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How the Lie Wrote Itself Into the Ground

Look at a city from above. Not from the street, where the boundaries are felt - the sudden
change in the quality of the sidewalk, the highway wall that rises without warning, the
neighborhood that ends where the tree line thins. From above. From the altitude where
the streets become a grid and the grid becomes a text.

From there, you can read the lie.

The lines are visible. Not drawn in ink but carved in concrete - the interstate that slices
through one neighborhood and arcs around another, the rail corridor that separates the
homes with porches from the homes with fences, the run of empty lots where something
once stood and was demolished and never replaced. The boundaries do not follow rivers
or ridges. They follow policy. They follow the logic of a sorting system that decided,
decades ago, who belonged where - and then built the world to enforce the decision.

A city’s map is a record of choices. About who was deemed to belong where. About
which neighborhoods received investment and which received highways. About which
communities were protected and which were demolished. About which spaces were
designed for encounter, and which were designed for separation. These choices were
made by people with names and titles, sitting in rooms under fluorescent light, reviewing
plans, signing documents, approving budgets. The map did not draw itself.

The everyday encounter happens in space. The trained reflex examined in the previous
essay - the guard’s suspicion, the interviewer’s skepticism, the doctor’s doubt - does not
arise in a neutral environment. It arises in a store, on a street, in a neighborhood whose
geography was organized by the lie. The reflex is shaped by the environment, and the



environment was built. This essay follows the lie as it moves from the encounter into the
built world - from the reflex that governs the afternoon to the map that governs the city.

The temptation is to treat segregation as the product of individual choices - people
choosing to live near people like themselves, markets answering preferences,
neighborhoods evolving on their own. This framing is comforting because it assigns
blame to no one and responsibility to everyone. It is also false. Residential segregation in
America was not the product of private prejudice or natural settlement. It was built. It
was policy. It was law. It was economics. And it was deliberate - deliberate in the way a
zoning ordinance is deliberate, in the way an underwriting manual is deliberate, in the
way a highway route is deliberate.

This is the argument, then: the lie organized space through identifiable policies, enacted
by named actors, for identifiable interests - and the built environment remains the lie’s
most durable structure, outlasting every reform because concrete and asphalt do not
repeal themselves when the law changes. The counter-ground - communal selthood and
the Kalunga line - names the alternative: space as a medium of relation rather than rank,
place as common inheritance rather than sorted enclosure. For the organizer working in a
segregated city, for the advocate fighting displacement, for the planner who wants to
build differently - the city’s map was made, and what was made can be remade.

The Law That Drew the Lines

Richard Rothstein has done the painstaking work of documenting what was, for decades,
treated as an embarrassment too diffuse to blame anyone for. In The Color of Law, he
argues - with the meticulousness of a litigator building a case - that residential
segregation in America was the result of explicit government action. Not private
prejudice. Not economic forces. Not the invisible hand of the market. Federal, state, and
local policies that deliberately separated communities by race, enacted by agencies that
understood exactly what they were doing.

The lie was not a fog that settled over the city. It was a set of policies, each with a name,
a date, and an author. Walk them carefully, because the specificity is the point.

Racially restrictive zoning ordinances came first. In the early twentieth century, cities
passed laws that explicitly barred Black Americans from buying homes in designated
white areas. The Supreme Court struck down racial zoning in 1917, in Buchanan v.
Warley - but the ruling did not end the practice. It forced it to mutate. Cities adopted
zoning codes that used density and lot-size requirements to accomplish what explicit
racial language no longer could. The categories changed. The function did not.

Then came the restrictive covenant - a private agreement, written into a property deed,
that barred the sale or rental of the property to Black Americans, and in many cases to
Jewish, Asian, and Latino Americans as well. These covenants were not fringe
instruments. They were standard practice in developments across the country, enforced
by courts, endorsed by the real estate industry, and promoted by the federal government.
The Federal Housing Administration’s underwriting manuals - the documents that
determined which mortgages the federal government would insure - explicitly
recommended restrictive covenants as a tool for protecting property values. The FHA
told developers and lenders that “inharmonious racial groups” in a neighborhood would



threaten investment, and that protective covenants were the appropriate safeguard. The
federal government did not merely permit segregation. It instructed the market to practice
it.

The FHA’s underwriting manual was not a suggestion. It was the rulebook for the most
powerful mortgage insurance program in the country. The manuals rated neighborhoods
on a grid that weighed, among other factors, the racial composition of the area.
Neighborhoods with Black residents were marked in red - the origin of the term
“redlining” - and rated as hazardous for investment. The rating meant mortgages would
not be insured, loans would not be made, and the neighborhood would be starved of the
capital that builds wealth through homeownership. The line on the map was a line on the
ledger: on one side, capital flowed; on the other, it was dammed.

