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There are more elements to the collective production of isolation
than we have explored thus far. After examining the demographic
trends, cultural changes, housing arrangements, and gender patterns
that help explain why certain individuals died in the heat, we can assess
whether there are any broader community- or neighborhood-level
conditions that contribute to the vulnerability or security of city resi-
dents. It is to this matter, and specifically the question of how an urban
area’s ecology affects the health and welfare of its residents, that the
social autopsy turns next.

CHAPTER TWO

Race, Place, and Vulnerability
Urban Neighborhoods and the Ecology of Support

n 21 July, while Chicago still simmered from its week
of treacherous heat, a team of researchers led by the
U.S Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ar-
rived in the city to conduct an urgent epidemiologi-
cal investigation into the risk factors for heat-related
mortality. The project was ambitious for a quickly
planned inquiry; yet, as one city official who helped coordinate the
research explained, “the CDC is an extraordinarily powerful and rich
organization, and when they come they bring an army. ” The case-con-
trol study design called for researchers to compare matched pairs con-
sisting of one heat wave decedent and one survivor of similar age who
lived nearby, either on the same street or in the neighborhood. Hold-
ing constant the age and location of the subjects, the epidemiologists
would be able to determine a set of individual-level factors—such as
living alone, having a medical problem, or owning an air conditioner—
that affected a person’s capacity to survive the heat. The scientific chal-
lenge was to locate the personal characteristics that proved most conse-
quential during the catastrophe. But the “main objective,” lead re-
searcher Jan Semenza and his collaborators would later write, “was to
identify public health strategies for reaching people at risk and pre-
venting deaths in future heat waves.”

With roughly seven hundred heat wave victims scattered around Chi-
cago, the CDC team had to select a random sample of decedents large
enough to generate reliable findings but not so great as to overwhelm
their resources. The research staff—which included roughly eighty par-
ticipants—decided to visit and inspect the residences of 420 pairs of
victims and controls; interview a friend, relative, or neighbor who knew
the decedent well enough to answer questions about their social net-
works, medical conditions, and daily routines; and complete a standard
survey questionnaire for each case. “It was a gigantic operation,” Se-
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menza explains. “We had to do more than eight hundred interviews
and we obviously couldn’t do them ourselves. We drummed up support
from all kinds of agencies. We got all different kinds of people who
were willing to go out into the streets. And it’s hard to get through this
questionnaire, especially with the relative of a decedent. It was a painful
job.” The team acquired death certificates, police reports, and a list of
the names and addresses of persons older than twenty-four years of
age who had died between 14 and 17 July and whose death certificates
listed heat or cardiovascular disease as a primary, contributing, or un-
derlying cause of death.? The official records led the researchers to the
doors of the decedents’ former residences; once there, they searched
for a matching person (or case) by tossing a coin to determine their
direction and walking from unit to unit until the paired individual
emerged.

Using this method, the CDC completed the research for 339
matched pairs, or 678 persons, as well as an additional 33 unmatched
decedents between 21 July and 18 August. After conducting a statistical
analysis of the survey responses, the CDC team honed in on a series
of risk factors that heightened the probability of death during the crisis,
and the findings were ultimately published in the most prestigious
medical journal in the United States, the New England Journal of Medi-
cine. Among the most significant conclusions were that city residents
were more vulnerable if they did not leave home daily, had a medical
problem, were confined to bed, lived alone, or lacked air-conditioning,
access to transportation, and social contacts nearby.? These findings
were disseminated to an international audience of public health agen-
cies and medical practitioners, and they have been influential in shap-
ing morbidity and mortality prevention strategies in U.S. cities where
heat waves are common.

What the epidemiological study did not do, however, is move beyond
the population risk factors to identify the social environmental condi-
tions that elevate or reduce the probability that residents would survive
the heat. By studying matched pairs culled from the same location, the
CDC researchers ruled out the possibility that their study would capture
neighborhood or regional differences in heat wave mortality or the
broader social context of the catastrophe.* If there were risks of living
in an impoverished, institutionally depleted, or politically neglected
neighborhood or region, the CDC analysis would not help to identify
them. The CDC study directs the attention of public health agencies
to the particular set of individuals who are most vulnerable to heat-
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related problems, but not to the places where such problems are likely
to be concentrated. In recent years, a number of scholars have called
attention to the ways in which the social ecology and political economy
of urban areas affect the health and welfare of residents during normal
times,? but few have asked whether such conditions alter health risks
in extreme events. There were clear spatial patterns in mortality during
the heat wave. Yet (as we will see in chapters 4 and 5) much of the
official and journalistic discourse about the event, such as the summary
statements that “all community areas in the city were affected” by the
disaster, render these trends invisible.

Sociological theories and qualitative research techniques make it
possible to conduct a different kind of epidemiology. Rather than end-
ing an investigation with individual-level information, we can add a
layer of regional or social ecological analysis to the study of urban
health—for both extreme events and everyday, typical situations. De-
mographers and geographers can use census tract or neighborhood-
level data to assess the extent to which place-specific conditions—such
as land-use and development patterns, segregation, violence, and mi-
croclimate—influence health risks in disasters. The geographer Karen
Smoyer, for example, shows that in the 1980 St. Louis heat wave “low-
mortality tracts were predominantly in the cooler, more affluent and
more stable south and west sections of the city”; whereas the high-
mortality tracts were concentrated around the relatively warm central
business district and the declining neighborhoods with low housing
density and depleted population bases. These findings are largely con-
sistent with the few studies of the geography of heat wave vulnerability
that preceded Smoyer’s work, which show significant associations be-
tween disaster mortality and neighborhood poverty, low-quality hous-
ing, lack of vegetation, and concentrated urban heat island effects.’

The spatial distribution of mortality in the 1995 Chicago disaster
shared some characteristics with heat waves in other cities, but with a
distinctly local pattern.” The map of the Chicago community areas that
experienced the highest heat-related death rates (fig. 23) shows that
the community areas hit hardest are concentrated on the South and
West Sides of the city, the historic Black Belt where the city’s African
Americans have been concentrated and segregated.® This map is partic-
ularly striking because it illustrates a block of high-death areas, begin-
ning at Burnside in the south and banking west before it reaches the
most affluent areas on the North Side where residents had less difficulty
protecting themselves from the heat. Although several predominantly
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7. Lincoln Park 46 South Chicago
8. Near North Side 47 Burnside
9. Edison Park 48 Calumet Heightls
10. Norwood Park 49 Roseland
11 Jefferson Park 50 Pullman
12 Forest Green 51. South Deering
13. North Park 52 Easl Side
14. Albany Park 53, West Puliman
15 Portage Park 54 Riverdale
16. Irving Park 55, Hegewisch
17. Dunning 56 Garfield Ridge
18. Montclair 57 Archer Heights
19. Belmont Cragin 58, Brighton Park
20 Hermosa 58. McKinley Park
21 Avondale 60, Bridgeport
22 Logan Square 61 New City
23 Humboldt Park 62 West Elsdon
24 West Town 63 Gage Park
25 Austin 64 Clearing
26. West Garfield Park 65 West Lawn
27 East Garfield Park 66 Chicago Lawn
28, Near West Side 67. West Englewood
29 Norih Lawndale 68 Englewocd

30 South Lawndale 69 Greater Grand Crossing

31. Lower West Side 70 Ashburn

32 Loop 71. Auburn Gresham

33, Near South Side 72 Beverly

34 Amour Square 73 Washington Heights

35, Douglas 74 Mount Greenwood

36 Oakland 75 Morgan Park

a7 Fulier Park 76 O'Hare D 15 CAs with Highes! Heat-Related Death Rates

38, Grand Boulevard 77 Edgewater

39. Kenwood . 15 CAs with Highest Percentage of Aged Persons Living Alone

Figure 23. Chicago community areas with the highest heat-related mortality
rates and highest proportion of elderly persons living alone. The top quin-
tile is represented on the map.

African-American community areas had exceptionally low heat wave
mortality rates, there was a clear clustering of deaths in Chicago’s segre-
gated black regions.

The heaviest concentration of high-death areas is in the region im-
mediately south of the Loop, beginning at the Near South Side, pro-
gressing south into the old Black Belt and beyond to the newer African-
American communities, such as Woodlawn and Chatham, east and far-
ther south; another pocket with high mortality rates starts west of the
Loop in the Near West Side area, extending through the western por-
tion of the city. As figures 24 and 25 show, both of these large regions
are notable for their high levels of poverty and violent crime.” Another
cluster of heat-related mortality is on the Near Southeast Side, which,
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Figure 24. Chicago community areas with the highest heatrelated mortality rates
and highest violent crime rates. The top quintile is represented on the map.

as figure 23 shows, is distinctive for its concentration of seniors and
elderly people living alone. Table 3, which shows the community areas
with the highest heat wave death rates, is equally striking. Of the fifteen
community areas with the highest death rates during the heat wave,
ten contain populations that are between 94 and 99 percent African
American, and another is 77 percent black.’® The four remaining com-
munity areas are distinctive for other reasons. West Town, which is a
largely Latino and Puerto Rican region, faced elevated heat mortal-
ity risks because it has more Chicago Housing Authority senior pub-
lic housing units than any other community area in the city. Archer
Heights, McKinley Park, and Brighton Park, the three contiguous com-
munity areas on the Southwest Side, were especially vulnerable both
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Figure 25. Chicago community areas with the highest heatrelated mortality
rates and highest proportion of persons below poverty level. The top quin-
tile is represented on the map.

because the red-brick and blacktop buildings ubiquitous in the region
intensify the indoor heat," and because the historically Polish commu-
nities concentrated there (especially in McKinley Park and Brighton
Park) have aged in place while new, mostly Latino residents move in,
leaving the white elderly culturally and linguistically isolated from the
emergent populations.

The maps illustrate a clear correlation between heat-related mortal-
ity and certain community area conditions, and Illinois researchers
used statistical research similar to Smoyer’s to further investigate the
sources of these varying death rates. After the disaster Tiefu Shen and
his colleagues at the Illinois Department of Public Health found that,
relative to other regions, community areas with high levels of violent
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Table 3. Chicago Community Areas with the Highest Heat-Related

Death Rates
Heat- Overall
Related Percent Violent
Deaths per  Percent Percent Population Crime, Rank,
Community 100,000 Population ~ Population  Lost, 1994-95
Area Population Black 65+ 1960-90 (77 CAs)
Fuller Park 92 99 19 64 1
Woodlawn 73 96 18 66 8
Archer Heights 54 0 21 13 56
Gtr. Gr. Crossing 52 99 18 39 15
Washington Park 51 99 11 56 2
Grand Boulevard 47 99 14 55 3
McKinley Park 45 0 13 21 46
North Lawndale 40 96 9 62 18
Chatham 35 99 19 16 30
Kenwood 33 77 15 56 31
Englewood 33 99 11 50 13
West Town 32 10 9 37 38
Brighton Park 31 ] 15 15 50
Burnside 30 98 6 0 21
Near South Side 29 94 13 34 5
Chicago 7 39 12 22 -—

Data based on 521 heat-related deaths Tocated by Illinois
cago Fact Book Consortium (1995), and City of Chicago,

crime and high proportions of elderly r
likely to experience heat wave deaths.

Department of Public Health (1997), Chi-
Department of Public Health (1996).

esidents were significantly more
2 The group did not examine

whether there was also an association with the proportion of commu-
nity area residents living below the poverty line, so the study yielded
no information about place-based deprivation and vulnerability. Public
health colleagues were convinced that there were reliable and signifi-
cant differences in the neighborhood-level mortality risks, but they left
it to others to explore and explain them.

In the years following the heat wave, however, no official or scientific
report did revisit the issue of place-based risks, and subsequent public
discussions and policy debates about heat-related health risks have not
moved beyond individual- or population-level conditions. A smattering
of quantitative evidence about heat waves in Chicago and St. Louis has
shown that certain community area characteristics, such as poverty,
high senior populations, lack of vegetation, and high crime, are associ-
ated with high heat wave mortality rates. But although demographers
have ample data to examine these conditions, no studies have ex-
plained how neighborhood environments imperiled or protected resi-
dents during the extreme summer climate, and no qualitative research
has identified significant contextual conditions that lie outside the



86 ¢ ¢ @ CHAPTER TWO

scope of standard statistical data sets on urban regions.”” Part of the
reason for this absence is that community studies designed to identify
the mechanisms through which neighborhood conditions affect the
health and security of residents require intensive fieldwork and deep
engagements with local residents, institutions, and public places. With-
out such research it would be impossible to learn whether community-
Jevel practices that fall outside the scope of quantitative studies—such
as the ways in which residents use sidewalks and public spaces, the role
of commercial outlets in stimulating social contact, the strategies
through which residents protect themselves from local dangers, and
the role of community organizations and institutions in providing so-
cial protection—affected the mortality rates.

The enormous amount of personnel, resources, and time that would
be necessary to replicate the scale of the CDC heat wave study at the
community area level makes it impossible to conduct an identical
analysis.'* Yet smaller-scale projects that focus on particular areas can
deepen our understanding of the relationships among place, health,
and risk during extreme events as well as normal times. Blending the
CDC’s case-control method with techniques honed by generations of
urban sociologists, I turned my attention to a matching pair of neigh-
boring Chicago community areas that have strong demographic simi-
larities but drastically different heat wave mortality rates. The compara-
tive case study would lack the large scale and predetermined variables
of the CDC epidemiological inquiry, and it would no doubt be difficult
to establish all the connections between the neighborhood social envi-
ronments and the specific contexts in which residents died alone. But
deep and intensive scrutiny of the two community areas would intro-
duce novel ways of understanding place-based vulnerability or protec-
tion and, in turn, generate insights into how the social and ecological
conditions that are unmeasured in conventional surveys affect the ca-
pacity of residents to survive the heat.”

MATCHING PAIRS

Like the CDC epidemiologists, my first challenge was to find a match-
ing pair of cases that experienced different outcomes during the disas-
ter. Since previous studies of place-based conditions that influenced
heat wave mortality highlighted the significance of poverty, crime, el-
derly inhabitants, and lack of vegetation, I searched for two residential
areas with similar compositional makeup on each of these measures
and population levels high enough to generate reliably contrasting
death rates.'® One set of neighboring community areas on the West
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Table 4. Characteristics of North Lawndale and South Lawndale

Condition North Lawndale  South Lawndale _ Chicago
Senior poverty level 26% 22% 16%
92X below poverty level 1% 62% 41%
Poverty level 44% 22% 18%
Population aged 65 years

or older 4,029 3,965 334,046
Seniors living alone 956 1,256 106,792
Percent aged 65 years or

older 8.5% 4.0% 12%
Percent seniors living alone  24% 31% 32%
“Minority” population 99% 94%

(96% black) (85% Latino) 58%

Heat-related deaths 19 3 521
Heat wave death rate 40,100,000 4,/100,000 7/100,000

Source: Chicago Fact Book Consortium (1995) and Lawlor, Almgren, and Gomberg (1993).

