











By the time the U.S. Supreme Court put an end to racially restrictive housing covenants
with the Shelley v. Kraemer (1948), decades of their existence had already entrenched housing
segregation in the city. The very same realty practices that were court-supported before Shelley
continued into the era of de facto discrimination. Those who wished to deny occupancy to black
families found new ways of doing so, and those who profited from blockbusting were
unencumbered by possible legal ramifications resulting from their violations of the covenants.
The Shelleys’ victory in securing the right to purchase their house on Labadie Avenue—just west
of the Ville neighborhood—signaled that the overcrowded and underdeveloped segregated black
neighborhoods on the city’s north side were simply insufficient to meet the demands of a
growing population. Some have argued that Shelley laid the groundwork for the NAACP’s later
equal rights victories like Brown,33> while others have argued that the case coincides with a
decisive split in the NAACP’s tactics from a focus on grassroots, working class politics to an
elite organization that carried out its political actions in courtrooms rather than neighborhoods. 336
In any case, Brown’s mandate to desegregate public schools arrived in St. Louis a mere eight
years after Shelley when St. Louis was transitioning from one form of racist urban housing
segregation (pre-war restrictive covenants) to the next (post-war public housing).

Post-war city planners in St. Louis knew they had both an image and a housing problem.
The racially discriminatory housing policies and practices of the first half of the century were
reflected in the fact that, when the city’s population was at its height in 1950, 88,000 families

lived in homes that were built before 1900 and 33,000 homes required shared toilet facilities. 337
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Massive downtown redevelopment projects (including the iconic arch) coincided with slum
clearance and new mixed-income housing developments supported through federal monies
coming from the 1949 American Housing Act and appropriations for highway construction. The
Federal Housing Authority (FHA) and the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) had been
subsidizing suburbanization for white homeowners since before the war, a process which
accelerated when the former Gls had newly constructed highways to take them into their city
jobs in the morning and back to their single-family suburban homes in the evening. These
federal programs saw racially mixed neighborhoods as inherently risky investments, and so the
new municipalities that were springing up just outside the city did their best through realty
associations and exclusively zoning for single-family homes to ensure that the city’s low-income
and black residents remained in the city and the federal funds and middle-income families
continued to flow out to the suburbs.33¢ City officials knew that they had to take drastic
measures to compete. In addition to downtown beautification and industrial development
projects, the city cleared the 465-acre Mill Creek Valley neighborhood, an almost exclusively
low-income black community. Mill Creek Valley was the largest urban redevelopment project in
U.S. history to date. The city displaced over 20,000 residents when it tore down 5,630 housing
units to make way for highway construction, commercial development, and about new middle-
income housing (about 2000 fewer units than had previously existed). Because the clearance
was so massive and displaced so many people and because reconstruction money was slow to
trickle in, the Mill Creek Valley redevelopment project earned the callous if disturbingly
accurate nickname Hiroshima flats.33° The goal was to create “a vast and modern suburb within

the city,” and like so many of the actual suburbs, St. Louis’s working class black residents had to
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live elsewhere. 340 Many of those who were displaced were forced into the already overcrowded
slums of the north side.

By far St. Louis’s most notorious experiment with public housing was Pruitt-lgoe.
Costing state and federal governments almost $22 million, the enormous 33-building complex
sat on 57 acres of North St. Louis and was initially supposed to be segregated with twenty 11-
floor high-rise apartment complexes for black residents of Pruitt and thirteen for white residents
of Igoe. Construction was nearly complete when Brown struck down racially segregated public
facilities. Located in the middle of several of St. Louis’s most intensely segregated and
overcrowded black neighborhoods, very few low-income white residents ever lived in Pruitt-
Igoe. With the city continuing to demolish low-income black neighborhoods, Pruitt-lgoe quickly
became another of St. Louis’s racially segregated low-income communities. Moreover, the site
was mostly disconnected from public transportation, grocery stores, and job opportunities, and
the facilities themselves were never adequately funded or maintained. In less than ten years,
Pruitt-Igoe became emblematic of the country’s disastrous experiments with high-rise public
housing that concentrated racialized poverty and crime in what became known as vertical
ghettos.34

