coming” area with presumed cultural advantages.  Thus, as a result 

of the city’s plan to develop an arts industry for the purposes of boosting revenue, both 

real estate companies and the city serve to profit while working class residents of color, 

whose culture is “sold” to a more affluent residential market, run the risk of permanent 

alienation from their community. 

In her case study of Manhattan, Sharon Zukin explains the importance of an arts 

infrastructure in attracting middle-class homeowners within a city’s post-industrial 

economy.  The interplay between real estate marketing, city planning strategies, and the 

competition between social classes for real estate and neighborhoods is somewhat 

dependent upon perceived cultural advantages, such as art galleries, coffee shops, 

                                                
142  Realty Austin, “East Austin Homes for Sale,” November 23, 2011, http://www.realtyaustin.com/ 
east.php (Accessed December 4, 2010).  
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restaurants, theaters, and the like, which need not be “indigenous to the area.”143  Real 

estate companies showing property in East Austin strategically market the city’s efforts to 

develop an arts infrastructure and capitalize upon perceived cultural advantages in the 

area.  Realty Austin dedicates an entire page of their website to the East Austin Studio 

Tour (E.A.S.T.), which declares, “For two weekends each November, Austin’s most 

creative minds take over Austin’s east side to raise awareness about local art…”144 

However, “local art” does not necessarily entail art by artists from East Austin.  Instead, 

“local art” mostly refers to the studios and artwork of recent artist transplants benefitting 

from Austin’s developing arts infrastructure. 

 The art studio Big Medium sponsors the annual E.A.S.T. event, receiving funding 

directly from CAD incubator support programs for the arts.  The advertised cultural 

experience includes exhibits of canvas painting, glassblowing, installation pieces, 

metalwork, sculptures, and more; all of which provide an exemplary display of the city’s 

intent to encourage and capitalize on the development of East Austin’s art infrastructure.  

While the event is marketed as representing local talent, in most cases this is far from the 

truth: the curator of the Big Medium studio is New York-based art historian Virginia 

Rutledge and only two of its twenty-one artists are listed on the gallery website as Texas 

natives.145  Considering this fact, along with the more than 200 artists and studios 

advertised on E.A.S.T.’s website, one can begin to assess the reality of the “local” art 

scene.   Additionally, images from the E.A.S.T. homepage provide markers on a map for 

each of the artists profiled.  The event homepage is literally a map of Austin and the 

                                                
143 Zukin, 19-20. 
144  Realty Austin, “East Austin Studio Tour,” http://www.realtyaustin.com/east-austin-studio-tour.php 
(Accessed December 4, 2010). 
145 Big Medium, Studios/Artists, http://www.bigmedium.org/studios.html (Accessed, December 2, 2010).  
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artists’ take over of the territory east of IH-35 (See Figure 3).146  This phenomenon of 

artists co-opting spaces in divested urban communities represents larger socio-cultural 

trends in urban areas across the country. 

 

 

Figure 3:  East Austin Studio Tour (E.A.S.T.) website homepage, 2010. 

In his examination of the historic Wicker Park neighborhood of Chicago, Richard 

Lloyd explores the emergence of bohemian countercultures and the impact of artists in 

the development of a cultural economy within postindustrial urban spaces.  The new 

bohemia, or neo-bohemia, serves as a “mode of spatial practices combining place and 

mind-set, rather than as a category of individual or…cultural style.”147  As the advent of 

gentrification, neo-bohemia reflects the changing economic and social structures 

                                                
146 East Austin Studio Tour, website homepage, http://www.eastaustinstudiotour.com/ (accessed December 
5, 2010). 
147 Richard Lloyd, Neo-Bohemia: Art and Commerce in the Postindustrial City (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 70. 
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affecting previously neglected neighborhoods and communities.  Artists, writers, and 

performers migrate to these marginalized spaces within urban environments to 

circumvent the constraints of mainstream conformity.  The expectation that creativity 

flourishes in such environs attracts creative types who consume local culture, thus 

establishing “new bohemia as sites of cultural creation and as distinctly themed spaces of 

consumption fawningly advertised by mainstream media,” which in turn attracts middle- 

and upper-class residents looking to purchase inexpensive property in “up and coming” 

urban centers where cultural consumption remains accessible.148  As neo-bohemian 

spaces become more attractive to this class of homebuyers, the market responds with 

increased property values, denying affordability of housing to existing residents, thus 

perpetuating the displacement and segregation of long-established working class 

communities of color from areas such as East Austin, which has been home for decades. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Displacement of working class communities of color resulting from policies of 

neoliberal multiculturalism continues to plague Austin’s Eastside.  For nearly a century 