Side appeared to provide such a contrast: North Lawndale, which expe-
Henced 19 heat-related deaths for a rate of 40 per 100,000 residents;
and South Lawndale (colloquially known as Little Village), which had
3 deaths and a rate of less than 4 per 100,000 residents—ten times
fewer than North Lawndale. The two areas share more than a name.
In the 1990s North and South Lawndale had similar microclimates and
almost identical numbers and proportions of seniors living alone and
seniors living in poverty. The community areas, then, naturally con-
trolled for the weather and the subpopulation of people thought to be
most at risk of heat wave death.

According to most observers, the obvious difference in the popula—
tions of the community areas was the ethnoracial composition of the
residents. In North Lawndale 96 percent of the population was African
American, whereas in Little Village 85 percent of the official popula-
tion was Latino. Public health researchers had found that Chicago’s
African Americans faced the greatest risk of mortality in the heat wave,
while Latinos were most likely to survive; after the heat wave, govern-
ment officials, journalists, and scholars alike puzzled over the question
of why, despite high levels of poverty and risk, Latinos fared so much
better than blacks and whites."”

Though the areas are easily distinguishable to those who know them,
an outsider who sees North and South Lawndale on paper would have
little reason to believe that they would experience such great mortality
disparities during the heat wave. As table 4 shows, the two Lawndales
had almost identical numbers and proportions of seniors living alone
and seniors living in poverty. In Little Village 1,256 seniors, or 31 per-
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Table 5. Reported Overall Violent Crimes: Districts 10 and 11, 1994-95

Violent Crimes 11th District 10th District Chicago
Number 4,714 2,973 218,894
Victimization rate 10/100,000 4/100,000 8/100,000
City rank

(out of 77 community areas) 18 59 —

Source: City of Chicago (1996). The Eleventh Police District contains much of North Lawndale, and
the Tenth includes Little Village and a slice of North Lawndale.

cent of the elderly population, lived alone, compared with 956, or 24
percent of the elderly population, in North Lawndale. Each of the areas
also had distinctive risk factors. Although both had high levels of pov-
erty relative to the rest of Chicago, North Lawndale, where 71 percent
of local families earned below twice the poverty level and 44 percent
lived below the line, was worse off than South Lawndale, where the
poverty rates were 62 percent and 22 percent.”® As table 5 shows, North
Lawndale also had higher levels of violent crime; but it is important to
note that in 1994 and 1995 its crime rate was not in the top quintile
of Chicago’s high-crime areas. The risks specific to Little Village stem
from its high population of the people whom policy makers and schol-
ars call cultural or linguistic isolates, who fit the demographic profile
of the Chicago residents most likely to die in the heat. Roughly 46
percent of the seniors in Little Village were white “old-timers” who
aged in place when the younger generations left, whereas only 2 per-
cent of the seniors in the mostly African-American North Lawndale
were white."

To date, the most prominent explanations of the variance in death
rates between the two areas, and between African Americans and
Latinos more generally, have focused on the ethnoracial composition
of the groups.?” The two most popular cultural arguments that attempt
to explain the variance in death rates are, first, that Latinos are accul-
turated to the heat and have strategies for coping with it because many
have recently lived in hot Latin American climates. One of my Latino
informants summed up this position when he told me that “people
south of the border are more used to the heat. You have to realize
that in the south of Mexico or Cuba or Puerto Rico the average tem-
perature is about eighty-five or ninety degrees.” The second cultural
explanation is that Latino seniors benefit from strong multigenera-
tional and extended family ties that facilitate close contact during nor-
mal times as well as crises. As another informant opined, “Among the
three big groups that we have in Chicago—the Caucasians, the African-
Americans, and the Latino people—the Latino group tends to be the
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Jess isolated group. . . . Latinos are the ones that probably get a little
bit closer to their own families.”

The primary “racial” argument, which I heard from a large number
of Chicagoans when 1 discussed the heat wave with them, is that there
is something about the physiology of Latinos that protects them from
the heat.?! “I guess naturally we are more equipped to resist the heat,”
one of my Latino informants told me. “] would say that there is some-
thing in our skin or our genes that makes us a little bit more comfort-
able with the heat.” Another informant, this one a white woman who
works with seniors regularly, added that Latinos’ “metabolism and body
chemistry . . . lends itself more to coping with high temperatures.”
None of these arguments provide a persuasive account of the differ-
ences in heat wave mortality between North Lawndale and Little Vil-
lage. The racial argument is rooted in mythology rather than science.
Not only is there no credible scientific evidence that Latinos have ge-
netic or physiological traits that allow them to withstand the heat, there
is also no distinct Latino “racial” type that unifies the heterogeneous
groups having Latin-American ancestry, including residents of Little
Village.

Cultural arguments concerning adaptation to the heat and family
ties are also unsatisfying. For although social scientists and service pro-
viders often distinguish among ethnically organized cultures of care,
there is little evidence that these caring practices and routines are in-
herent features of a group’s identity. The claim that older Latinos are
strongly connected to friends and family through multigenerational
networks and extended family ties might be persuasive at first glance,
especially given the important traditional role of the grandparent in
Latino communities. But there are at least two reasons to treat it with
caution. First, recent surveys of Mexican-American seniors have found
that the native-born Mexican-American elderly are significantly more
likely to live away from and out of regular contact with their children
than are foreign-born Mexican-American seniors.?? Clearly, ethnicity
alone cannot explain this difference, but variations in the social envi-
ronment in which Mexican Americans live can account for much of
the cultural change. Second, many scholars argue that African Ameri-
cans also have, or have had, both strong multigenerational family net-
works, extended family ties, and highly-respected and well-integrated
grandparent figures.”® Again, ethnicity alone cannot explain differ-
ences in support networks for the elderly.

The other claim, that some groups are acculturated to the heat be-
cause their members once lived in a warm climate, would likely be as
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applicable to Chicago’s older African Americans, the majority of whom
were born in the southern region of the United States and have ances-
tral roots in Africa, as it would be for any other group in the city. Yet,
as we have seen, older African Americans experienced the highest
death rates of all ethnoracial groups. Finally, both the “racial” and eth-
nic arguments about the differences in community area mortality rates
overlook a crucial part of the heat wave story: the social environment of
Litile Village protected not only the area’s Latino population, but the culturally
or linguistically isolated white elderly, who were at high risk of death as well.
Together, these findings show that if in Chicago social connections
proved to be more tenuous in North Lawndale than in Little Village,
or among African Americans more generally, we will have to explain
why this is the case and not simply attribute the differences to ethnicity
or “race.” For if it is true that the social support practices vary within
groups as well as between them, a strong cultural argument about net-
works of care and support requires taking a closer look at the social
environments of the two community areas.*

VARIATIONS IN THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

OF POVERTY

It takes only a few minutes of observation in the two community areas,
or even a casual drive on Cermak Road, the border between the neigh-
borhoods with the railroad line to the west, to see that the two Lawn-
dales are, as numerous residents on both sides of the tracks told me,
“totally different worlds.” Most residents and outside observers differ-
entiate the areas by the ethnoracial characteristics of the two distinctive
local groups, but the differences extend far beyond the identities of
the populations. To begin, North Lawndale and Little Village differ in
their ecological characteristis—what Robert McKenzie called the “spatial
and temporal relations of human beings as affected by the selective,
distributive, and accommodative forces of the environment,” or the
spatial distribution of people and institutions that organize a local area.
The two areas also differ in their social morphological conditions—which
Marcel Mauss defined as “the material substratum of societies, that is,
the form they assume in settling across the land, the volume and density
of their population, the manner in which it is distributed as well as the
ensemble of things that serve as the basis for collective life.”* The social
ecology of a community area is the foundation for local social life, the
soil out of which social networks grow and develop or, alternatively,
wither and devolve.? Thus, urban regions such as North Lawndale and
Little Village can be distinguished not only by the identities of their

RACE, PLACE, AND VULNERABILITY o o o 9]

inhabitants, but also by the structure and texture of their social and
physical environments.

The prevailing U.S. tradition of thinking about urban poverty, how-
ever, involves focusing on poor people and their individual characteris-
tics rather than on places and their social ecological features. This logic
is most apparent in the culture of poverty arguments about the ways
in which the practices of poor people contribute to the production of
their own deprivation, but it informs more liberal theories as well. Yet
there is also a rich heritage of research on city neighborhoods that
highlights the spatial context of social order in the city.” Athough
most contemporary urban scholars argue that high population density
undermines social cohesion within neighborhoods, Jane Jacobs draws
a distinction between high density and overcrowding, which suffocates res-
idents and stifles community life. According to Jacobs, density and pub-
lic activity are necessary preconditions for vigorous neighborhood so-
cial networks. Residents of city neighborhoods without comfortable
and secure streets and sidewalks, without places that draw people out
of their homes and into the public_. are more likely 1o suffer from literal
isolation and social distance.

This chapter argues that place-specific social ecology and its effects
on cultural practices account for much of the disparity in the heat wave
mortality rates for the two Lawndales. The local social environment has
a strong impact on older residents, for whom health problems that
limit mobility can make it difficult to access places out of the neighbor-
hood. In North Lawndale, the dangerous ecology of abandoned build-
ings, open spaces, commercial depletion, violent crime, degraded. in-
frastructure, low population density, and family dispersion undermines
the viability of public life and the strength of local support systems,
rendering older residents particularly vulnerable to isolation. In thfle
Village, though, the busy streets, heavy commercial activity, residential
concentration, and relatively low crime promote social contact, collec-
tive life, and public engagement in general and provide particular ben-

efits for the elderly, who are more likely to leave home when they are
drawn out by nearl')y amenities.” During the heat wave, these local con-
ditions directly affected residents of the two community areas by COIT_
straining (in North Lawndale) or creating (in Little Village) the p0.551—
bilities for social contact that helped vulnerable Chicagoans to survive.

AN ABANDONED COMMUNITY '
Despite a recent resurgence of economic development, the major
streets and the majority of the residential areas in North Lawndale bear



92 @ ® ® CHAPTER TWO

the marks of decades of abandonment by factories, businesses, and resi-
dents, and of the devastating fires sparked in riots after the death of
Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. The physical landscape of North Lawn-
dale’s largest thoroughfares and many of its residential streets is domi-
nated by boarded or dilapidated buildings, rickety fast-food joints,
closed stores with faded signs, and open lots where tall grass and weeds,
broken glass, and illegally dumped refuse give testament to the area’s
decline. North Lawndale lost roughly 50 percent of its housing stock
(which fell from 30,243 units to 15,686 units) and about 60 percent of
its population between 1960 and 1990, and the social and ecological
consequences of these changes have been devastating for the residents
who remain.”

The decay of the local infrastructure has gone hand in hand with
the decline of the community’s manufacturing, commercial, and resi-
dential presence. In the early twentieth century North Lawndale was
a magnet for Polish and Czechoslovakian immigrants, many of whom
benefited from or were attracted by the major employers clustered
around the local railways, such as the Western Electric Company; Sears,
Roebuck and Co.; and the McCormick Reaper Company (International
Harvester, which later became Navistar Intemational Corp.) nearby.
The population doubled from 46,226 to 93,750 between 1910 and 1920
when Russian Jews arrived en masse. By 1930 the community area was
bursting with residents and retailers and had reached a population den-
sity two times above the general city rate. Roosevelt Road became a
commercial and cultural core of Chicago’s Jewish community, and sixty
synagogues, many of which exist as churches today, sprouted up
around it. Douglas Park to the south, Garfield Park to the north, and
Franklin Park to the east offered refuge from the tightly packed streets.
Grand houses and apartment buildings made of limestone and brick
provided a touch of elegance to the residential blocks.

Jews remained the majority group in the area during the 1930s and
1940s, but most local residents rented their homes instead of buying
them and the community never established deep roots in the area. In
1939, for example, 81 percent of the housing units in North Lawndale
were tenant occupied.** In 1940 only 380 African Americans lived in
North Lawndale, but when the second wave of black migration from
the South brought thousands of African Americans to the West Side
of Chicago during the 1940s, whites throughout the city grew anxious
about an incipient “invasion” that would transform and stigmatize their
neighborhoods. Once the stream of African-American migration
reached North Lawndale, more than seventy-five thousand white resi-
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Table 6. Population in North Lawndale, 1950-90

Population Population Population
Year Population Change (%) White (%) Black (%)
1950 100,489 — 87 13
1960 124,957 +24 9 91
1970 94,772 —24 3 96
1980 61,523 —35 2 97
1990 47,296 —23 2 96

dents abandoned their neighborhood. Roughly one hundred thousand
blacks replaced them during the 1950s alone.

By 1960 North Lawndale had completed one of the most rapid and
complete ethnoracial transition processes in U.S. urban history, tum-
ing over from almost 90 percent Caucasian to more than 90 percent
African American in a single decade (table 6).* Although the composi-
tion of the population had changed, local factories and tertiary busi-
nesses continued to provide tens of thousands of working-class jobs to
area residents. “Most people here could walk to work,” one long-time
resident told me. “Sears, Harvester, Western Electric, those companies
were on the main line.” There was no shortage of poverty within North
Lawndale’s black community, but the predominantly industrial econ-
omy generated enough demand for labor to support Lawndale fami-
lies, and it paid workers enough to animate the area’s public and com-
mercial life. “It was a regular neighborhood then,” long-time resident
Ernie Stewart recalled. “We had lots of stores, meat markets, lJaundries,

everything.”

TURNING OVER

The fate of the area began to change in the late 1950s and 1960s, when
the first stages of Chicago's industrial decline undermined the founda-
tions of North Lawndale's economy. International Harvester, which
once employed fourteen thousand laborers, left the community at the
end of the 1960s. Sears, Roebuck, and Co. closed down the original
Sears Tower (fig. 26) on Homan Avenue and moved its world head-
quarters, along with roughly seven thousand jobs, from Lawndale to
the Loop in 1974. The catalog distribution center, which it left behind,
stayed in the area and provided work for some three thousand employ-
ees until 1988, when Sears took it out of the neighborhood. Western
Electric gradually shifted its facilities out of Lawndale and trimmed its
labor pool until the Hawthorne plant, which had employed forty-three
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Figure 26. An open lot near the original Sears Tower in North Lawndale.
Photo by Caitlin Zaloom.

thousand people, shut its gates for good in 1984. By 1970, 75 percent
of the businesses that had been in the area in 1950 were gone, and in
the 1980s and early 1990s North Lawndale experienced little economic
growth. The impact of these losses extended into other sectors of the
labor market as well, undermining the economic foundations of local
banks, small businesses, food stores, restaurants, and entertainment
facilities. The loss of this second-tier commercial economy deflated
the area, removing not only jobs but goods, resources, and places for
socializing and congregating as well. Lawndale residents lacked places
to go in the neighborhood as well as places to work. “The stores closing
down affected everything,” a long-time resident told me. “There’s not
very much in the streets for people to do here anymore.”