The VA’s postwar mortgage program - the benefit that built the American middle class
for returning veterans of the Second World War - extended homeownership to millions of
white families while effectively excluding Black ones. The GI Bill’s mortgage benefits
were administered locally, through the same lenders and the same appraisal systems that
practiced redlining. A Black veteran who served his country and earned his benefit found
the benefit would not buy a home in the neighborhoods where homes were being built,
because those neighborhoods were protected by covenants the government had
recommended - and the lenders would not lend in the neighborhoods where Black
families were permitted to live.

Public housing policy reinforced the pattern rather than breaking it. Housing was sited -
by federal guideline and local decision - in already-segregated areas. The federal
government required local authorities to maintain the racial composition of the
surrounding neighborhood when siting projects, effectively mandating that public
housing in white areas remain white and public housing in Black areas remain Black. The
policy did not merely reflect segregation. It enforced it, in concrete and steel, building the
sorting into the infrastructure.

Then came urban renewal - the program that gave the lie its most literal expression in the
built environment. Under the banner of slum clearance, cities demolished Black
neighborhoods - vibrant, dense, functioning communities - and replaced them with
highways, stadiums, institutional campuses, and parking lots. The residents were
displaced, pushed into other neighborhoods already overcrowded and under-resourced,
and the communities that had been razed were gone. Not relocated. Gone. The web of
relations - the shops, the churches, the networks of mutual aid, the fabric that made a
neighborhood a community - was destroyed. The land was reused. The people were not.

And the highways. The interstate system, one of the largest public works projects in
human history, was routed - in city after city - through Black neighborhoods. The
engineers who drew the routes understood that the cheapest land, the land with the least
political resistance, was the land where Black families lived. The highway became a wall
- a concrete barrier that sliced through communities, severed commercial corridors, and
permanently divided neighborhoods that had been whole. The highway did not need to be
named a segregation tool. It functioned as one. And its function persists: the interstate
that divides the city today is the same interstate routed, sixty years ago, through the
neighborhood the city wanted removed.



Name them, then. The FHA official who wrote the underwriting manual and rated the
neighborhood red. The city planner who drew the zoning map and designated which races
could live where. The highway engineer who routed the interstate through the Black
business district. The mayor who signed the urban renewal plan and called it progress.
The developer who bought the cleared land and built on it. The county assessor who
undervalued Black property and overtaxed Black owners. Each is a maker. Each made a
decision that was written into the ground and outlasted their career, their life, and the
political era that produced them.

When you name the calipers, name the hands that held them. That was the principle
established in Turn One, in the essay that studied the bureaucracy of worth. The same
principle applies to the map. When you name the red line, name the agency that drew it.
When you name the highway, name the engineer who routed it. When you name the
demolition, name the officials who ordered it. Made things have makers. And the makers
of the map were not abstractions. They were people, in offices, with stamps and
signatures, deciding who belonged where - and writing those decisions into the concrete
that shapes the city still.

The Profit in the Line

The lie organized space out of doctrine. But it also organized space because the
organizing was profitable. And the profit was not incidental - it was the engine that kept
the system running, the material incentive that ensured the lie's spatial logic would be
maintained by people who might not have cared about the doctrine but cared very much
about the return.

N. D. B. Connolly’s A World More Concrete traces this engine through the history of
Miami, showing how real estate development and land-use policy constructed and
reinforced racial segregation - and how the construction was driven not only by prejudice
but by profit. Connolly reveals that the built environment was not merely a reflection of
racial hierarchy but an active instrument in its production and reproduction. The color
line was also a price line, and the people who drew it understood the economics perfectly.

Segregation created artificial scarcity. In Black neighborhoods, where housing options
were restricted by covenants, redlining, and zoning, demand outran supply - but the
supply was constrained by policy, not by the market. Landlords in segregated
neighborhoods could charge higher rents for inferior housing because Black tenants had
nowhere else to go. The restricted market did not allow competition to drive prices down.
The restriction was the profit. And the profit was the incentive to maintain the restriction.