East Austin residents have combated disproportionate burdens of hazardous industry in 

their neighborhoods, along with disparate income levels compared to a more affluent, 

white Austin.  The value of East Austin property increased significantly in the past ten 

years given the proximity to downtown and the relatively inexpensive housing prices 

prior to gentrification.  Rising property taxes have led to increased tax delinquency and 

rates of foreclosure forcing many homeowners, who have been in the area for 

                                                
148 Lloyd, 113, citing direct quote. 
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generations, to relocate.  As pioneering white, middle- and upper-class homeowners 

move East to experience the affordability and novelty of East Austin culture, working-

class communities of color must participate in the redevelopment and planned growth of 

their community with the hope of sustaining it for future generations.  Unfortunately, too 

often such enterprises only contribute to the displacement and demise of existing 

communities. 

With the rise of urban planning focused on cultural capital and establishing a 

creative class for the purposes of future economic growth, cities across the country are 

investing based on the theory of creative cities.  While encouraging an emphasis on 

cultural and artistic endeavors for the purpose of sustained growth, policies predicated 

upon a false sense of community integration and cultural inclusion for profit do not take 

into account the inequality of experience for working class communities of color within 

these city spaces.  Disparate income levels and instances of displacement and segregation 

continue to affect these communities in the wake of policies of neoliberal 

multiculturalism purporting acknowledgement and inclusion.  The East Austin culture 

city planners claim to revere and encourage is capitalized upon and sold to newly arrived 

white, middle-class homeowners.  Events such as the East Austin Studio Tour bring 

considerable revenue to the City of Austin while advertising a local creative culture that 

does not necessarily include local artists.  These marketing strategies aimed at attracting 

more affluent residents only serve to further displace and segregate working class 

communities of color from the Eastside. 

 

These phenomena have prompted local youth justice organizations to take an 

oppositional stance against gentrification and the continued displacement of their 
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communities.  While Langmore and other “pioneers” celebrate “the beauty, the history, 

the charm, and the perseverance of the people of East Austin,” their recognition of 

cultural difference does nothing to acknowledge East Austin residents’ continued 

marginalization within a rapidly changing city space.149  At risk is the loss of the lived 

East Austin stories as told by voices belonging to those in the community who have 

experienced firsthand the effects of historical segregation, environmental racism, and 

displacement from gentrifying urban policies and practices.  These glaring omissions 

provide insight into the ways in which Austin continually disavows itself as a historically 

and structurally racist space.  Area youth just organizations aim to combat the residual 

effects of neoliberal multiculturalism and the dominant group’s attempt to “shape,” 

“produce,” and co-opt for “outsiders” an East Austin cultural identity of difference that is 

disassociated from its racist spatial history that results in recurrences of displacement and 

residential segregation.  Thus, in the epilogue of this report I will examine the ways in 

which local youth justice organizations provide area youth an opportunity to participate 

in creative artistic expression as a means to engage larger discourses of identity, 

stratification, and power differentials with which communities of color in East Austin 

must contend.  I will revisit the main arguments addressed in this report and explore 

expectations for a future East Austin from the perspective of the next generation. 

                                                
149 Quote from John Langmore photos, 36-39. 
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Epilogue: Displaced Art and Urban Youth Justice from the Grassroots 

Nestled on a grassy lot populated by oak and mesquite groves of varying density, 

a small community center called Space12 sits off the corner of E 12th St. and Airport in 

Austin, Texas.  On the evening of November 22, 2009, sponsored by the local grassroots 

environmental and youth justice organization PODER, the venue hosted the Displaced 

Art show, an artistic collaboration of local artists and community youth organizations 

protesting the gentrification of Austin’s Eastside.  Space 12’s mission aims to foster an 

environment “where ideas to share spaces will be renewed, voices both young and old 

will be heard, time will be well spent and spent together, and all can feel welcome to 

collaborate towards genuine community.”150 The community center represents all that 

PODER and the various represented community organizations hoped to encourage among 

the Displaced Art attendees as black and brown area youth, artists, and community 

leaders came together through artistic collaboration in protest of their community’s 

continued displacement. 