The collapse of North Lawndale’s commercial institutions and local
economy was devastating for the public life of the area.* As Jane Jacobs
argues, a substantial quantity of stores and other public places sprin-
kled along the sidewalks of a district is the basic requisite for establish-
ing public safety through informal social control. Commercial institu-
Fions draw residents and passersby out into the sidewalks and streets,
inviting foot traffic and promoting social interaction among consum-
el merchants, and people who simply enjoy participating in‘or observ-
ing public life. Moreover, Jacobs explains, stores and restaurants bring
“storekeepers and other small businessmen [who] are typically strong
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proponents of peace and order themselves; they hate broken windows
and holdups; they hate having customers nervous about safety,” and
they therefore play 2 vital role in preserving the quality of the public
areas surrounding them.” Streets and sidewalks are the city’s “most
vital organs,” but if they lose their animating institutions they break
down, becoming instead the sources of violence, insecurity, and fear.
By 1970 the loss of factories and stores had undermined the basis of
collective life in the area, and in the next three decades the situation
would only grow worse.

With few jobs, stores, or other public amenities to attract them to
the area and a depleted infrastructure after the 1968 riots, the more
mobile North Lawndale residents fled the area—almost as quickly as
the local Jewish population had a few decades before. Between 1970
and 1990, roughly one-half migrated outward, leaving behind empty
homes as well as the neighbors who were either committed or con-
demned to stay. The area entered a cycle of withdrawal and decline
that the political scientist Wesley Skogan has characterized as a typical
pattern of decay: “When communities become unpleasant to live in,
and encounters leave people feeling uneasy and unsafe, many residents
will try to leave. . . . Families and members of the middle class tend to
leave first, often to be replaced by unattached and transient individuals.
Those who cannot leave physically, withdraw psychologically, finding
friends clsewhere or simply isolating themselves.”* As these residents
left, North Lawndale’s community experienced transformations similar
to those that Chicago’s white population had undergone in previous
generations: families and extended kinship networks were spatially sep-
arated as children or parents went to other African-American neigh-
borhoods in the segregated city, suburban areas, or out of the metro-
politan region. By the 1990s, members of African-American families
that had once lived in North Lawndale were dispersed throughout the
region, and their distance from one another limited their capacity to
support the elderly.

In 1995 most of Chicago’s poor black neighborhoods looked noth-
ing like the crowded Rust Belt ghettos prevalent in the postwar years,
and neither family nor extended family networks were rooted in local
ecologies that facilitated close contact as well as they did during the
1950s and 1960s.>* Migration and dispersion have changed the nature
of family ties, with relatives communicating by phone or making occa-
sional visits to one another rather than living in the area. Proximity
matters during crises because it is easier and more convenient for peo-
ple to provide emergency or casual support to their relatives if they



Figure 27. “Bombed Out”: an empty lot in the residential area in North
Lawndale. Photo by Caitlin Zaloom.

Figure 28. Another empty lot in once-prosperous North Lawndale. Photo
by Caitlin Zaloom.
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Figure 29. Ogden Avenue, once a major commercial artery in North Lawn-
dale. Photo by Caitlin Zaloom.

live nearby; moreover (as we saw in chapter 1), it is particularly impor-
tant for seniors because family members are more likely to check up
on the elderly when they reside in the same area. The spatial fragmen-
tation of family networks heightened the vulnerability of older African-
American residents throughout Chicago during the heat wave.”
North Lawndale, the dangerous social ecology produced by decades
of continuous abandonment and neglect rendered local seniors even
more at risk (figs. 27, 28, and 29).

In

THE VIOLENCE OF EVERYDAY LIFE

The depleted physical infrastructure of North Lawndale has affected
every aspect of neighborhood life. When I asked residents to describe
the major streets that anchor their neighborhood, “bombed out” was
the phrase that recurred most. As the editor of one of the community
newspapers explained, “North Lawndale looks like a war zone. It has
been bombed out. There’s not very much infrastructure.” Sarah Jones,
who has lived in North Lawndale for more than forty years, used similar
language to characterize the streets. “Sixteenth Street is almost null
and void. Ogden Avenue has nothing. This used to be a car-dealing
community. Now we only have one left.” A few blocks down from her,
another long-time resident drew a similar picture: “You ain’t got no
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houses. You got nothing but lots. . . . All this land you lookin’ at and
you don't see people. You ain’t even got no store open. And Roosevelt
[Road] used to be full of stores.” Her perception is well founded. Ac-
cording to one local development organization, more than 40 percent
of the land in North Lawndale was vacant in 1990. A woman in her
thirties complained about the difficulties of living in an area that has
so few resources and so little public life: “There’s no grocery store, no
Walgreens, no pharmacy, nothing for us here. . .. On this street, from
here to Twenty-sixth Street [the major commercial artery of Little Vil-
lage], Twenty-sixth Street is the only place you can see life. All of the
places here are deserted.”™
During the heat wave, as in their everyday lives, older North Lawn-
dale residents had few incentives to leave their homes and seek relief
or social contact in public places. The area lacked the social and
commercial attractions that draw people—especially the elderly—out-
doors.® Unable to pick up many desired products on foot, residents
had to drive or be driven several miles to the closest suburb to get
staples such as fresh vegetables and medications that are easily available
in other parts of the city.” Darcy Baker is similar to many others in the
neighborhood in that, as she explained, “I never shop in this area.”
Few older residents walk to do their shopping or to take in the local
street life, and the sidewalks are often devoid of foot traffic during the
day as well as at night. During an interview, a nurse who runs a geriatric
clinic at a nearby hospital argued that local dangers and the lack of
decent food stores represented a genuine public health crisis in the
community. “There’s a high incidence of obesity and all of the things
associated with that—hypertension, diabetes, renal failure. Nutrition
is a big issue in this community. And I think it's lack of exercise and
also poor diet [that are responsible]. I spend a lot of time with counsel-
ing. People say it’s not safe to walk. And so I don’t know how I can tell
them to walk when they don't feel safe. They don’t want to go out of
their house. And a lot of them say, well, the things that they like, like
vegetables, are expensive and hard to find. . . . The food is a big issue.”*
North Lawndale’s older residents not only lack animated public
spaces and basic resources that pull them into the streets, they also face
a range of local social and spatial pressures that push them to remain
at home. A booming informal economy in illicit drugs has replaced
the formal commercial economy that once supported the neighbor-
hood, and the violent conflicts among young dealers and gang-bangers
who battle for territory and market share have made North Lawndale
a dangerous region, day and night. In 1995, a group of residents in one
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of the neighborhood’s many criminal hot spots told me, drug dealers
occupied several corners in the area. “They were up and down this
block, all day long,” a neighbor emphasized. Although residents gener-
ally felt safe around the local youths whom they had known all their
lives, they fear getting caught in gang cross fire when there is trouble.

And there is often trouble. According to statistics from the Chicago
Police Department and processed by the Chicago Department of Pub-
lic Health, in 1994 and 1995 there was roughly one violent crime for
every ten residents of North Iawndale.” The local police district, whose
central office is close to the northern border of the area and whose
territory encompasses parts of East and West Garfield Park as well, was
considered “one of the hottest [most dangerous] areas around” by all
the officers I met. One day, as a group of officers derided the Los
Angeles Police Department for botching the O. . Simpson investiga-
tion and explained that their experience handling homicides would
have assured a conviction, a local sergeant told me that “one year of
work in the Eleventh [District] is a career of training.” “After working
here,” another veteran officer continued, “you're ready for anything.”

During one of my visits to the District 11 police station, Officer Fred
Handler, a veteran who had earned several advanced degrees while
working on the force, brought me over to a computer terminal and
showed me the crime statistics for the surrounding area. Even he was
surprised to see the extent of the action. We decided to check the
district’s arrest figures going back from that day to the year before.
District 11, which contains a little less than one hundred thousand resi-
dents, had been the site of more than twelve thousand narcotics arrests,
for an average of roughly thirty-three per day, during that year alone—
and this is an area where residents accused the police of letting dealers
do their work with impunity and local alderman Michael Chandler
complained that “open market drug sales are allowed here by police
and the mayor.” Turning back to the computer, Fred clicked in to see
the reported activity during the heat wave. The temperatures between
12 and July 1995 were hot enough to reduce the action, or at least the
arrests, in the region,‘ﬂ but there were still 134 narcotics arrests, and
reports of 178 batteries, 95 thefts, 51 robberies, 50 assaults, and 2 homi-
cides in the Eleventh District (fig. 30).

Crime levels this high make it impossible for the overwhelming ma-
jority of the people who live in North Lawndale and want nothing to
do with drugs and violence to feel secure. “Of the people who live
here, 97 percent of them are not involved in any way in guns, drugs,
or anything,” Alderman Chandler told me. “It’s just that the 3 percent
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that are involved, they are going to walk all over us unless we organize
and do something positive.” Fighting against local drug dealefs and
other law breakers would be easier if they all lived in North Lawndal
the.mselves. But, as one resident told me, “a lot of the guys who -
selling rocks and blows [slang for crack and heroin] around};lere doilr’i
come from the neighborhood. There’s nothing we can do to them.”
Another reason that it is difficult for North Lawndale residents .to
ﬁg}%t the violence and the drug trade and establish more security in
their neighborhoods is that the social ecology of the area attractsan
fosters dangerous underground activity. Social scientists have long ar-
gued t‘hat young people who have no formal jobs or sources of resg ect
2 mainstream society will be lured into the drug trade, which o?fers
income, community, and social recognition.® But street-level dru,
dealers also come to North Lawndale because the spatial conditions iIg;
the area facilitate their work. The open corners and fields, empty lots
with tall grass and high cover, abandoned buildings with ,free I:ty;lces
and dark streets with poor lighting create relative security for dzaler’
at thfe same time that they instill insecurity among residents. The ec:
nomic, political, and physical abandonment of North Lawnciale— ro-
cesses that current residents were not responsible for or had no conlzrol
over—has made the area a hub for an underground market organized
around violent struggles over management decisions and territorial
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control. The spatial conditions in the area account for much of the
danger that North Lawndale inhabitants experience in their daily lives,
and exert strong pressures on the most precarious and insecure resi-
dents to seek protection by staying at home.* “Safety is the major issue
here,” a resident told me, and the neighbors’ own understanding of
the significance of space motivates and directs local organizing.

The proximity of North Lawndale residents to the unruly world of
drug trafficking means that, as one woman explained a few weeks after
two young people had been killed on the street next to her home,
“Everybody’s afraid of being caught in other people’s problems. They
might be driving around and doing drive-by shootings. And even if
you're notin the gangs .. . . you're afraid of a shooting like this.”* Darcy
Baker, who has lived in North Lawndale for more than forty years, told
me that in her neighborhood the problems were particularly bad in
the mid-1990s. “If you were standing here [in 1995] you’d see someone
selling drugs on every COIner . . . groups of people. . . . There were
dealers standing in front of your home, hiding drugs in your yard. We
spent all our money planting flowers and putting grass down, and they
were hiding their drugs in front of our house. . . . There were bullets

coming down our block. You couldn’t sit out any longer. We used to

sit outside all night and just talk and do whatever. But that’s changed.”

«EVERYBODY HERE IS VERY CAUTIOUS”

As much as the North Lawndale community tries to maintain a peaceful
and stable neighborhood, action in the streets that residents cannot
thwart on their own undermines the basis for the kinds of collective
life that might have protected isolated residents from the heat. Elijah
Anderson has observed that “the awareness of this constant danger fos-
ters anxiety and skittishness even among decent people,”™ the most
vulnerable and fearful of whom protect themselves by staying at home.
The cautiousness one finds among all local residents, and the fear ap-
parent in others, restricts the public activity of the area for the elderly
as well as for the younger and healthier people who are best positioned
to support them.? “Fear prevents people from going out,” Alderman
Chandler explained. “That’s real.”

Living with fear, and even organizing one’s routines around it, is a
consequence of residing in high-crime areas with violent drug markets
in the streets and a degraded public infrastructure. The impact of prox-
imity to violence is particularly acute for the elderly, who are not only
susceptible to street crime, but also vulnerable to serious physical injury
as a consequence of an attack. Many of the middle-aged residents of
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North Lawndale observed that, as Sarah Jones put it, “seniors here are
always afraid to go outside.” Yet Mrs. Winter, a North Lawndale resident
in her seventies, took a more moderate view when she explained that
although “most everybody you talk to [here] is scared, during the day
most people don’t mind [the danger] too much.” A few blocks from
her, Ernie Stewart tried to articulate the process of coping with the
crime that has become an embedded feature of the local environment:
“For me, it’s caution, not fear. Everybody here is very cautious.” Ernie’s
cautiousness filters into his daily habits and establishes the borders in
which he lives. He feels safe within the few blocks that he considers his
neighborhood, but he rarely walks outside of this area; moreover, like
most of the local elderly, he rarely walks outside at night. Among his
peers, though, Ernie is notably healthy and active, and his willingness
to walk even a few blocks from his home makes him more of a risk
taker than the other seniors.

Mrs. Freeman, an old-timer in her seventies, was typical of the se-
niors who felt comfortable in front of their homes and around young
people they knew well but did not like to stray far from their own blocks
and avoided encounters with strangers. She lived on a street that, like
most others in the area, was frequented by drug dealers and users,
including many whom she knew. Mrs. Freeman expressed comfort with
the kids on her street but concern about their deeper intentions and
the company they keep. “The kids around here all know me and they
won’t mess with me themselves,” she declared. “They don’t mess with
me. They know me like the back of their hands. But they get their
friends and they have them do it. They tell them who’s got what.” Fear
of being burgled while she is out of the house further compounds Mrs.
Freeman’s insecurity. She believes that the local youths watch her and
are waiting for an opportunity to break in, and her conviction was
sirengthened when a neighbor found a local man trying to force open
her back door. “It’s hard leaving your house,” she told me, “especially
in this neighborhood. People are looking to see who’s out. They’ll
come and rob you.”

Long-time residents of North Lawndale internalize and naturalize
their strategies for coping with crime. Newcomers, though, have to be
instructed on how to manage the dangers of living in the area, and the
advice they receive from local residents carries with it the folk knowl-
edge that grounds residents’ protective strategies. Sister Mary, a black
nun in her thirties who had come from Africa to work and live in a
local church, summed up the tips that she had picked up from her
neighbors: “Don’t go out at night. Don’t walk on my own. Don’t stand
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somewhere by an empty building. It's risky to be there. It's risky to be
here. It’s risky. If you want to go to the store you have to come and

take me out in the street to go to the store and buy something. . . .

And, you know, I believe that whatever can happen at night can happen

during the day too. Even the night doesn’t make much difference once

you are in a place where the people kill.”

During an in terview, Father Michael, an African priestin his thirties,

told a similar story.