In white neighborhoods, the calculation ran in the opposite direction on the same logic.
Restrictive covenants and exclusionary zoning protected property values by preventing
the “infiltration” - the FHA’s word - of Black families whose presence, the appraisers
insisted, would depress those values. The protection was a form of accumulated wealth, a
subsidy built into the ground, conferred on white homeowners by the federal policies that
insured their mortgages and the local policies that guarded their boundaries. The home
appreciated. The wealth compounded across generations. And the compounding was the
lie’s economic gift to the people it recognized as white, paid for by the people it confined
to the other side of the line.



Banks played their part. They refused to lend in Black neighborhoods - the practice of
redlining, named for the red ink on the appraisal maps - while extracting wealth through
predatory alternatives. Contract buying, in which Black buyers were denied conventional
mortgages and forced into high-interest installment contracts that offered no equity until
the final payment, stripped wealth from Black communities on the installment plan. The
seller kept the deed. The buyer carried the risk. A single missed payment - and the
contract terms were designed to produce missed payments - meant forfeiture: the loss of
the home, the loss of every payment made, and the resale of the property to the next
buyer on the same terms.

Cities played their part too. Black neighborhoods were assessed at higher tax rates for
inferior services - paying more for less, subsidizing the city’s operations while receiving
a fraction of the investment white neighborhoods received. The schools, funded through
property taxes in a system where Black property was systematically undervalued and
Black neighborhoods systematically overtaxed, were underfunded by design. The
infrastructure - the streets, the sewers, the parks, the streetlights - reflected the same
logic: less where Black families lived, more where white families lived, and the
difference justified by the very property values the system itself had produced.

The economic engine of segregation is the material counterpart to the psychological wage
W. E. B. Du Bois named in Turn Two. Du Bois argued that the lie distributed a “public
and psychological wage” to poor whites - a compensation of status that stood in for
material gain. The spatial economy worked on the same principle, but with actual money.
The psychological wage paid poor whites in the feeling of superiority. The spatial wage
paid property owners and developers in wealth - real, material, heritable wealth,
accumulated in the value of homes protected by the color line and in the extraction from
communities confined by it.

Both were distributions of the lie. Both kept the system running by giving its
beneficiaries a material stake in its continuation. The landlord who profited from the
restricted market had no reason to support integration. The white homeowner whose
equity depended on the covenant had no reason to oppose it. The developer who built the
subdivision had no reason to challenge the FHA’s guidelines. The banker who profited
from contract buying had no reason to offer conventional mortgages. The system
sustained itself because the people inside it were invested in it - not always by doctrine,
but always by dollars.

The Human Cost

Mindy Fullilove, a psychiatrist, coined a term for what the lie did to the communities it
displaced. She called it root shock.

In Root Shock, Fullilove draws on her clinical training and her fieldwork in demolished
neighborhoods to describe the traumatic stress response caused by the large-scale
destruction of communities. The term is botanical: when a plant is torn from its soil, the
roots rip, and the plant goes into shock - a physiological crisis that can kill even when the
transplant is to better ground. The plant was not merely housed in its soil. It was
constituted by it. And the tearing is a wound, wherever the plant is set down next.



Fullilove applies the metaphor to communities, and the application is exact. A
neighborhood is not merely a collection of buildings. It is a social ecosystem - a web of
relationships, institutions, memories, and practices that constitutes community. The
corner store where the owner knew every child's name. The church where the elders
watched the toddlers and the toddlers grew up to watch the elders. The barber shop where
the news traveled, the arguments were had, and the consensus was built. The front porch
where the neighbor sat and the street was watched and the children were gathered when
the streetlights came on. These are not amenities. They are the infrastructure of relation -
the ground on which community is built and through which community sustains itself.

When urban renewal demolished a neighborhood - for a highway, a stadium, an
institutional campus - it did not merely displace people. It destroyed the web. The
buildings came down. The corner store was gone. The church was scattered. The barber
found another chair in another neighborhood, but the chair was not the same. The front
porches gave way to the hallways of public housing or the doorways of apartments in
neighborhoods that had not chosen the newcomers and did not welcome them. The
ecosystem collapsed, and the people who had belonged to it were set adrift - not
homeless, necessarily, but ungrounded, cut off from the relational infrastructure that had
made them a community and not merely a population.

Fullilove documents the consequences. Depression. Anxiety. Substance use. Domestic
instability. The erosion of trust. The loss of the social capital - the networks, the norms,
the mutual obligations - that communities lean on to weather hardship. The symptoms
were not mysterious. They were the symptoms of trauma - not the trauma of a single
event but the trauma of losing the ground that held you. The ground was not dirt. It was
relation. And the relation was destroyed by a policy decision made in a room where the
community appeared as a single line on a map, marked “blighted.”