There is likely no better spatial representation of the transition from the Keynesian
welfare state to the neoliberal state than the Pruitt-Igoe site. The symbolic potency of this site is
well-known. Architecture theorist Charles Jencks had this to say about Pruitt-lgoe:

Happily, we can date the death of modern architecture to a precise moment in

time...Modern Architecture [sic] died in St. Louis, Missouri on July 15, 1972 at 3:32

p.m. (or thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-lgoe scheme, or rather several of its slab
blocks, were given the final coup de grace by dynamite... Without a doubt, the ruins

340 Joseph Heathcott and Maire Agnes Murphy, “Corridors of Flight, Zones of Renewal: Industry, Planning, and
Policy in the Making of Metropolitan St. Louis, 1940-1980,” Journal of Urban History 31, no. 2 (January 2005):
161.

31 Wells and Crain, Stepping Over the Color Line: African-American Students in White Suburban Schools, 56-57.

176



should be kept, the remains should have a preservation order, so that we keep a live
memory of this failure in planning and architecture.342

Jencks’s wish that Pruitt-lgoe lie in state as a sort of battlefield memorial to its victims describes
much of the time that has passed since the last of the rubble was cleared away in 1976. Trees
and grass cover the space now, but the pebbly ground and the occasional sewer cover or street
curb give the unsettling impression of an archaeological excavation site for some long-gone
civilization even though many of its former residents are still alive and reside only a few blocks
away. Several of those former residents recently participated in an event titled “Memorializing
Displacement: A Local/Global Workshop” alongside artists, academics, museum curators, and
activists from St. Louis, Chicago, Philadelphia, and South Africa. The workshop featured
various archival and artistic ways to “preserve and amplify the stories of the ‘displaced.””34® The
group toured St. Louis’s major sites of displacement, including Pruitt-1goe and Mill Creek
Valley, and heard stories of what it was like to witness (and be displaced by) restless and
insatiable urban “revitalization.”

Pruitt-lgoe has not been preserved in its emptiness out of a sense of reverence or warning
as Jencks might have wished. Rather, the site’s environmental contamination and the abject
poverty and crime in its surrounding neighborhoods have thwarted numerous efforts by city
officials over the years to redevelop the property, which the city’s Land Clearance for
Redevelopment Authority (LCRA) owned. Freeman Bosely, Jr., St. Louis’s first black mayor
and vocal opponent of the city’s school desegregation program, tried during the 1990s to turn the

site into a golf course with surrounding middle class housing as part of his entrepreneurial efforts

342 Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern Architecture, 4th. (New York, NY: Rizzoli, 1984), 9.
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to attract capital and residents back to the city. Indeed, it is for this reason that he opposed
desegregation. While, as | will elaborate, the desegregation program was a tremendous financial
benefit for SLPS, busing students to suburban districts did nothing for property values in the city
itself. What was needed, on Bosely’s and other neoliberal officials’ view, was not public
housing but public golf courses and mixed income housing, not (traditional) public schools but
charter schools and other independent schools that could “anchor” neighborhood revitalization.
Not all proposals to revitalize Pruitt-lgoe have reflected urban neoliberalization. On the
fortieth anniversary of that dynamite blast, local community organizations held a contest called
Pruitt-lgoe Now and called for proposals to reimagine Pruitt-lgoe and reintegrate the space,
which was secured by a chain-linked fence and barbed wire, into the surrounding community. A
panel of academics—including Joseph Heathcott, whose work | have cited in this chapter—
judged submissions from all over the world. The first and second-place proposals both
addressed the surrounding neighborhoods’ issues as a food desert and envisioned redeveloping
the vacant space according to urban agriculture and communal practices of growing and sharing
food. The third place proposal involved an un-fixed, multi-stage redevelopment process that
allowed the surrounding neighborhoods to reshape the space over several years according to the
community’s emergent political and social demands and interests. This last proposal was a
poignant and radical departure from Pruitt-Igoe’s origins and material, relational, and symbolic
or representational development. Instead of a top-down bureaucratic managerial approach to
community needs—one which Jencks and countless others recognize as having been doomed
from the start—the community would shape and be shaped by the space through its own political