1 had no fear until they told me, oh no, it’s not safe. These people
steal on the corners and so on. They might cause trouble. . . . They would
tell me that there would be drive-by shootings. They would fight among
themselves, but I would be caught in the crossfire and I would be shot.
And some feared even that if you walk they can come and snatch you.
P've never experienced that but people have warned me. . . . And those
whom I work with, they always tell me to be careful. Don't go through th.e
alley. It can be dangerous. You never know. . . . I've never experienced it
but I have had people who have experienced it. I have talked to some
and I've seen the news on TV. So I took precaution. But at the beginning
I had no idea.

This building, it’s been shot at several times. The windows in front,
they've just been replaced. They shoot at it, not intending to shoot at
the’church but they are shooting among themselves and then the bullets
come. If we were in the office then you would have had a bullet in your

head.

The concentration of gang violence and drug dealing in the area has
altered the social and physical landscape, making public life less at-
tractive and viable for everyone who lives there. The degraded phy-
sical ecology of the area also imposes a specific set of dangers for tl?e
elderly. Old people in all parts of Chicago complain abo-ut the dif-
ficulties of navigating across broken sidewalks, rickety stairways, and
forbidding open spaces left dark by burnt-out street lamps.* The fear
of falling is a real concern of senior citizens, who know all too well
that a stumble from which they once would have recovered could
cripple or kill them when their bodies become frail. In North La.wn-
dale, where the city government has done little to repair streets, side-
walks, alleys, and empty lots in the area and poverty prevented many
residents from making major repairs on their homes, Borches, and
stairways, the condition of the physical environment contributes to T.he
Jocal seniors’ sense of precariousness and increases the risks of leaving
home. The social costs of fear in and of the streets made a brutal ap-
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pearance during the heat wave, when the barriers North Lawndale resi-
dents established to keep themselves safe became the sources of their
demise.

SOCIAL TIES IN THE UNRAVELING NEIGHBORHOOD
The pressures that restrict opportunities for social contact in North
Lawndale do not make social cohesion altogether impossible nor ren-
der sociability within the neighborhood undesirable: Jocal residents
work hard to overcome the burdens of their environment and support
one another. There is a considerable variation in residential transience
and stability among the blocks within North Lawndale. Some have rela-
tively high levels of home ownership and residential stability, and oth-
ers have high levels of vacancy, tenancy, and turnover. One notable
feature of the more stable (if not less violent) areas that I observed is
that the residents, many of whom had lived on their street since the
1950s, were deeply rooted in and engaged with life on the block: they
knew not only what the major issues, events, and problems on their
street were, but also the people who were involved with them. They
rarely had the resources that they needed to adequately address local
problems and concerns, but residents of at least certain blocks in North
Lawndale had the intimate familiarity with their neighbors and their
neighborhood that is typical of those of the most cohesive communi-
ties.# North Lawndale residents suffered not from lack of knowledge
about their neighbors or from disorganization, in the lay sense of the
term, but from local pressures and challenges that overwhelmed their
capacity to respond.

1 made this observation during one of my initial visits to the commu-
nity, when a long-time resident of a relatively stable block with three
empty lots, two abandoned buildings, and a booming drug trade set
against rows of solid limestone buildings led us up her street, then sat
on her stoop and proceeded to tell stories about the families living in
each house around her. “I know everybody on my block,” she asserted,
and she could account for several generations that she had seen on
the street. In fact, keeping close tabs on neighbors and neighborhood
activity was one of the strategies that North Lawndale residents used
to reduce their vulnerability to violence and other local social problems
and to gauge which other members of the community they could trust.
The important distinction is that residents have less reason to be at-
tuned to the older members of the community than they do to others,
since shut-ins or recluses pose little threat to anyone other than them-
selves. For many residents, living in the violent area required knowing
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the scene, but they needed such practical knowledge so that they could
avoid as well as participate in public life.

Throughout North Lawndale, though, there are two main sources
of formal community participation: the church and the block club. Res-
idents joke that the two institutions exist in such great numbers that
one would think that their neighborhood would be the most holy and
the most organized area on earth. For example, a local directory of
services in North Lawndale produced by a community organization in
1998 lists 120 churches around the area and 73 block clubs within i
Why, then, were these institutions unable to protect the most vulnera-
ble residents of the area during the heat wave?

CHURCHES AND BLOCK CLUBS

African-American churches, from the large congregations that number
in the thousands to the midsize corner chapels and the storefront vari-
eties with a mere handful of congregants, have long been one of the
main anchors of social life in black urban communities in general, and
of black Chicagoans in particular.”! Since the mid-1990s, when welfare
reform legislation and other urban policies removed federal support
for the urban poor and delegated more responsibilities to local organi-
zations, the church has reemerged in numerous political and academic
debates as a possible source of regeneration in low-income black urban
communities.”? There is good reason to look closely at the role that
churches play in the social support systems in North Lawndale. For by
examining the challenges that religious institutions face when they try
to support residents of poor neighborhoods, we can identify potential
strengths and shortcomings of faith-based solutions to the problems
of urban danger and deprivation.

Not all residents of church-rich areas such as North Lawndale be-
long to local congregations, and although neighborhood churches of-
ten assist people outside of their congregations, it would be difficult
for them to actively track down people who need help even if they had
incentive to do it. Providing protective and supportive services to peo-
ple with limited mobility and extreme needs is a difficult job, even for
organizations that are explicitly designed to do this. It may be true that,
as the Mayoral commission studying the heat wave concluded, service
providers are most effective when they are “reaching out to those who
are most isolated and fearful through networks they already know and
trust.”” But local organizations such as the neighborhood church can-
not do this work effectively unless they, too, have financial and material
support.
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Other conditions further complicate the task of protecting vulnera-
ble local residents through the churches. North Lawndale residents,
like those in all urban neighborhoods, often attend churches in other
areas of the city rather than those nearby. Similarly, churches in North
Lawndale often had large memberships from other parts of the city.
Residents who were most active in the neighborhood had generally
gotten to know the leaders of the closest church that was involved in
community work, thereby maintaihing ties with both their congrega-
tions outside of North Lawndale and the local religious leadership. But
these local activists, whose vocation or avocation involves supporting
and protecting others, are usually not the people who need to be sup-
ported and protected by the church. Residents who attended churches
outside their neighborhood but were less locally engaged were only
loosely connected to church networks near their homes. If the religious
community in which they were active was too far away to provide social
support during normal times or crises such as the heat wave, it is un-
likely that the local church group would know to look out for them.

Generally, though, it is the lack of time and resources rather than
the lack of social commitment that undermines churches’ contribu-
tions to the local community. The clergy in most of the churches are
not paid to be full-time religious leaders, and the church leadership
is made up of people with busy schedules of their own. Religious offi-
cials and active members have to work other jobs and take on “the
Lord’s work” in their spare time. Providing adequate support for peo-
ple living in extreme poverty, and particularly for older people living
alone who need help with shopping, cooking, and cleaning, demands
more time and attention than most church networks have to offer.

Churches and church-based networks in North Lawndale did reach
out to local seniors and sick people during the heat wave, and their
efforts surely protected a number of vulnerable residents. But the con-
ditions in which churches operate in North Lawndale—including the
nonparticipation of many residents, the dispersion of different reli-
gious communities and leaders, the extreme poverty of the area, and
the dangerous environment that undermines public life—make it im-
possible for these institutions to fill in all the gaps in the city social
net.’* Churches play a major role in supporting neighborhood social,
political, and even economic activity, and when they work with other
local organizations and state agencies they can be even more effective.
But offering sufficient levels of these key support services requires hu-
man and financial resources that religious organizations with addi-
tional missions find difficult to provide.
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The other major institutions that help support local social networks
are block clubs, which have long been a core part of Chicago’s neighbor-
hood communities but have become even more popular in recent years,
as the local government has actively promoted them.% Organized by resi-
dents as a means of asserting local control and establishing standards
for public behavior and property maintenance, block clubs can be a key
resource in building social cohesion in neighborhoods. These associa-
tions can provide a formal structure that facilitates residents’ efforts to
check up on one another during emergencies such as a heat wave or to
work collectively to address various social problems. “We come together,
we network, we make sure we bring the social services to the community
and take care of our needs,” explained a local leader who has organized
many of the North Lawndale block clubs into a larger collective. But
block clubs also require certain conditions and human resources to suc-
ceed, conditions that are difficult to achieve in neighborhoods with as
much turnover, poverty, and violence as North Lawndale.

The most basic resource necessary to build a strong block club is a
core group of active residents who are rooted in and committed to
their block to the extent that they are willing to spend time and energy
fighting threatening characters from the world of the street in order
to control their neighborhood. Proponents of community organizing
models that encourage residents to “take back the streets” like to tell
stories about small groups of old women who have forced drug dealers
off of their blocks by sitting outside on folding chairs and writing down
the license plate numbers of all the cars that drive through the area.
“You only need a few dedicated people, and you can beat back the dope
dealers and rebuild your communities,” one advocate of neighborhood
reclamation programs proclaimed.

Although there are numerous examples of successful campaigns to
reclaim neighborhoods,” taking back the streets can be difficult work
in practice and residents have to be strongly motivated to fight. If they
value the territory and they do not live there themselves, dealers will
retaliate against the block club, intimidating residents with threats of
various sorts and, in a tactic I saw several times during my fieldwork,
taking down block club signs to symbolically deny the neighbors’ claims
io the street.’” On her stable block, Dorothy Graham told me how she
initiated a project to clean up one of the empty lots on the street and

turn it into a neighborhood garden.

The grass and weeds had been, oh, somewhere between three and
five feet high, and I went out there with a saw and a mower to cut them
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down. You know, I needed to go to the neighbors’ and get some of their
electrical equipment to get that grass down. It was that high.

Now, I'm working in there, cleaning things up, and then some dumb
person walks over and tells me to stop because his gang needed the weeds
for its business. He told me, “You shouldn’t be cutting that grass.”

And I said, “Why not?”

He said, “We need that grass.”

They like open, grassy places that are unkempt so that they have a
place to hide their drugs. And this way when the police come around
and catch them they can’t go down and find the drugs.

We had a lot of drugs, prostitutes, and drive-by-shootings then. Like
everyone else, I had been complacent. But then we got fed up.

So I looked up at this young man, and I told him, “I don’t care what
turf you claim, you’re in the wrong place when you’re here. You got your
thing that you need and we have our thing that we need. Right now we
need a clean neighborhood and if cutting this down takes something
away from you then I apologize but I will continue.”

And he looked at me funny, but then he just walked away.

It took commitment to the area as well as courage to stand up to the
young man in this way, and had Dorothy not been so invested in the
area she might not have been willing to do it.

The trouble with some blocks in North Lawndale is that the high
turnover of residents has both depleted the supply of old-timers who
have strong emotional and financial ties to the area and unraveled or
loosened local social networks, so that neighbors are not as personally
attached to one another as they may be in other areas. Urban sociolo-
gists and city planners have long argued that residential stability is one
of the keys to local social cohesion, and much of the reason for this is
that it takes time and shared experience of various events and issues
to develop bonds of affiliation, obligation, or reciprocity that are strong
enough to motivate collective action or social support.” In North Lawn-
dale, where decades of out-migration and economic dislocation have
destabilized the community and 77 percent of the homes are occupied
by tenants, the conditions that facilitate efforts to build strong block
associations exist only on the most stable streets.

Strong block clubs can anchor efforts to establish cohesiveness and
assert local control, but since they rarely get the participation of the
very old and the young people in the neighborhood who most need
support, they have to make a targeted effort to reach out to them. The
block meetings I visited were attended and organized mostly by women
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between forty and seventy years of age, with a few middle-aged men
and younger (twenties and thirties) women participating but no men
younger than age thirty-five or very old residents around. Mrs. Winter
told me that she had struggled to get her older neighbors to attend
block meetings because “people never go out at night and you can‘t'ge:
enough people to neighborhood meetings because they’re too afraid.
Dorothy, who lives a few blocks from her, has helped to build one c:f
the strongest block clubs in the area. But, she pointed out, “T don't
have a regular block club meeting because the seniors can’t always get
out. . . . They shouldn’t be out at night.” Block clubs can become good
resources for older residents, but only if participants know whom to
help and how to do it effectively. In the 1990s even the most vigorous
neighborhood associations in North Lawndale were overwhelmed by
the pressures of everyday life in the West Side region, and the 1995
heat wave proved too dangerous to control.

SOUTH LAWNDALE: GROWING LITTLE VILLAGE

Cross just one street south of North Lavmdale,‘ though, and immedi-
ately the landscape changes. Although a statistical snapshot of South
Lawndale (Litte Village) shows that the community shares with North
Lawndale comparable proportions of poor seniors, seniors living alone,
and people living below twice the poverty line, the social ecology of the
two areas could not be more distinct. The empty lots and abandoned
buildings so prevalent in the African-American area give way to den_se
concentrations of busy sidewalks, active commerce, and residential
buildings packed with more inhabitants than they can hold. The publi.c
discourse concerning the two areas focuses on the ethnoracial ident-
ties of their dominant populations, yet the contrast in the public spaces
of Little Village and North Lawndale is equally extreme. Whereas t_he
social morphology of North Lawndale undermines the collective life
of the area, the material substratum of busy streets, dense residential
concentration, proximate family habitation, and booming commerce
in Little Village fosters public activity and informal social support
among area residents. Although many residents are concerned at'Jout
crime in the area and there is an active network of local gangs,” in
1994 and 1995 Little Village ranked fifty-ninth out of seventy-seven
Chicago community areas in its overall violent crime rate—almost
three times lower than the rate for North Lawndale and more than
twice as low as the general level for Chicago—and violence had not
significantly compromised the quality of public life in normal tim‘es.""‘
Older residents reap special benefits from these ecological conditions
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because the amenities and the vital public spaces that surround them
draw seniors out of their homes and into the sidewalks and streets.
Once in these public places, the elderly can make social contacts with
neighbors, proprietors of nearby stores, community institutions, and
service providers that older shut-ins find difficult to establish.

During the heat wave the elderly in Little Village were doubly pro-
tected from the dangers of isolation. First, the action in and relative
security of the local streets pulled older people into public places,
where contacts could help them get assistance if they needed it. Sec-
ond, the array of stores, banks, and other commercial centers in the
area provided seniors with safe, air-conditioned places where they
could get relief from the heat. Seniors felt more comfortable in and
are more likely to go to these places, which they visit as part of their
regular social routines, than the official cooling centers that the city
established during the heat wave. Older whites who have stayed in Little
Village as it has become predominantly Latino were the most vulnera-
ble local residents during the heat wave, yet they, too, were protected
by the local ecology. The robust public life of the region draws all but
the most infirm residents out of their homes, promoting social interac-
tion, network ties, and healthy behavior.