The lie has severed relation at every stage of its operation. The calipers pried the person
loose from their web. The chart sorted them into a category that denied the web’s
existence. The pedagogy trained the child before she could resist. The everyday
encounter renewed the hierarchy in the reflex. And the built environment tore the web
from the ground - physically, concretely, irrevocably. Root shock is the spatial form of
the severing the counter-ground has diagnosed across the collection. It is not a separate
harm. It is the same operation - the lie’s assault on relation - carried out with bulldozers
and eminent domain rather than calipers and statutes.

Hold the specificity. The neighborhood was not an abstraction. It had a name. It had
streets. It had families who had lived on those streets for generations. It had a history
written into the wood of the porches, the mortar of the foundations, the worn steps of the
churches. And it was demolished - in specific cities, at specific moments, by specific
officials who signed specific documents. The wounds are still visible, in the empty lots
and the highway trenches and the neighborhoods that never recovered what was taken
from them. Root shock is not a metaphor for something that happened long ago. Itis a
diagnosis of something still happening, in the cities that carry the lie's spatial
organization in their bones.

The Counter-Ground: Space as Relation



The lie organized space through severing. It separated communities, concentrated
disadvantage, displaced people from the ground that sustained them. The map of the city
is the lie's severing made concrete - the same operation the counter-ground has diagnosed
across nine essays, carried out in zoning ordinances and highway routes and demolition
orders. That diagnosis stands.

But by Turn Three, the counter-ground must do more than diagnose. The reader knows
the lie severs relation. What they need now - what the collection has been building
toward - is the naming of the alternative. Not what the lie broke, but what right relation
looks like in the space the lie organized. What does a city look like when it is built on the
ground the lie tried to replace?

John Mbiti’s formulation of communal selthood - umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, a person
is a person through other persons - carries a temporal dimension that transforms the
meaning of place. For Mbiti, the community that constitutes the self is not limited to the
living. It includes the dead and the unborn. It stretches backward through the ancestors
and forward through the generations not yet born. Applied to space, this means place is
not a commodity to be allocated by the market or a container to be sorted by policy. Place
is the medium of relation across time - the ground on which community is built,
practiced, and sustained, not only for the people who live there now but for the people
who lived there before and the people who will live there next.

To organize space by rank - to zone by race, to redline by category, to demolish by
decree - is to violate the relational ground that makes community possible across time. It
severs the community from its past, by razing the neighborhoods where the ancestors
lived, and from its future, by denying the next generation the infrastructure of relation
they would have inherited. The violation is not merely unjust. It is, by the measure of
communal selthood, the destruction of the very conditions that make personhood
possible. To tear apart the place where the web 1s woven is to tear apart the web itself.

Ramose sharpens the point. If the self is constituted through relation, then space is not
incidental to the self - it is constitutive. The self does not float in a vacuum. It exists in a
place, among people, in relation. The place is not the background of the self. It is part of
the self's substance. To destroy the place is to destroy something the self is made of.

What, then, does a city organized by communal selthood look like?

It looks like neighborhoods designed to hold people in relation rather than to sort them by
rank. Housing treated as a human right rather than an investment vehicle - because if
place is constitutive of the self, then to deny place is to deny the conditions of
personhood, and no market holds the authority to ration personhood by ability to pay.
Public space designed for encounter rather than avoidance - parks, plazas, sidewalks,
transit - because encounter is where relation is practiced and renewed, and the built
environment either invites it or forecloses it. Transportation that connects rather than
divides - because the highway severing two neighborhoods is a wall, and the streetcar or
bus line joining them is a threshold, and thresholds are what communities need, not walls.

It looks like planning that includes the community - the living, the elders, the children
who will inherit the streets - in the decisions that shape their ground. Not planning for the
community, from above, by experts who claim to know better. Planning with the



community, from the ground, by the people who live there and will live there and whose
children will live there. The community is not the object of planning. It is the subject.
And planning that excludes the community is not merely undemocratic. It is, by the
measure of communal selthood, a violation of the relational ground it claims to serve.

Fu-Kiau’s Kalunga line gives the spatial alternative its cosmological frame. In the
BaKongo cosmogram, the Kalunga line is the horizon - the boundary between the visible
and the invisible, the living and the dead. But the Kalunga line is not a wall. It is a
threshold. It is the point where the living and the dead meet, where the past and the future
converse, where the community across time touches the community in the present. The
line joins rather than divides. It connects rather than separates. And it teaches a truth
about boundaries the lie’s spatial logic cannot comprehend: a boundary is not a wall. A
boundary is a threshold - a place of meeting, of exchange, of relation.