processes over time. Such a strategic and symbolic departure from the site’s initial approach and
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tragic history is reflected in the proposed name, “The Fantastic Pruitt-Igoe!” which exuberantly
defies how the space was conceived and what it has come to symbolize. 34

Unfortunately, Pruitt-Igoe Now’s winning proposals ran into the dead end of urban
neoliberalization. Paul McKee, a local property developer, had been quietly piecing together
vast tracts of massively devalued and abandoned property for more than a decade in north St.
Louis as part of his NorthSide Regeneration project. McKee had the help from the state to the
tune of $40 million in tax credits and from the city in the form of $390 million in commitments
to tax-increment financing. For several years, McKee had held on to an option to purchase
Pruitt-1goe for $1 million. In August of 2016, he finally exercised that option following the news
that the federal government’s National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (the NGA—a global
surveillance agency specializing in the satellite imagery facets of espionage and military ground
troop support) would spend over $1.75 billion to construct its new west-headquarters in north St.
Louis. Formerly known as the National Imagery and Mapping Agency, the NGA took on a
much greater role (and much greater funding) following the September 11, 2001 attacks and the
acceleration and intensification of the perpetual “war on terror.” The NGA is currently located at
riverfront property on the city’s southern industrial edge but was looking for a nearly $2 billion
facilities upgrade. Such a high-ticket construction project ignited a fierce battle between St.
Louis and Missouri officials and their politico-entrepreneurial counterparts in Illinois, who
argued that the NGA should relocate its headquarters to rural farmland bordering Scott Air Force
Base in southern Illinois. While I have mostly focused on urban neoliberalization that involves
the courtship of corporations, the battle for the NGA’s federal dollars shows just how little

difference there is between corporate power and state power under neoliberalization. In other

34 “Winners” (Pruitt Igoe Now, n.d.), http://www.pruitti goenow.org/projects/winners/.

179



words, territorial competition can exist at devolved scales of governance as state entities compete
to sell their space for the favors of other state entities.

St. Louis won the spatial race to the bottom by offering a 99-acre tract of land on the
north side for free. Originally, city officials had planned to sell the land to the federal
government for $14 million, but after Illinois offered free farmland, the city mortgaged two of its
own buildings in order to raise $13 million to buy the land and give it away—this, in addition to
the state’s $95 million Missouri offered in TIF money and the $36 million in Brownfield tax
credits and the city’s pledge of $1.5 million in tax money every year for 30 years.3* City and
state officials’ largesse did not flow out of a sense of patriotism or commitment to rid the world
of terrorist threats using satellite surveillance. Instead, the goal was to remake St. Louis’s
desolate and devalued north side neighborhoods for millennials. U.S. Representative William
Lacy Clay put it this way: “The best and brightest want to live near other centers of talent and
creative energy like Cortex, Washington Avenue and our great research universities...Because
people who are working on the hardest problems of today and the biggest challenges that
America will face in the future want to hang out together.”34¢ For now, | will set aside the
reasonable argument that the hardest problems of today and the biggest challenges America will
face in large part involve coming up with meaningful and lasting political-economic solutions for
the people and not just the places devastated by capitalism’s creative destruction both locally and
globally. Instead, I will focus on Clay’s pressing concern for where millennials want to live and
“hang out.” After all, the latter concern is intimately bound up with the former. In contrast with

the community-development and community-driven proposals offered for the Pruitt-Igoe Now