The differences in the ecological foundations of Little Village and
North Lawndale have helped to establish a rigid physical border be-
tween the two communities that deepens the ethnoracial divide. Resi-
dents of Little Village explained that there is “a fixed line between us
and North Lawndale,” and political organizers, church leaders, and
economic developers similarly noted that “if we plan events near or in
Lawndale, people won’t come” because “going over there is like going
to a foreign land.” There is also a symbolic separation of the two areas
that maps onto the ethnoracial and ecological differences.” In the
1950s, as Albert Hunter has written, white residents of South Lawndale
mobilized to change the community name to Little Village and “placed
large painted signs on many railroad overpasses which read ‘Welcome
to Little Village’ in “an attempt to distinguish the area from the neigh-
boring community of North Lawndale,”® whose stigma they wanted to
avoid. As the area turned over from white to primarily Latino after the
1950s, local residents became even more aggressive about marking the
territory as distinct from Lawndale. There are numerous signs claiming
the area as Little Village, with the largest of them being a giant arch
at the east entry to Twenty-sixth Street (or Calle Mexico), the main com-
mercial artery of the community, that greets visitors with the words
“Bienvenidos a Little Village.”
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word “booming” to convey the feel of Twenty-sixth Street—just ten
blocks away—and the area around it. During my fieldwork I observed
that, as resident Miguel Ramirez put it, “the streets here are always busy
[fig. 32], from early morning to 9:30 p.m. there are people outside”™—
“more people than there is room,” pointed out Daniel Nardini, the
editor of a community paper. On weekends the traffic jams from shop-
pers and visitors to the area are so thick that it can take an hour to
travel a few miles. During all but the coldest months, the sidewalks are
lined with street vendors (fig. 33) peddling fruits, flowers, aguas frescas,
helados, churros, and other goods; in fact, they are so prevalent that local
business owners worry about losing revenues and have organized a cam-
paign to keep them off the streets.

“Twenty-sixth Street is the heart of the area,” explained Ricardo Mu-
noz, the alderman of a ward covering much of Little Village. “It pumps
economic vitality into the community and the residents are the blood.”
According to Frank Aguilar, president of Little Village Chamber of
Commerce, stores and businesses on Twenty-sixth Street employ more
than fifteen thousand workers, and much of their wages go back into
the local economy. The vigorous circulation of people and goods has
animated the surrounding streets as well: by the late 1990s stores, small
businesses, and local organizations began opening up all over the area,
even on largely residential streets. It is apparent that, as Nardini put
it, “people are always coming and going and buying things.”

South Lawndale has long been a little village of sorts. According
to a local historian, the community area is “arguably Chicago’s oldest
working-class neighborhood, with roots stretching back into the 1830s”
even though most parts of the area were not formally annexed by the
city government until 1869 and 1889.% The ethnic solidarity of the local
community facilitated the creation and cultivation of Chicago’s famous
Democratic political machine, which was founded by neighborhood
hero and Chicago mayor Anton Cermak in Little Village’s Twenty-
second Ward. The community then consisted largely of people of
Czechoslovakian, German, and, after 1910, Polish descent, migrants
who came to South Lawndale for the same industrial jobs at the McCor-
mick Reaper plant and the Western Electric Company that attracted
people to North Lawndale a few blocks away. The community area ex-
perienced its first period of major growth in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, but it boomed after the Douglas Park branch
of the city’s elevated train network arrived in the area in 1890 (and
opened another station in the northwestern corner in 1902), providing
better access to downtown and other city regions. By 1920 there were
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Figure 32. “The streets here are always busy.” Photo by Rona Talcott.
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Figure 33. Street vendors attract shoppers outdoors. Photo by Rona Talcott.
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Figure 34. A family relaxes in the yard on a hot day. Photo by Rona Talcott.
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Table 7. Population in South Lawndale (Little Village), 1950-90

Population Population Population
Year Population Change (%) White (%) * Hispanic (%)
1950 66,977 — 98% NA
1960 60,940 -9 94 NA
1970 62,895 +3 86 NA
1980 75,204 +20 45 74
1990 81,1565 +8 27 85

* The Hispanic category was first used in the census in 1980, and most Hispanic residents of South
Lawndale were classified as white before this change. In the 1980 and 1990 censuses respondents
could count themselves as both white and Hispanic.

and parts of Litile Village as well, in the 1950s and 1960s (table 7).
The out-migration in Little Village was more gradual than in North
Lawndale, though, in part because in 1940 the home ownership rate
of 36 percent in Little Village was more than twice the rate in North
Lawndale, where only 16 percent of the homes were owner occupied.”
The relatively slower pace of suburban out-migration from Little Vil-
lage meant that the area did not open itself to African-Americans to the
extent that North Lawndale did, and instead local realtors marketed
housing in the area to the city’s growing Mexican-American communi-
ties as well as to Mexican immigrants. Beginning the mid-1950s, Mexi-
can Americans who had been displaced from their Near West and
North Side homes by urban renewal programs and new highways took
refuge in Litte Village, and by the late 1960s the area had acquired a
decidedly Latino identity. In one telling sign of the transformation, the
Bohemian Settlement House, which had been founded in 1896 and
was a2 major community institution, changed its name to Casa Aztlan
in 1970.%

There are at least two reasons that Little Village was spared the fate
of North Lawndale and other predominantly African-American com-
munities in Chicago. The first has to do with processes of exclusion
and oppression that we conventionally call racism, but which require
more analytic specification because the loaded term connotes no iden-
tifiable and specific set of social or institutional practices. Douglas Mas-
sey and Nancy Denton capture part of the process in their argument
that North Lawndale “became a wasteland” while Little Village evolved
into “a beehive of commercial activity” because of “the degree of segre-
gation” in North Lawndale.t” Yet the differences between the two ar-
eas—both of which are dominated by so-called minority populations
and had few whites—clearly extend beyond segregation. Unlike Afri-
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can Americans in North Lawndale and several other Chicago commu-
nity areas, Latinos in Little Village did not experience the particular
constraints of ghettoization, the rapid and continuous abandonment
of institutions and residents, or the arson and violence that contribute
to the destruction of the local social ecology.® The second crucial rea-
son that Little Village developed into a commercial and residential hub
is that since the 1960s the area has become a magnet for Mexican and
Central American migrants and immigrants as well as for Mexican
Americans already in Chicago, groups whose presence in the city has
increased dramatically while the population of whites and blacks has
declined.® The continuous migration of Mexican Americans to this
community area has replenished its human resources and regenerated
the commercial economy of retailers and small local businesses, such
as food stores, travel agencies, health-care providers, and telecommuni-
cations companies. While North Lawndale lost more than half of its
population between 1970 and 1990, Little Village grew by roughly 30
percent. There are only a handful of abandoned buildings and empty
lots in the area, and those that exist are sure to be developed quickly
in what Chicago magazine has dubbed one of Chicago’s “hottest real
estate markets.”” “In Little Village,” Frank Aguilar told me, “there is
no such thing as an empty lot.” In 1995, the year of the heat wave, the
commercial vacancy rate was about 2.5 percent, compared with rates
four times as high downtown and many times more than that in North
Lawndale, where commercial vacancy is common.

“THE STREETS HERE ARE ALWAYS BUSY”

The active street life in Little Village attracts older and younger resi-
dents into the public areas where informal interactions and casual ob-
servations of others are typical forms of social cohesion. Many of the
elderly I interviewed explained that during the heat wave they sought
relief in the air-conditioned stores on Twenty-sixth Street, just as they
do on ordinary summer days. Not only did elderly residents in Little
Village have less to fear on the sidewalks and streets than did their
neighbors in North Lawndale: living in a region with busy commercial
traffic and active streets, they also had more incentive to go outdoors
and walk to places where they could get relief. The rich commercial
resources and a flourishing sidewalk culture animated public areas
throughout the neighborhood; and there were always people, includ-
ing seniors with their pushcarts full of groceries and small bags of
goods, in the streets when I did my fieldwork. “Street life,” as Gerald
Suttles argues, “is a vital link in the communication network of the
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[neighborhood] and, as a result, governs much of what the residents
know of one another.”” This remains true in Little Village today, where
the sidewalks are primary conduits for social contact and control. The
relative security of these public areas makes it easier for residents of
Little Village—even the older whites—to engage with their neighbors
and participate in community events.

But in addition to this instrumental role in facilitating social integra-
tion, safe sidewalks, local retailers and grocers, and vigorous public ac-
tivity provide intrinsic benefits for the health and welfare of local resi-
dents, particularly seniors. As Dr. John Herman, a neighborhood
physician, explained, “People walk more here. That’s healthy. Peop.Ie
get more sunshine, so they get more vitamin D and less osteopor051s.
They feel better.” Health workers in North Lawndale found it difficult
to get older residents to exercise because seniors felt vulnerable wallk—
ing outdoors. In Little Village, though, walking was part of the de.nly
routine for most of the older residents I interviewed, especially during
the warmer months. Unlike their neighbors in North Lawndale, many
of whom drive to the suburbs or Little Village to shop, Little Village
seniors had ample reason to be outdoors. According to the glossy Busi-
ness Directory published by Little Village Chamber of Commerce, there
were seventy-one grocery stores of various sizes in the area in 1998,
fifteen bakeries, ninety-six restaurants, thirty discount stores, and two
department stores. There is also an active and cash-driven market in
health and medical services as well as several not-for-profit providers,
with dozens of clinics and alternative medical suppliers offering care
to residents who have no health insurance. The commercial life is par-
ticularly important to local seniors, for it not only draws them out when
they need goods or services but also gives them an excuse to leave home
when they are feeling lonely or bored.

With one of the largest commercial strips in Chicago and a special-
ized market for Mexican products, Little Village is, in the words of
several local residents, “a kind of self-contained community.” As one

long-time resident explained,

We’ve gota lot of people in Little Village who don’t leave Little Village
if they don’t have to. And that includes older white ethnic groups. For
example, our neighbor. Until my wife took her downtown a month be-
fore she died, the last time she was downtown was in 1940. She hadn’t
been there in fifty-five years. She was ninety-two years old.

People stay here because they like walking to the stores. They can get
their food here. They can go to the bakery. Little Village has a lot of
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banks [in 1998 there were seven major banks on Twenty-sixth Street
alone, and six others in the area, with more on their way], so if they want
to save their money they can do that here.

These resources pulled everyone into the streets. As Father Green
noted, “Kids are out. Old people are out. People are shopping. The
commercial attraction is just phenomenal. There’s really no need to
get in the car and go anywhere. You can certainly do things within
walking distance and people do.”

Although the high population density and active commercial sector
imposes certain strains on local residents, including cramped living
quarters and traffic congestion, they also foster tight social networks
among families and neighbors and support a relatively secure public
environment. In sharp contrast with North Lawndale, in Little Village
the local ecology has strengthened family and friendship ties that might
have been weakened by migration, because proximate conditions en-
courage and even force social interaction.” Latino residents do not
necessarily perceive the residential crowding and busy street life as
pleasant or desirable. “People here are living on top of each other,”
Javier Montes told me. “We’re crammed into a little bit of space.” Life-
long resident Rosa Hernandez, a young woman in her twenties, com-
plained, “I feel trapped in this neighborhood sometimes. I need to get
out of here or I start to choke.” Further, during one day of my field-
work, a few minutes after a North Lawndale community leader had
explained that open lots and empty space were causing much of his
neighborhood’s trouble, the director of Little Village Chamber of
Commerce opined that “the biggest problem in Little Village is that,
basically, there is no room.”

Some of the more recent immigrants noted the irony that, as far as
they have traveled from home, they see many of their old compadres in
Little Village. “People come here because of family or friends from the
old village or city,” said Father Morales, a migrant himself. “They’re
rarely on their own.” Yet these same conditions provide the ecolog-
ical foundations that enable residents to attend closely to frail, un-
healthy, or otherwise needy family members, compadrazgo (fictive kin)
and friends. One local resident, a man in his thirties and the second
of three generations of family members in the area, stated that most
of his friends are moving out of their parents’ homes, “but they’re still
very close to the family, as opposed to the kid who graduates from
college and then just leaves and disappears and never comes back. I
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mean, I live two blocks from my mother. My dad lives [a few blocks
away]—iny parents are separated. So they're here.”

Grandparents play a particularly important role in the many Little

Village Latino families in which parents are working long hours and
have litde time for child care or other family activity.” Since working-
age residents were likely to be toiling in one or more low-wage jobs,
they relied on grandparents and other family members to look after
children and help with other domestic work. The integration of older
family members into the lives of their children, grandchildren, and
great-grandchildren results not only from cultural values dictating that,
as one Latino service provider for the local elderly put it, “it’'s important
for these elders . . . that they are still kept around,” but also because
“they are important for the family because they have something to
give.” “Families around here can't afford to leave the older folks alone,”
one of the few Latino clergy members in the area told me. “They need
them.” Father Green, who works at the largest Catholic church in the
area, reported that “it’s phenomenal the number of elderly who are
waiting outside to pick up the kids and take them home” after school.
There is 2 downside to these conditions. Some of my informants com-
plained that the low-wage economy in which they were embedded
made it necessary to turn their mothers into “a kind of slave with no
payment.” But others had a more sanguine view. “We have to realize
that they are more or less getting a kick out of it,” Miguel Ramirez
explained.

Although there was 2 gendered structure to the domestic work
within Little Village, with grandmothers doing far more unpaid labor
than grandfathers, few of the seniors 1 met in the community com-
plained that they were overworked by their families. Their experi-
ences illustrate how the cultural practice of caring is embedded in an
ecology and economy—including the clustered households of mult-
generational networks, the busy sidewalks, and the relative security of
the neighborhoods—that promote social support even while creating
other strains. During the heat wave the synergistic relationship between
the cultural dispositions of the dominant local group and the neighbor-
hood ecology allowed residents of Little Village to leave their homes,
check up on vulnerable residents, and minimize the impact of the heat.

There are many parts of Chicago in which fear of crime and the
degradation of public space has pressured older residents to shut them-
selves into their homes during the day as well as at night, but in Little
Village even the old and frail residents felt comfortable going out €x-
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cept late at night. As Jacobs argues, “a well-used city street is apt to be
a safe street. A deserted city street is apt to be unsafe. . . . There must
be eyes on the street.”” During the heat wave, older residents of Little
Village who would have been vulnerable to the heat had they stayed
at home were secure enough in their neighborhood to brave the out-
doors, visit local stores or neighbors, and get the care that they needed.
As a leader of a local Catholic church recalled, “During the peak hours
of the heat you would not think twice about getting outside. You heard
these stories of people who were locked into their houses for fear of
coming out. That definitely wouldn’t be true on a summer day here.
The streets, especially in summer, are quite safe. There are isolated
incidents. But the streets are vibrant until about ten o’clock at night.”