PODER specifically advocates for working class Chicano populations in East 

Austin whose children’s education, health, and overall wellbeing have been adversely 

affected by racist urban planning policies for decades.  Art serves as an important 

unifying component of their community engagement as explained by PODER Co-

director, Erika Gonzalez:  
 
We use art as a way to heal and as way to empower and as a way to liberate.  So, 
when we talk about these issues, they’re very hard on your spirit and to be living 

                                                
150 Space 12, Homepage, http://www.space12.org/ (accessed November 3, 2010). 
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day-to-day experiencing these problems and these injustices can be very draining 
and very discouraging.  So, what we encourage is the use of art in all forms.151  

Art serves as a positive form of self-expression for East Austin youth of color contending 

with adverse power differentials in a stratified city space.  Augustín Laó-Montes 

conceptualizes such sites of self-determined identity formation within an urban 

environment as latinization from below, “the processes of Latino self-fashioning that 

arise from resistances against marginality and discrimination and as expressions of a 

desire for a definition of self and an affirmative search for collective memory and 

community.”152  Canvas painting, film, and various forms of performance art comprised 

the media area youth use to engage larger discourses of identity and stratification in the 

telling of their personal and community stories.  As an official act of resistance against 

gentrification and the continued marginalization of working class communities of color, 

black and brown East Austin youth engage in discourses of latinization from below by 

claiming a community space of their own to display their self-affirming artwork within 

their urban environment. 

The detailed scenes and stories of the art displayed at the Displaced Art show 

provide insight into the specific struggles over segregation and land use that have plagued 

communities of color in East Austin for close to a century. Upon entering the community 

center, the interior lime green and teal blue hues serve as a cool invitation to the space.  

Tract lighting shines on the myriad artwork adorning the brightly colored walls.  On the 

night of the show, the far southwest wall boasts an array of canvas art pieces that tell the 

                                                
151 Erika González quoted in Creative Dispossession, directed by Amanda Gray, 2010, 
https://webspace.utexas.edu/sr32287/RTF344M/Amanda/ArtActivismUserInterface.html (Accessed 
December 5, 2010). 
152 Augustín Laó-Montes, "Introduction," in Mambo Mantage: The Latinization of New York City (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 17-18. 
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story of a city in crisis, with its scenes of community displacement, environmental 

atrocities, and fallout from police brutality.  At the center of the canvas art exhibit, 

surrounded by about twenty smaller works is the largest and most extraordinary piece of 

the collection.   

The painting by artist Erika González, et al., The Land Does Not Divide Us 

portrays images that symbolize the dilemma of urban land use and the need for cultural 

collaboration and community empowerment in the fight against social injustice afflicting 

Austin’s eastside and other communities of color within a larger global context (See 

Figure 4).153  Floating in a sea of black the central image of the earth is painted various 

shades of violet, purple, and blue, providing the background for the four distinct portraits 

that comprise the image of a single face at the center of the sphere.  Each portrait portrays 

a community member of a different age, color and sex than that of the next.  The face that 

meets the viewer’s gaze represents the multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, multi-gendered, 

multi-generational composition of the East Austin community.  As a cultural text, the 

painting provides an understanding of what these young artists value in their community, 

as well as the historical and contemporary urban divisions they mobilize against.   

Austin’s racial and class segregation reveals the city’s distribution of land use for 

hazardous industry disproportionately affects residents of color and working class 

households.  In her examination of youth activism in Civil Rights era Los Angeles, Laura 

Pulido points to the importance of urban geographies of difference in the politicization of 

youth activists and their social awareness of class and racial inequities affecting 

                                                
153 Erika González, et al., oil on canvas, date unknown, The Land Does Not Divide Us (PODER 
Headquarters, Austin). 
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communities of color.154  As Pulido’s work suggests, the politicization of PODER’s 

Young Scholars for Justice is a direct result of the grassroots organization’s 

environmental justice work aimed at informing and freeing their community of 

environmentally racist urban planning policies that have plagued East Austin residents 

for nearly a century. 

 

 

Figure 4: The Land Does Not Divide Us, courtesy of Erika González, artist, date 
unknown.  