35 Nicholas J.C. Pistor, “St. Louis Makes ‘Millennial” Case with Offer of Free Land to Spy Agency,” St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, March 7, 2016, http://www stltoday.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/st-louis-makes-millennial-case-
with-offer-of-free-land/article_32aa48e2-1e90-5bh5e-a9fa-4505804dabcc.html.
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contest and the Keynesian city’s earlier massive (and ultimately disastrous) investment in public
housing for north St. Louis, Pruitt-1goe and its surrounding neighborhoods are the epitome of the
neoliberal state. Neoliberal revitalization here involves massive public investments in spatial
transformation, not for low-income and majority-minority communities living there but to
displace those people through gentrification and redevelop that area for the consumer lifestyles
of middle class (mostly white) millennials who work to maintain global U.S. hegemony through
high-tech surveillance and data analysis. Neil Smith describes this local-global dialectic of
neoliberal urbanism in saying, “The post-1990s generalization of gentrification as a global urban
strategy plays a pivotal role in neoliberal urbanism in two ways. First, it fills the vacuum left by
the abandonment of twentieth-century liberal urban policy. Second, it serves up the central- and
inner-city real-estate markets as burgeoning sectors of productive capital investment.” Smith
would not likely have been shocked, but he nonetheless might have found it interesting how St.
Louis upholds the rich tradition of gentrification through militarization. Much like Haussmann’s
decadent housing and wide Parisian boulevards were built upon the rubble of the Paris
Commune, whose revolutionary tactics took advantage of the narrow and overcrowded streets of
the working-class neighborhoods, St. Louis’s new surveillance site combines local pacification
through gentrification and global pacification through military hegemony.

It is a mistake to assume that the NGA’s new $2 billion headquarters, Pruitt-Igoe, and
other projects of urban neoliberalization and the spatial development of the knowledge economy
are far afield of education policy. The massive tax incentives involved to court these millennials
of course rob SLPS of much needed funds now and decades into the future, but this is only an
issue for the populations likely to be displaced. Most of these much-coveted millennials either

do not have children or do not have their children in the public schools. St. Louis alderman and
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tax incentive enthusiast Joe Roddy summed up the logic of neoliberal urbanism and its courtship
of a largely childless professional class nicely during a December 2016 presentation at which he
argued for giving a proposed apartment building in the affluent and chic Central West End (part
of his ward) a 95 percent tax abatement for 10 years and a fifty percent abatement for the
following five years. On a slide explaining “How the City Makes & Spends Money,” Roddy
listed businesses first and foremost and secondly residents without children in the public schools
(to use a familiar trope, the makers) as those necessary for urban growth. Below these groups,
Roddy listed those that cost the city money (the takers) in order of severity. Those who were
moderate drains were retirees on a fixed income. Clearly they lacked the disposable income to
effectively consume urban space and all it has to offer. The worst category was “Criminals and
Residents with children in Public School.”34” Roddy has echoed this sentiment elsewhere.
Thirty-four St. Louis neighborhoods received less than $1 million in tax abatements from 2000-
2014. The affluent Central West End, partly lying in Roddy’s ward, received twice as much in
abatements as the those thirty-four combined. When confronted by the fact that the city is
subsidizing affluence at the expense of its public schools, Roddy claimed, “Residents in the
central corridor often don’t have kids, and if they do, their kids go to private schools...Basically,
all the rest of society works to support families who have children in the school system.
Children are very expensive.”348 When the purpose of civic governance is to assist in capital
accumulation for the local global ruling class, then public provisions for the less wealthy public

is drudgery, and those people themselves are parasites draining the city of its vitality.
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Revitalization is not about improving the city for all its residents. It is about making the city
appeal to the interests of corporations and childless professionals while simultaneously making it
unlivable for the poor, especially those with such unreasonable desires as having children and
educating them in public schools.