We have already seen that in 1994 and 1995 the violent crime rate

in Little Village was roughly three times lower than it was in North
Lawndale and two times lower than in Chicago as a whole, setting a
general social context in which Little Village residents had less to fear
than did other city dwellers. These trends were visible during the week
of the heat wave, when the Tenth Police District, which includes Little
Village (and a slice of North Lawndale), and the Eleventh Police Dis-
trict, which contains much of North Lawndale, had great disparities in
their reported rates of violent crime. Between 12 and 19 July 1995,
District 10 reported 83 batteries, 17 robberies, 20 assaults, 1 attempted
robbery, and 0 homicides for every 100,000 residents, whereas District
11 reported 181 batteries, 52 robberies, 51 assaults, 4 attempted robber-
ies, and 2 homicides for every 100,000 residents” (see fig. 30). Though
free from neither crime nor fear, residents of Little Village had good
reason to feel safer in the streets than did the inhabitants of most other
parts of Chicago.

According to the local residents I got to know, one of the reasons
that they can easily manage walking or hanging out in the streets is
that there is a clear spatial and temporal order to violence in the area,
with most of the action taking place at night and in clusters of blocks
that are off the major thoroughfares. In general, one resident ex-
plained to a police officer during a community meeting, “most of the
violence we have happens at night;” and although several older resi-
dents I interviewed told me that they were growing more fearful of
gang violence and avoided the streets after dark, many others found
even this common self-protection strategy to be unnecessary. As Frank
Kruk, a white old-timer who had spent his life in Little Village insisted,
“I am not afraid of my neighborhood. We walk in the streets in the
middle of the night when we come home.” Frank’s location within the
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community’s safer and more middle-class southwestern corner ac-
counted for some of this confidence. The real problems, he explamed,
are on the north side of the area, where Latino and black youths are
closer together and the gangs are more active. . _ .
Residents believed that gang activity was on the rise _whlle I was in
Little Village, becoming a top priority for the community at precisely
the moment when the neighborhood economy ?md b?gtun to b(?om
and property values to climb. At several community !)ohcmg meetings
I attended, residents complained that they were hearing gnnshots after
dark and growing concerned that, as one mother re“mark.ed, c.ga.n.gs
control the area at night.”"® Yet the ubiquity of “decent p}xth acuvme.s
counteracted the threats of danger and disorder, pres?n1ng? a safe envi-
ronment during most hours of the day despite occasional instances f)f
violence. “Even though we have gangs, people still feefl comfortaPle i
the streets,” noted Father Morales, one of the few Latino Catholu.: r.eh-
gious leaders in the area. “You walk around and you sce people sitting
on the front steps everywhere.” Casual street users provide the w'?.tcllﬁxli
eyes that, as Jacobs argues, facilitate neighborhood safety. “We 1(?0
out for each other in our neighborhood,” reported James Grabowqiz,
another of the white old-timers who had remained in the area. I”f
something is going on we’ll see it and call each other or the police.

CENTRALIZED CHURCHES . .

In addition to the informal ties that connect Little V111age‘ne1ghbors,
powerful church networks provide crucial forms of protection to local
residents. Churches contributed to local efforts to protect .sclam.ors c.iur-
ing the heat wave, but the nature of isolation and nllnerab}hty in Little
Village meant that the community’s elderly were le':ss at nfk for heﬁi—
related problems even without religious orsmlzatlons. With roug y
twenty churches in the area, Little Village did not have as 1;171.1.;;161 0}1115
a supply of religious organizations as did North Law_ndaile. . ut.tﬂe
relative size, wealth, and centralization of these organizations in Little
Village allowed the church networks to absorb and support large nuI'n-
bers of local residents. Just as the churches in Norﬂl I‘.awndale had
difficulty learning about and attending to reClLleVC seniors, churches
in Little Village struggled to integrate older whites who lived alone,
even those who were once active members.

The ethnoracial makeup of local religious instimti.on.s had turned
over along with the neighborhood, and the sam,e buildings that ha:
long anchored the community life for the areas Po]ies, Czechs, an
Slavs became predominantly Latino places where Spanish was the dom-
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inant language, services took on a Latin-American style, and cultural
events were based on Latino traditions. Although few of the church
leaders were Latino, most pastors and administrators spoke fluent
Spanish. Many of the churches conducted special services and events
in English or Polish for the handful of white members who remained
participants in religious life, but church leaders throughout the area
expressed concerns that local changes had estranged the old-timers
and that the clergy possessed neither the human nor cultural resources
required to alleviate the difficulties of aging alone in the neighbor-
hood. “We have plenty of old-timers living alone here,” Father Morales
explained. “The old-timers more than the Hispanics. And it’s a sad
story sometimes because we can’t bring [the services] to them. Services
for that kind are important, but there are limitations and we can’t do
much unless you have somebody on the staff. It’s really hard to do it
with volunteers.” Like the churches in North Lawndale, most religious
institutions in Little Village worked hard to assist local seniors but rec-
ognized that the job required time, money, organization, and labor
that they could not offer.

As in North Lawndale, churches in Little Village played roles in
many realms of neighborhood life, but in the latter community, reli-
gious institutions placed special emphasis on helping immigrants and
Spanish speakers cope with the pressures and demands of living and
working in Chicago. In addition to offering social, political, vocational,
and health services and programs similar to those provided by churches
in North Lawndale, religious organizations in Little Village offered
courses in English as a second language, helped recent immigrants
connect with social and economic networks, and counseled newcomers
from rural areas who had difficulty acculturating to the urban environ-
ment. In a city where the political and community organizations are
generally foreign and intimidating to migrants, many newcomers find
that the Catholic Church is the most familiar and trustworthy source
of stability and support.

The most significant difference between the religious institutions in
North Lawndale and Little Village was the relative centralization of the
Latino churches, which were predominantly Catholic and structurally
tied to and supported by the Archdiocese of Chicago. Although the
pastors were mostly white men who had moved to the neighborhood
within the last few decades, the church leadership, membership, and
support networks were more rooted in community life than were their
counterparts in many North Lawndale religious centers. Most church
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participants, pastors, and administrators lived in the area, often within
walking distance of the churches themselves, providing an ecological
basis for place-based projects and facilitating the delivery of various
support services. “The church is a center for socializing,” Father Mo-
rales said. “People make compadres at church.”

There were, however, costs as well as benefits stemming from the
affiliation between neighborhood churches and the broader Catholic
Church. Unlike many of the smaller churches in North Lawndale, the
Catholic churches in Little Village received substantial resources and
support from the centralized archdiocese. These resources proved in-
valuable during difficult times and helped local religious organjzations
[maintain their services and programs despite the relative deprivation
of many of their members. But the archdiocesan support came at a
price. Representative of and responsible to a larger religious institu-
tion, the Catholic churches in Little Village struggled to be as respon-
sive to the particular and changing demands of local residents as
smaller, more grassroots churches were able to be. Some of the Little
Village residents I met had Jeft the Catholic Church in favor of evangeli-
cal denominations because, they felt, the new churches were more at-
tentive to their needs. When I did my fieldwork, though, these converts
were in the minority of the strongly Catholic Little Village religious
community.

With large Catholic churches dispersed throughout the area, resi-
dents had little difficulty finding a place to anchor their religious or,
in some cases, social activities. Most of the churches are busy through-
out the week because they run parochial schools and host numerous
events and programs. Father James, who presides over a church with
several thousand members, explained as we sat outside the church
school: “On different nights we can have eight different activities going
on outside of the church in our meeting halls. And a lot of people
connect to us. Sunday morning we have a Polish mass which is very
small. It’s in Polish. We also have an English mass that’s a bit larger,
maybe one hundred people. And two Spanish masses. They are the
largest, four to five hundred people.” On Sundays the major weekly
masses draw more than ten thousand people, most of them Little Vil-
lage residents, out of their homes and into the local churches. Ac-
cording to Father Green at Saint Michael's Church, “We are the largest
Hispanic Catholic church in the archdiocese and we are the fourth-
largest parish in the archdiocese. We have about five thousand people
who come on Sunday. We have mass every hour and a half from 7:30
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in the morning to 4:30 at night. Easter we probably have ten thousand.
Ash Wednesday we have fifteen thousand. Everything here is on the
same magnitude.”

Ultimately, though, it is the severity of the local problems rather
than the size of the local churches that most determined the capacity
of vulnerable residents to survive emergencies such as the heat wave
and withstand the daily pressures of urban marginality. Although there
were some areas of commonality, the challenges that stemmed from
poverty and transition in the Little Village community were distinct
from those that troubled residents of North Lawndale. A greater num-
ber of seniors lived alone in Little Village than in North Lawndale, but
they suffered from linguistic isolation and status transformation (from
becoming ethnic minorities in the neighborhood) more than from the
kinds of insecurity, fear of the streets, loss of local resources, and literal
isolation that threatened seniors in North Lawndale.

Little Village community leaders have good reason to build formal
social networks for local Latino seniors. In the 1990s Latino residents
of the area have experienced firsthand what other ethnic groups in
Chicago have already witnessed: the rise of interfamily dispersion, sub-
urbanization, and increasing social and spatial distance between se-
niors and younger generations. Acculturating to social practices and
migration strategies typical of most other communities in Chicago,
working-age Latinos in Little Village have begun moving to the sub-
urbs, leaving parents and other older relatives behind as they make
their go at the American dream. In our interviews, Chicago-area social
workers expressed concern that cultural myths about Latino intergen-
erational family ties had in fact rendered invisible or unstated the in-
disputable demographic trend toward Latino isolation that they had
witnessed in their work.” “The older generation of Hispanics are
beginning to be left alone by their families,” the director of one service
agency explained to me. “And because no one likes to talk about it their
isolation is all the more dangerous.” Protected by proximate family and

friendship ties during the 1995 heat wave, Latino seniors in Little Vil-
lage are unlikely to be so well positioned in the coming generations.
Ethnically cultivated dispositions common among Latinos may have
helped to keep recent generations of families together in places like
Little Village, but the social trajectory and spatial dispersal of Latino
families are already threatening such cultures of care.

ike the CDC epidemiologists who conducted the case-control
4study, when I ended my fieldwork on Chicago’s West Side I
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searched for ways to determine whether the sources of risk and protec-

tion that I had observed in North Lawndale and Little Village were

apparent in other parts of the city. In casual observations in other re-

gions I found patterns of ecological decay in high he.at mortality areas
and relatively robust social morphology in places with better survival
rates. Field notes taken in three community areas with high h(?a[ death
rates, for example, describe the commercial strips and public spaces
in terms that would fit the landscape of North Lawndale as well.

Area 1: A small area with little commercial activity and virtually no retail
stores. Most blocks are lined with dilapidated and boarded-up aban-
doned houses, vacant lots full of rubble or trash, and small storefront
churches. [There is] only one commercial strip, but it only includes a

check cashing service and a few empty storefronts.

Area 2: The main commercial strips are rundown, but there are a few
small retail stores and old industrial buildings. The streets are wide,
and there is little or no street life. There are many empty storefronts,

boarded-up buildings, and large lots of empty open space.

Area 3: Many of the buildings were once used for commercial purposes,
but the windows are boarded and the signs are old, faded, and falling
apart. The only stores are little groceries and 2 check cashing service.

Besides that there are virtually no shops—only empty lots. The area feels

abandoned. One side of the street looked incredibly deserted and

bombed out.

Such superficial descriptions should be treated with caution b?cause
thev do not reflect deep knowledge about the ways that elderly.m oth.er
res{dents use the spaces. It was impossible to replicate the mntensive
ethnographic study in every Chicago community area, but the research
hints at a set of ecological contexts and social processes that helpc‘zd
explain how place-specific conditions affected heat \?ra\'e_ morta?xt_\
rates. In addition, it suggests that the widespread ecologxcal. impacts of
urban abandonment and deprivation have altered the s<?c1al environ-
ments of many Chicago communities in ways that population-level data
do not reveal. . |
Once we identify these social ecological conditions we.cal.) ‘mlegrate
more standard demographic evidence to consider the significance of
related conditions in the city.79 Table 3, for example, shows that several
of the areas, such as Fuller Park, Woodlawn, Washington Park, and

shared the high levels of abandonment—some lost as

s A 1960 and 1990, and ten

much as two-thirds of their residents between
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Table 8. Chicago Community Areas with Lowest Heat Wave Death Rates

Overall
Heat-Related  Percent Violent
. Deaths per Population = Percent Crime Rank
Community 100,000 Decline, Population  1994-95 ’
Area Population 1960-90 Black (77 CAs)
Beverly 0 10 4
Ashburn 0 4 fO Zg
Riverdale 0 5 98 11
East Side 0 11 0 54
Calumet Heights 0 10 93 39
Montclare 0 10 0 61
Auburn Gresham 3 0 99 19
Garfield Ridge 3 16 13 60
West Lawn 4 13 0 65
South Lawndale
(Little Village) 4 —33 9 59
City of Chicago 7 22 39 —

Source: Data based on 521 heat-related deaths located by Illinois Department of Public Health

(1997), Chicago Fact Book i i i
e go Fact Book Consortium (1995), and the City of Chicago, Department of Public

of the fifteen areas lost more than one-third—and violent crime that
make public life intimidating for elderly residents; and table 8 shows
the reverse: in a city that lost more than 21 percent of its residents
between 1960 and 1990, all but two of the ten community areas with
the lowest heat wave death rates lost less than 11 percent of their popu-
lation base; the others, which lost 16 percent and 13 percent, were
still below the city’s rate. Moreover, the three predominantly African-
American community areas with exceptionally low death rates, River-
dale, Auburn Gresham, and Calumet Heights, lost only between 0 per-
cent and 10 percent of their residents in the decades preceding the
heat wave—a rare pattern among Chicago’s African-American regions.

Just as the CDC’s epidemiological study identified individual-level
risk factors for heat wave mortality, the ethnographic assessment of
how Con}munity-level social environments affect the capacity of Chi-
cago regions to survive the disaster located a series of place-based, so-
cial ecological conditions that heighten health risks during extreme
events and normal times. Areas with low mortality rates were distinctive
not because of their ethnic or racial compositions. As can be inferred
from table 8, of the ten areas with the highest heat wave survival rates
three were more than 90 percent African-American, two were officially
IOIE than 39 percent Latino, and five were predominantly white. But
in most cases they did not suffer greatly from ecological depletion, the
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collapse of local infrastructure and commerce, population decline, and
high levels of violent crime:® and in others, such as Little Village, they
gained vitality while the rest of the city declined.

The areas with high mortality levels also had distinctive composi-
tional and ecological features. Previous studies of heat wave mortality
have shown that residents of places with high poverty, concentrated
elderly populations, poor housing, and low vegetation are especially
vulnerable to extreme summer weather; and the Illinois Department
of Public Health found that residents of Chicago community areas with
high levels of violent crime also faced elevated risks of death in the 1995
disaster.® This analysis adds several place-specific risk factors, some of
which, such as the quality of public spaces, the vigor of street-level com-
mercial activity, and the centralization of support networks and institu-
tions, concern the social morphology of regions; others, such as the
loss of residents and the prevalence of seniors living alone, concern
population-level conditions.