                                                
154 Laura Pulido, Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left: Radical Activism in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006), 60-66. 
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The exquisite detail of this vibrant painting provides a beautiful representation of 

a communal ideal that González explains as she describes the meaning behind the unique 

work of art: 
 

This one is called The Land Does Not Divide Us, so, it’s basically talking about  
gentrification.  As you can see, it’s a group painting, so we divided the earth into  
four spots, representing the four corners of the universe, and the four elements, 
air, water, land, and fire or energy, and also representing the youth, the elder, the 
female, and the male.  And this [pointing to the intersecting lines and running her 
hands north to south, then west to east along the axes] representing our streets, 
meaning that our streets do not divide us, that they shouldn’t divide us.  If we live 
on the eastside of Austin, we should not let the I-35 divide us.  Kind of like the 
river divides Mexico and the United States, we should not let that be a very 
divisive river.  You know, when you cross either side of the highway or that river, 
you see once you cross, you see these injustices, and who’s on the other side?  
You know, it’s people of color.  So, we use art to express these concerns that we 
have and these alternatives that we’ve created.155 

As González demonstrates, the title and content of the work provide compelling 

references to the issue of gentrification and segregation afflicting Austin’s Eastside, as 

well greater international issues concerning national boundaries and the environmental 

and social injustices affecting those who reside along the U.S./Mexico border.  

González’s and the other YSJ members’ artwork provides an opportunity to consider 

local manifestations of these same issues through an analysis of the unnatural borders 

separating East Austin communities of color and white Austin residents. 

As González notes above, the streets of East Austin should not be the divisive 

boundaries that they have become.  However, with the onset of a contemporary 

segregation due to gentrifying urban growth policies displacing working class 

communities of color, East Austin streets have increasingly come to represent the 

                                                
155 González quoted in Creative Dispossession. 
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painfully obvious sites of Austin’s racial and class divisions.  The most prominent fixture 

representing East Austin streets resides front and center on the canvas.  Intersecting at the 

center of the circle, fracturing the symmetry of the face and directing the viewer’s gaze 

away from any one portrait, are two gray lines with intermittent yellow dashes running 

down the middle from one end of the painting to the other.  Between and at either end of 

these intersecting lines are houses of various color and size surrounding the outer arc of 

the globe in its entirety, replicating the demarcation that city streets, land use, and 

housing should not induce within a community.  However, Austin residential and 

economic growth patterns only serve to exacerbate existing divisions and create new ones 

where none previously existed.  Through their community justice work and creative 

artistic expression, area youth aim to bring their community together in recognition of 

these divisive urban planning policies and practices. 

Art serves as an important unifying component in PODER’s community 

engagement efforts.  Canvas painting, film, and various types of performance art 

comprise the means by which area youth engage larger discourses of identity, 

stratification, and power differentials with which communities of color in East Austin 

must contend.  The artwork exhibited at the Displaced Art show sponsored by PODER 

was in direct opposition to the East Austin Studio Tour and its representation of present-

day gentrification, discriminatory land use policies, and historical segregation that have 

oppressed communities of color on the eastside for nearly a century.  Interstate-35 serves 

as a marker of this racial and class segregation of East Austin from a more affluent, white 

West Austin as outlined in the “City Plan for Austin, TX” in 1928.  The remnants of this 

racist urban development plan are evident in the hazardous industry and historical 

divestment that have plagued East Austin residents since the implementation of the 
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Master Plan in the 1930s.  Only recently have city investors and planners taken an 

interest in Austin’s Eastside with its potential for city revenue and urban growth that 

entices newcomers hoping to reap the benefits of relatively inexpensive property, along 

with the perceived cultural experience the area has to offer.  Events such as the Displaced 

Art show provide an opportunity for those looking to sustain their communities and way 

of life in the wake of devastating urban development consuming their neighborhoods 

after years of neglect. 

As grassroots organizations such as PODER continue to work with youth of color 

and encourage their creative cultural expression through art and performance, we can 

begin to understand the ways in which true communities thrive, and the ways in which 

communities of color educate their youth surrounding issues of social justice in the face 

of unfettered structural inequality.  PODER’s Young Scholars for Justice take an active 

role in protesting the injustices facing their families and community. Additional research 

may provide greater insight into East Austin youth’s development of an oppositional 

consciousness in this post-industrial moment within an urban environment.  While East 

Austin continues to experience the effects of gentrification and the influx of white 

middle- and upper-middle class residents seeking to reap the benefits of low cost housing 

near downtown, PODER will continue to advocate for working class communities of 

color in East Austin whose children’s education, health, and overall wellbeing have been 

adversely affected by racist urban planning policies for decades.  Further analysis of 

community justice and activist organization efforts will provide greater insights into the 

ways in which true community develops, not for profit or the gain of some, but for the 

benefit of all who call communities, such as East Austin, their home. 
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