Applied to the city, the Kalunga line names a hard truth: the boundaries the lie drew - the
highway, the tracks, the zoning line, the red border on the FHA map - were never
boundaries in the Kalunga sense. They were walls. They severed rather than joined. They
prevented relation rather than enabling it. And the alternative is not the erasure of all
boundaries - communities need edges, need definition, need the particularity that makes
them themselves. The alternative is the transformation of walls into thresholds: spaces of
meeting, exchange, and relation, where communities encounter one another not as threats
but as neighbors.

The alternative is already being practiced, in communities that insist on relation in the
face of a built environment designed to prevent it. Community land trusts that lift land
out of the speculative market and hold it in trust for the community - guarding the ground
against the displacement that root shock documents. Tenant cooperatives that give
residents control over their housing and their block - practicing the self-governance
communal selfhood requires. Participatory budgeting that lets communities decide how
their tax dollars are spent - returning the power of the map to the people who live on it.
Mutual aid networks that reweave the web of relation in neighborhoods where the web
was torn - practicing the care the lie’s spatial organization was built to prevent.

Each is a practice of spatial relation. Each rests on the conviction that place belongs to
the web, not to the market - that the ground a community stands on is not an asset to be
extracted but an inheritance to be stewarded, across the generations Mbiti names: the
living, the dead, and the unborn. And each is a refusal - a refusal to accept the map as it
was drawn, a refusal to treat the lie’s spatial organization as permanent, a refusal to
mistake the built environment for the natural order.

The counter-ground speaks plainly now. By Turn Three, it does not whisper. It names the
alternative in concrete terms: not segregation is unjust but here is what right relation in
space looks like, and here is why it is grounded in a truth older than the lie. The older
truth is that place is the medium of community, not the instrument of rank. The lie built
walls. The alternative builds thresholds. And the thresholds are already being built - by
communities that know, in their bones, that the ground beneath them is not theirs to own
but theirs to hold, for the living and the dead and the ones who are coming.

The Widening: The City Was Built



The lie organized space through deliberate policy, economic extraction, and
administrative violence. The FHA manual that rated neighborhoods red. The zoning
ordinance that designated who could live where. The highway that sliced through the
Black business district. The urban renewal plan that demolished a community and called
it progress. The contract sale that stripped wealth on the installment plan. The tax
assessment that charged more for less. Each was a decision made by a person, in a room,
with a stamp and a signature, written into the ground.

The map of the city is a record of these decisions. And the decisions outlast the people
who made them - outlast the officials and the planners and the developers, outlast the
political era that produced them, outlast the explicit doctrines that justified them.

Concrete and asphalt do not repeal themselves when the law changes. A highway routed
through a Black neighborhood in 1960 still divides that neighborhood in 2026. A zoning
ordinance passed in 1924 still shapes who can afford to live where. A redlined
neighborhood still carries the legacy of disinvestment - in the property values, in the
school funding, in the infrastructure, in the health outcomes, in the accumulated weight of
a century of extraction.

But the city was built, and what was built can be rebuilt.

Not merely by changing the laws - though the laws must be changed. Not merely by
repealing the zoning ordinances and ending the discriminatory practices - though they
must be repealed and ended. The rebuilding requires more than policy reform, because
the harm was more than policy. It was the destruction of the relational ground - the web
of community that made the neighborhood a neighborhood and not merely a cluster of
addresses. The rebuilding requires the communal work of practicing spatial relation:
building thresholds where the lie built walls, restoring the ground where the lie laid
highway, reweaving the web the lie tore.

For the organizer working in a segregated city - who sees the highway trench and the
empty lots and the school district boundary that still traces the old red line - this history
matters because it reveals that the map was made, and the making can be interrupted. The
interruption requires both the structural work of changing policy and the communal work
of building relation in space - the land trust, the cooperative, the participatory budget, the
mutual aid network. Each is a brick in the alternative city, and the alternative city is not a
dream. It is a practice, grounded in the older truth that place is the medium of
community, not the instrument of rank.

But the city’s map is not the only structure the lie built. Behind the map and the city
stands the entity that authorized both: the state. The state drew the lines. The state
enforced the boundaries. The state counted the people and categorized the people and
protected some and policed others. And the state did all of this through its own system of
recognition - a system that decided who was seen as fully human and who was
recognized primarily as a problem to be managed. The next essay follows the lie into the
state's own gaze: who the state sees, who it protects, and who it counts.

The lie was built into the world. And what was built can be rebuilt.
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