The principal contribution of this approach is that it deepens our
understanding of the reasons that different community areas and dif-
ferent groups had such disparate experiences during the heat wave. As
is typical in contemporary health research and public policy discourse,
much of the discussion about the group-specific health outcomes dur-
ing the heat wave has been cast in ethnic or racial terms, with ethnic
difference or cultural variation serving as explanations for ethnic mor-
tality rates. The tale of the neighborhoods suggests that a key reason
that African Americans had the highest death rates in the Chicago heat
wave is that they are the only group in the city segregated and ghetto-
ized in community areas with high levels of abandoned housing stock,
empty lots, depleted commercial infrastructure, population decline,
degraded sidewalks, parks, and streets, and impoverished institutions.”
Violent crime and active street-level drug markets, which are facilitated
by these ecological conditions, exacerbate the difficulties of using
public space and organizing effective support networks in such areas.

There is little evidence that during the heat wave the most isolated and
vulnerable residents of places like North Lawndale suffered because
members of their community did not care about them. Yet there is
good reason to believe that residents of the most impoverished, aban-
doned, and dangerous places in Chicago died alone because they
lived in social environments that discouraged departure from the safe
houses where they had burrowed, and created obstacles to social pro-
tection that are absent from more tranquil and prosperous areas.
Chicago officials might not have been able to identify the social and
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ecological conditions that threatened the health of residents on the
city’s South and West Sides when the heat arrived in 1995, but they were
familiar enough with the typical patterns of health and vulnerability in
the region to predict at least some of the spots where the extreme
environment would prove most devastating. While Chicago residents
and communities improvised their survival strategies to withstand the
unbearable climate, city agencies scrambled to mount a political re-
sponse that would fill in the gaps. A coordinated program for providing
emergency medical care and social service support would be essential
for a successful public health intervention. But, as the next chapter
shows, the obstacles to organizing such a campaign were too great for
most city agencies to overcome.

to recognize the
ritiate preventive

ments are often
., convince high-
‘o recognize the
sponse. This pro-
stand in the way
- any of which are

of public support for the fose -
visible in the political history of the heat wave.

Clark Staten, a retired Fire Department commander who had
worked as a city paramedic for twenty years and participated in emer-
gency response efforts during the 1983, 1986, and 1988 heat waves,
remembers the 1995 disaster vividly. In 1995 Staten was directing the
Emergency Response and Research Institute, a local think tank that
evaluates emergency service programs and monitors Chicago’s network
of emergency care. He explained that many of the paramedics who
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Engels’s remark that “such a district exists in the heart of the second city of

England, the first manufacturing city of the world” has an ironic resonance for

the case of Chicago, America’s own “Second City” and historic manufacturing

center.

52. Most of the twenty-seven hotels surveyed by Keigher (1991, 52-53)
“have a formal lobby or living room, but many show remarkably few signs of
social life. Few hotels appear to have gone to any trouble to create sociable
space and some evidently try to discourage it.”

. 53. Keigher (1991) also found that SRO residents tended to be out of touch
with social service workers and medical providers. Many of the residents in her
study were interested in receiving support but did not know how and where
to get it, and the health-care n i i ing” i
7 ggl’ i eeds of the residents are “staggering (Keigher
' 54. The relationship between alcohol or drug consumption and heatstroke
is reported in Kilbourne, et al. (1982). Herbert Simon (1994) found an associa-
tion between neuroleptic drug consumption and hyperthermic disorders.

. 55. Rollinson 1990, 194-95. His claim is particularly striking in light of Rol-
11’115011’5 disclaimer that he likely undersampled the mos* deteriorated hotels
since six SROs refused to grant him access, as well as the most isolated residents)
since they would be the most difficult to find and the least inclined to partici:
pate in his study.

56. Ibid.

57. Keigher 1991, 51.

58. Rollinson 1990, 200.

59. Hoch and Slayton 1989, 151.

60. Ibid., 161.

61. Keigher 1991, 49.

62. Rollinson 1990.

63. Keigher 1991, 47.

64. According to a Chicago Sun-Times list of 45 heat wave victims interred
by the Cook County Medical Examiners Office, 33 of the 45 decedents, or
roughly 75 percent, were men (Chicago Sun-Times 1995, 14). ,

65. Orloff 1993, chap. 3; Fischer 1982, 253; Hoch and Slayton 1989, 128.

66. Though, as Ann Orloff (1993) shows, it is important to note that men
typically have better access to pensions because they have relatively longer and
more continuous experience in the formal labor market.

67. See R. W. Connell’s Masculinities (1995, 21-27) for a critical discussion
of the literature on “sex roles.” Robert Rubinstein (1986, 20-21) finds that
two-thirds of the single elderly men in his sample who had no children also
reported “no close family at all,” whereas “seventeen of the 29 men with chil-
dren had generally close relationships with all or some of their children.” For

an account of how men are excluded from various welfare state programs, see
Susser (1993).

68. Rubinstein 1986, 1.
69. Liebow 1967, 214, 218-19. Two compelling anthropological studies that

explore the relationships between male violence and hardship are Bourgois
(1995) and Lancaster (1992).

70. Gurley, et al. 1996, 1710.
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CHAPTER 2

1. Semenza, et al. 1996, 84.

9. The researchers explain that they “included deaths due to cardiovascular
causes in the case definition because previous studies had demonstrated an
excess of deaths from cardiovascular disease during periods of high heat”
(ibid.).

3. Semenza explains that “many people were so isolated that we weren’t
able to include them in the study. Our estimate of the significance of social
isolation in the study is in fact an underestimate because we eliminated the
most isolated people from the sample.”

4. According to Karen Smoyer (1998, 1813), “by focusing on population-
related risk factors and by matching cases and controls by neighborhood of
residence, [the design] cancelled out any observable effects of neighborhood
characteristics and precluded the evaluation of environmental variables be-
yond the scale of the household.”

5. For a useful review, see Ralph Catalano and Kate Pickett (1999), “A Tax-
onomy of Research Concerned with Place and Health.”

6. Smoyer (1998, 1820) claims that, in general, “the differences between
high-mortality and low-mortality tracts were more pronounced during heat
waves.” She finds that in some years the distribution of heat wave mortality in
St. Louis census tracts was random, but that “the mean values of several cen-
sus tract variables were significantly different between high- and low-mortality
tracts” (p. 1820). The problem with these measures is that during less fatal
heat waves the number of deaths is too small to generate reliable comparisons
across neighborhoods. Smoyer warns that “if relatively few deaths occur, the
variation in tract-level mortality rates will be small and tract-level patterns are
unlikely to emerge” (ibid.). But the opposite is also true: small differences in
the number of heat wave deaths across tracts or neighborhoods may generate
exaggerated indicators of the relative risk levels.

Smoyer also notes that two previous studies of heat wave mortality in St.
Louis and New York, one led by Henschel and the other by Schuman, found
not only a spatial distribution of health risk, but a significant association be-
tween place-based conditions and heat wave mortality as well. In addition, Mar-
tinez and colleagues (1989) discovered geographical patterns in heat wave mor-
tality among the elderly.

7. See note 12 of the introduction for a discussion of Chicago’s community
areas.

8. There is an enormous literature on the historical development and social
conditions of Chicago’s African-American regions. The classic study of the
Black Belt is St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton, Black Metropolis ([1945] 1993).

9. Despite significant reductions in the crime rates during the late 1990s,
the levels of violent crime in poor black areas of the city remain comparatively
high, making it difficult for residents to feel safe in the streets. A study by the
Epidemiology Program at the Chicago Department of Public Health (1996)
showed that in 1994 and 1995 the overall violent crime rate as reported to the
Chicago Police Department, a clear underestimation of the true victimization
level, showed that there were 19 violent crimes for every 100 residents of Fuller
Park, the community area that had the highest mortality levels during the heat
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wave. Other community areas with high heat wave mortalities had similar crime
levels: Woodlawn, with the second-highest heat mortality rate, reported 13 vio-
lent crimes per 100 residents; Greater Grand Crossing reported 11 per 100;
Washington Park, Grand Boulevard, and the Near South Side, all among the
most deadly spots during the disaster, listed rates above 15 crimes per 100 resi-
dents as well, suggesting, as did the Illinois Department of Public Health, an
association between the everyday precariousness of life in these neighborhoods
and vulnerability during the heat wave. In contrast, Lincoln Park, the prosper-
ous community on the Near North Side, reported two violent crimes for every
100 residents, and a heat wave mortality rate among the lowest in the city.

10. There is, however, an analytical danger in using community area data
to document the spatial logic of the heat wave’s effects. The large size and
overall ethnoracial or class diversity of some of the community areas hide
smaller pockets of poverty, crime, and even high heat wave deaths in neighbor-
hoods within them. One cluster of streets in Uptown notorious for its dilapi-
dated SRO dwellings, for example, was the spot of at least seven heat-related
deaths, making it perhaps the most deadly location in the city; yet Uptown as
a whole was not one of the fifteen areas with the highest general death rates.

11. As Laurence Kalkstein explains in Lancet (1995, 858), areas with “black
roofs, red brick exteriors, and lack of ventilation . . . are especially unsuited
to hot conditions.”

12. Shen, et al. 1995.

13. Smoyer (1998, 1822) notes the lack of and need for such qualitative
research projects. In her list of important future directions for place-based
research on heat wave mortality, “first is to use qualitative methods to unravel
the more complex relationships between place and heat wave mortality risk.”

14. The best example of a comprehensive effort to use ethnographic re-
search to assess a range of Chicago community areas is the Comparative Neigh-
borhood Study, directed by William Julius Wilson and Richard Taub at the
University of Chicago. The project, which began in 1993, employed roughly
ten graduate students for several years and covered four community areas. By
2001, the project had produced several dissertations and books about individ-
ual areas (including Mary Pattillo-McCoy’s Black Picket Fences [1999]), but not
a broader set of findings based on cross-area comparisons.

15. For a review of methodological debates about the uses of case studies,
see the edited volume by Charles Ragin and Howard Becker, Wkat Is a Case?
Exploring the Foundations of Social Inquiry (1992). In this comparative neighbor-
hood study I follow convention by using Chicago community areas as the units
of analysis. Although, as Sudhir Venkatesh (2001) and Al Hunter (1974) have
argued, community areas are constructions of social scientists rather than in-
digenous expressions of neighborhood identities, the relatively large size of
typical community areas made them useful for this study. The distribution of
the seven-hundred-plus heat wave deaths in the seventy-seven Chicago commu-
nity areas proved more meaningful than the distribution among the census
tracts or the neighborhood units constructed by Robert Sampson and col-
leagues for the Harvard Public Health Study (1997). The two latter units are
too small and numerous to generate reliable mortality rates for the acute event.
The comparison here therefore borrows from Jennifer Platt’s (1992) practice
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of using conventional cases with uncertain theoretical status but unquestioned
practical utility as scientifically constructed objects of scholastic and political
importance. Yet after choosing the units of analysis I conducted the research
in a style closer to John Walton’s (1992) or Michel Wieviorka’s (1992}, con-
structing variables, categories, and theoretically grounded observations on the
basis of evidence uncovered in the field.

16. Controlling for these conditions allowed me to guard against the possi-
bility that compositional factors on key measures accounted for difference in
mortality.

17. Whitman, et al. 1997, 1515-18. Note that the population of Latinos in
South Lawndale was likely much higher than the official total, since the com-
munity area is a center for migrant workers who are often uncounted by census
takers.

18. Some caution is warranted when interpreting the data on earnings in
both Little Village and North Lawndale, since much of the local economic
activity is in the informal labor market and is generally unreported by workers.
Many studies have established that the official poverty line in the United States
is a poor indicator of poverty (Citro and Michael, eds. 1995). See Ruggles
(1990) for a review of the debates and Federman, et al. (1996) for a discussion
of the consequences of being poor. In the American context, families earning
significantly more than the official limit suffer from relative deprivations of
primary goods such as health care, decent housing, energy, and food. Poverty
researchers also debate the question of what counts as a “high-poverty” area
at the census tract level. Paul Jargowsky (1997, 10-11) uses the 40 percent
poverty rate at the census tract level as the criterion for ghettos, barrios, and
slums, but he also reports that the 20 percent census tract poverty rate criterion
would capture the bottom quintile of American census tracts.

19. Recent research led by Sampson (1997, 918) suggests that in addition
to the proportion of residents who are poor, and the proportion of residents
who are old and alone, the collective efficacy of the community—defined as
the “social cohesion among neighbors combined with their willingness to inter-
vene on behalf of the common good”—should affect the capacity of local resi-
dents to survive the disaster. In fact, bringing social cohesion into the equation
makes the puzzle of why Little Village experienced such a relatively low death
rate even more difficult to solve: according to the measure developed by Samp-
son and his colleagues, Little Village has a more negative collective efficacy
rating than North Lawndale, and should therefore have had weaker social sup-
port systems during the disaster.

20. Conventional scholarly wisdom allows analysts to claim that characteris-
tics of groups, as groups, explain the differences among groups. Yet, as Lolc
Wacquant (1997a, 224) argues, “ ‘race’ cannot be both object and tool of analy-
sis, explanandum and explanans.”

21. For a discussion and critique of analogous forms of racial reasoning,
see Gould ([1981] 1996).

22. Angel, et al. 1996.

23. See Anderson (1999), Frazier (1939), Pattillo-McCoy (1999), and Stack
(1974). Male “old-heads” and grandmothers have been focal subjects of Elijah
Anderson’s books on social relations in black communities in Philadelphia
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(1990, 1999). Anderson (1999, 206) quotes E. Franklin Frazier’s account of
black families, in which he argues that “the oldest woman is regarded as the
head of the family, it has been the grandmother who has held the generations
together.” Merril Silverstein and Linda Waite (1993) call these findings into
question, arguing that there is little evidence for many of the claims about the
intensity of social support activities in networks of black seniors.

24. With the exception of the recent inquiries into the effects of neighbor-
hood environments on local residents (see Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Aber
1997 and Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997), much of the recent research
on urban poverty has obscured the great variation in the social and spatial
conditions in poor neighborhoods. As urban scholars including Herbert Gans
(1995) and Michael Katz (1993) have shown, most of the social scientific re-
search, policy reports, and journalistic writing on the putative urban underclass
failed to specify the people or neighborhoods that count as members or repre-
sentatives of the group. One effect of this flexible but slippery terminology is
that both predominately black and Latino community areas with high rates of
poverty, unemployment, crime, or other social problems have been lumped
together into the same neighborhood category despite the significant variation
among and within poor neighborhoods, and even among poor neighborhoods
populated by the same ethnoracial group. When poor neighborhoods are dif-
ferentiated, such as in Paul Jargowsky’s Poverty and Place (1997), they are typi-
cally given labels such as barrio, ghetto, or slum that are exclusively based on the
ethnoracial identity of the dominant local community and ignore the other
social, economic, or spatial features of the local environment altogether. Jar-
gowsky's scheme is an improvement over more homogeneous classifications,
yet it, too, implicitly denies the salience of other social conditions.

25. McKenzie 1925, 64.; Mauss [1916] 1979.

26. In arecent article, Dingxin Zhao (1998, 153) makes an analogous argu-
ment by showing that the campus ecology of Beijing universities nurtured vari-
ous forms of networking during normal times and consequently supported so-
cial activism during a crisis, the prodemocracy protests in 1989. Zhao claims
that ecology determines the structure and strength of social networks as well
as the spatal positions and routine activities of people in a community.

27. Many generations of Chicago school sociologists have called attention
to the relationship between social ecology and the quality or organization of
neighborhood social life. In recent decades urban scholars influenced by Euro-
pean social theorists such as Henri LeFebvre, Manuel Castells, and David Har-
vey have rediscovered the significance of the spatial life of cities. In the 1990s
a number of U.S. social scientists initiated a series of studies to determine
whether neighborhoods have independent effects on a range of social and edu-
cational outcomes. The early results of these quantitatively based neighbor-
hood effects studies have shown that, although families are the key agents in
promoting children’s development, neighborhood conditions do matter for
different age groups in ways that vary over the life course (Brooks-Gunn, Dun-
can, and Aber 1997).

28. Taub, et al. 1984.

29. Chicago Fact Book Consortium 1995.

30. Hirsch 1983, 192.
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31. Ibid., 194.

39. See Sharon Zukin’s chapter, “While the City Shops,” in The Cultures of
Cities (1995) for a discussion of how shopping plays a constitutive role in tl'le
process of society making. Zukin also explores the consequences of commercial
flight and neighborhood decline in Brooklyn and Chicago.

33. Jacobs 1961, 36-37.

34. Skogan 1990, 13. .

35. See the Introduction of All Our Kin (Stack 1974) for a discussion of
the residential density and spatial concentration of the two extended family
networks in Stack’s study. Orlando Patterson (1998, xi) has criticized books
such as All Our Kin for perpetuating “what may be called the myth of the ‘hood,’
the belief that viable informal friendship patterns and communities exist, com-
pensating for the breakdown or absence of more formal insn’tution§. Through
sheer, baseless repetition, and through nonrepresentative case studies of a few
Afro-American housing projects by urban anthropologists, it has become an
accepted belief that large networks of support and natural neighborhood com-
munities are out there waiting to be developed and built on.”

36. Jacquelyn Wolf and colleagues (19883, 469) report that “distance .from
an older person’s household is the strongest determinant of frequency of con-
tact with family and friends of black elders, as has been previously demon-
strated for white elders.”

37. As Neil Krause (1993) reports, social gerontologists have shown that
“higher overall neighborhood quality is related to increased contact w1th fam-
ily members.” In his own work, Krause (1993, 9-10) shows that “deteriorated
neighborhoods . . . tend to promote distrust of others and older adults who
are more distrustful of others tend to be more socially isolated [in the literal
sense].” (It is worth noting that during a period of economic development in
the late 1990s, though, a Walgreens with a pharmacy and a Dominick’s grocery
store opened on Roosevelt Road in North Lawndale.)

38. In Paths of Neighborkood Change, Richard Taub and colleagues (1984, GQ)
show the importance of commercial attractions in pulling people out of their
homes and into the public places where social contact is more lik.ely. Taubjs
group found that Chicago’s African Americans prefer to shop outside of tbelr
own neighborhoods, partly because they believe that they cannot get high-
quality products there. . B

39. My informants’ complaints about the difficulty of finding nutritious
food and basic goods in the area suggest that social ecology, and nol.sxmply
cultural tastes and preferences, contributes to the high levels of obesity an‘d
diabetes in North Lawndale and other poor black communities similar to it
The elderly, who are often unable to drive or to pay to be driven out of the
area to go shopping, have the most difficult time getting healthy foods. Many
of the senior citizens I met stocked up on canned and packaged products so
that they would always have something to eat, but did not have fresh foods in
their homes as much as they would have liked.

The small stores in the area are full of sugary food with little nutritional
value and seldom stock the foods that public health workers, concerned about
the high levels of diabetes, obesity, and heart disease in the area, recor.’nmend.
The products that local stores do carry are significantly more expensive than
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they are in larger stores outside the ghetto. “You've got to have a car to stretch
your dollar around here,” an elderly woman told me during one of my visits
to a neighborhood park. “Or you've got to get some special fare cards from
the city and take the bus. Stores in this area are expensive. And you’re giving
away your money if you shop here.” “They sell liquor and this and that,” a man
in his sixties added, “but the prices are just sky high. I haven’t been in those
small stores other than for a paper.”

40. Laurie Kaye Abraham (1993, 139-40) makes a similar argument about
the difficulties for the elderly who try to maintain healthy daily routines in
violent areas that lack sources of nutritional food. “Complying with health ad-
vice is harder for the poor than for the middle class, which has more choices.
... Urban poverty may refuse to accommodate the simplest healthy habits. For
example, during Tommy’s second checkup at Lawndale Christian, Dr. Jones
told him that he needed to walk regularly so he wouldn’t lose his ability. ‘I
don’t want to be no prey,” Tommy answered.”

41. City of Chicago 1996.

42. Crime rates tend to go up in summer, when the heat pushes people to
spend more time outdoors than they do during other seasons. But when the
heat becomes too extreme, crime rates actually decrease because would-be
criminals become too lethargic to engage in crime.

43. See, among others, Bourgois (1995) and Sanchez-Jankowski (1991).

44. This is why the major local social movements, such as “take back the
street” marches, antidrug sit-ins (in which residents sit out on the streets with
active drug markets), neighborhood garden projects, and efforts to board up
abandoned buildings and fence in empty lots, focus on reclaiming physical and
social space for residents.

45. Residents of nearby neighborhoods report similar concerns. In a survey
conducted in May 1994, for example, residents of a public housing project on
the West Side found that 40 percent of the residents in one set of buildings,
and 11 percent in another, reported that bullets had been shot into their apart-
ments in the previous year. The authors of The Hidden War report that “a ma-
jority of the residents (63 percent) we surveyed said they felt unsafe if they
were outside alone at night, and some (33 percent) felt unsafe even inside
their own apartment” (Popkin, et al. 2000, 100-102).

46. Anderson 1999, 118.

47. In his ethnographic study of an area with an active drug market, Elijah
Anderson (1999) found that many parents in high-crime areas forced their
children to stay at home so that they would not get involved in or be subjected
to the dangers of the local street life. Children in these situations become alien-
ated from their peers and their local communities. Protected from the streets,
they become vulnerable to the psychological and developmental dangers of
confinement and isolation.

48. According to Krause (1993, 16), “a neighborhood may contain physical
barriers that tend to restrict contact with others. For example, dark hallways in
apartments, broken steps, and crooked walkways may discourage older adults
with physical limitations from visiting others.”

49. Residents’ practical knowledge of their neighbors stands in stark con-
trast with the social relations in Hampton, the affluent white suburb where
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M. P. Baumgartner (1988) conducted ethnographic research. Baumgartmer
found that there was a “scarcity of social knowledge involved in the middle-
class relationships” that typified neighborhood connections in Hampton.
Residents of the suburb maintained their social distance by avoiding one an-
other whenever possible and established only weak ties to the community.

50. Most but not all of the churches are technically within the North Lawn-
dale community area. See North Lawndale Family Network (1998).

51. On the historical significance of black churches, see Frazier (1961) and
Lincoln (1990). On black churches in Chicago, see Drake and Cayton ([1945]
1993), Pattillo-McCoy (1998}, and Spear (1967). Despite the rhetorical use of
the term the “black church,” there is obviously no singular and unified black
religious institution. As Omar McRoberts (2001, 8-11) writes, “There has never
existed a homogeneous black community or a universal black church to defend
it.” During the time I spent in North Lawndale, I observed that the churches
play several major roles there, including (1) serving as a site for people to
congregate during regular days as well as on special occasions and rituals; (2)
contributing to various forms of political organizing in the neighborhoods; (3)
mediating relationships between residents and government agencies, such as
the police and the Department of Health, both of which ran meetings or pro-
grams out of church buildings; (4) coordinating economic development pro-
grams by bringing residents together with planners, politicians, and develop-
ers; (5) organizing community service projects, such as clothing banks and
antidrug marches, as well as secular community organizations; (6) providing
key services, such as meals, rides to shopping areas, health care, and home
visits, to people in need, as well as day care and summer camps for children;
(7) helping with the construction and remodeling of local housing; (8) con-
necting local residents with employers; (9) hosting block club and other neigh-
borhood meetings; (10) offering private educational alternatives to the local
public schools; and (11) counseling and consoling residents after traumas as
well as celebrating with residents during good times. Clearly, then, the local
churches were and are key resources in North Lawndale, and their contribu-
tions extend far beyond the sacred realm.

52. Meares 1998.

53. City of Chicago 1995, 4.

54. Omar McRoberts makes similar observations in his research on church-
based support services in Four Corners, an African-American region of Boston.
For a synthesis of his study, see McRoberts (2001}).

55. See Albert Hunter's Symbolic Communities (1974, 187) for a discussion
of block clubs. Hunter found that the clubs “appear to be more prevalent
within the black communities of Chicago.”

56. See From Abandonment to Hope for one powerful study of neighborhood
revitalization (Leavitt and Saegert 1990).

57. With important exceptions, scholars of urban poverty have been insuf-
ficiently attentive to the variation in neighborhoods or blocks within larger
community areas, and it is important to note that there are some well-orga-
nized communities with strong social bonds in areas such as North Lawndale.
Some of the best organized communities exist adjacent to some of the most
dangerous streets in Chicago.
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58. See Sampson, et al. (1997) for a discussion of the significance of resi-
dential stability. But in a recent article, Catherine Ross and colleagues (2000,
581) argue that “[i]n affluent neighborhoods, stability is associated with low
levels of distress; under conditions of poverty the opposite is true. . . . Stability
does not reduce perceived disorder under conditions of poverty, as it does in
more affluent neighborhoods.”

59. Spergel and Grossman 1997.

60. City of Chicago 1996.

61. In Primitive Classification, Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss ([1903]
1963) argue that classification systems represent social formations, although
they were not as interested in the political construction of symbolic differences
as later sociologists, such as Albert Hunter (1974), who used their theories to
analyze symbolic communities.

62. Hunter 1974, 74.

63. Chicago Fact Book Consortium 1995, 110; Pugh 1997.

64. Chicago Fact Book Consortium 1995, 110.

65. Wirth and Bernert, eds. 1949.

66. Pugh 1997.

67. Massey and Denton 1993, 137.

68. In “Three Pernicious Premises in the Study of the American Ghetto,”
Loic Wacquant (1997b, 343) argues that a ghetto is an institutional form of
“ethnoracial closure and control. In ideal-typical terms, a ghetto may be charac-
terized as a bounded, racially and/or culturally uniform socio-spatial forma-
tion based on (1) the forcible relegation of (2) a ‘negatively typed’ population
... toa (3) reserved, ‘frontier territory,’ in which this population (4) develops
under duress a set of parallel institutions” that (5) duplicate dominant institu-
tions “at an incomplete and inferior level while (6) maintaining those who rely
on them in a state of structural dependency.” According to Wacquant, in U.S.
cities only African-Americans have been subjected to unmatched levels of each
of the five “elementary forms of racial domination: prejudice, discrimination,
segregaton, ghettoization, and violence.”

69. According to 2000 figures from the U.S. Bureau if the Census, the offi-
cial Hispanic population in Chicago grew by more than 200,000 between 1990
and 2000, while the number of whites fell by 150,000 and the African-American
population fell by 20,000. Hispanics also accounted for 69 percent of the new
residents in the six-county metropolitan region.

70. McMurray 1995, 33.

71. Suttles 1968, 73.

72. The socially generative role of the social ecology of Little Village oper-
ates similarly to the campus ecology in Beijing analyzed by Zhao (1998).

73. Daniel Dohan (1997) has documented some of the ways in which Latino
families, particularly immigrants, are strained by labor markets that demand
long working days and pay little in return.

74. Jacobs 1961, 34-35.

75. As of 1990, there were 98,554 residents in the Eleventh Police District
and 131,852 residents in the Tenth Police District.

76. Residents were particularly worried about the meager resources avail-
able to local youths. The only large public park in the area was in the southwest-
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ern corner of Little Village, too far away for most kids to reach by foot and
too dangerous for youths associated with the wrong gangs. The local schools
were severely overcrowded, though several fiew facilities had opened or were
about to opén by the time I left in 1999. . .

77. According to one recent news article, the Archdlocese‘ of Chicago
claims that it has roughly eight hundred thousand Hispanic parishioners, about
one-third of its total membership (Irvine 2001).

78. Angel, et al. 1996. _ . _

79. In this process, the ethnographic research helps to identify the kl.t.‘lds
of information that are relevant to solving the analytic problem at hand. With-
out close observation of local conditions, survey researchers interested in the
same issues might not locate the significant conditions. . .

80. Two areas with high crime rates but low population decline, Riverdale
and Auburn Gresham, were among the lowest heat mortality areas. Future re-
search could assess whether population stability buffers the social impacts of
high crime on collective life.

81. Shen, et al. 1995; Smoyer 1998. . .

82. See Paul Jargowsky's Poverty and Place (1997), which (.iescnbes ‘Lhe in-
creasing numbers of such concentrated poverty regions in Chicago during the
later decades of the twentieth century.

CHAPTER THREE .

1. The Police Department investigates unusual deaths and produces. official
knowledge about conditions at the scene. The police death report, which con-
wins information about the body, the place of death, any signs of foul play,.
and the whereabouts of next of kin and neighbors, becomes a crucial part of
the decedent’s record. Police officers are also in charge of transporting the
dead to the morgue when an autopsy is required and coordinating their work
with the Medical Examiner’s staff.

9. Emergency Net News Service 1995.

3. See the commissioned report on the Fire Department’s resources and
conducted by TriData Corporation in 1998 and 1999. Motivated by the report,
new Fire Department commissioner James T. Joyce added twelve new basic life
support ambulances to the city’s fleet in 1999. B

4. The tensions between firefighters and paramedics date to the early 19 fOs,
when Richard J. Daley upgraded the emergency medical services th.at fire-
fighters and civilian employees had staffed through the Comprehensive F.m:
ployment and Training Act. Paramedics were excluded fron} the ﬁreﬁghtefs
union untl the 1980 firefighters' strike, when the union tried to expand its
ranks from within. But they continue to receive less furlough time and lower
salaries than firefighters, and divisions within the department are lege{lcl.ary.
In 1995 the city lost an arbitration dispute with paramedics, wh.o won millions
of dollars in back pay for overtime. Firefighters remain the dominant members
of the department, particularly at the administrative level.

5. Dematte, et al. 1998 and Semenza, et al. 1999.

6. Raika 1995.

7. Spielman and Mitchell 1995b, 9.

8. Mitchell and Jimenez 1995, 12.