As for the yet to be gentrified north side, the black families who already live in the area
and might have children in SLPS also need not worry about threats to the SLPS’s funding from
St. Louis’s civic entrepreneurs like Roddy. They can send their children to Pruitt school, now
called KIPP Inspire Academy, which SLPS paid $200,000 to renovate after giving the charter
franchise free access to the vacant property in 2015. SLPS built the Pruitt school in 1955 for the
segregated (though officially desegregated) black children of the Pruitt-lgoe housing complex
during Keynesian liberalism. The building sits adjacent to the still empty lot and now represents
neoliberalism’s version of segregated schooling and urban revitalization.

Like its Keynesian predecessor, neoliberal education in its unique and politically
devolved ways is seeking to assimilate black public (charter) school students into its ideology of
urban political-economy in the twenty-first century. NGA and Cortex partnered to create an
annual sort of open house and mixer for STEM students and the public called the Geospatial
Technology Exchange or GEOx. The global surveillance and military agency is very conscious
about its role and brand in St. Louis. Although it has long been in the city, the NGA no longer
wants to simply do the work of maintaining the U.S.’s global military hegemony, it wants to be a
visible brand of the city, to “help catalyze urban renewal in a portion of the city that has suffered
from neglect and disinvestment for decades.” Cortex’s president highlighted the benefits of
rebranding the city by arguing, “As technology innovation becomes more deeply ingrained in our

region’s DNA, the addition of GEOx will bring an annually recurring event that will help make
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metro St. Louis a hub for geospatial technologies.”®*® Neoliberal urbanism’s metonymy is
relentless, but it reflects Harvey’s central ideas about capitalism’s spatio-temporal accumulation
dynamics and categories of spatial representation. Cortex is not only the cyborg brain of urban
redevelopment, it is actively engaged in reconstituting or restructuring the region’s “DNA” in
accord with geospatial surveillance and military hegemony and biotechnological innovations.
Urban revitalization (etymologically a process for returning to life) ideologically fuses global
and local power, the organic and the inorganic, and hard and soft forms of discipline in its efforts

to remake urban life and space.

The Rise and Fall of Desegregation in St. Louis Public Schools

Brown was, without a doubt, a decisive victory against the country’s false and racially
stratified democracy, but it alone could not undo the damage wrought by decades of confining
and exploiting black populations. Nor would it be a sufficient defense against the continuation
and reconfiguration of such forms of exploitation. In the early 1950s, St. Louis was home to
over half of Missouri’s black schoolchildren with Kansas City accounting for all but about 12
percent of the remaining half.3>° During the years immediately following Brown, SLPS made a
show of its efforts to desegregate and even won national acclaim in Time magazine for the
relative quickness and lack of strife following the historic ruling.35? However, Missouri was only

quick or progressive in the number of previously all white schools that admitted at least some

349 Jacob Barker, “For First Time, NGA Holds Mapping Technology Conference in Cortex,” St. Louis Post-
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conference-in-cortex/article_9177balf-17ac-5152-97d1-5ada52e9a369.html.
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(Summer 1966): 254.

31 Wells and Crain, Stepping Over the Color Line: African-American Students in White Suburban Schools, 85.
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black students. The clear majority of schools that were either predominantly black or
predominantly white remained so for close to two decades after Brown.

The fixed racial residential segregation in the city meant that the school district would
have to rezone for the explicit purpose of desegregating, yet the few zoning changes made in the
years following Brown suggest the district was more focused on mitigating desegregation
mandates rather than segregation itself. A 1959 study by Missouri Advisory Committee to the
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights found very little substantive change to St. Louis’s highly
segregated schools. Wells and Crain explain why:

Behind the public praise of its 1954 plan, the St. Louis Board had made only minor

adjustments to the attendance boundaries of sixteen of its eighty-four white elementary

schools to include a small number of black students. No changes were made for forty-
one white elementary schools, and in the remaining twelve, boundaries were redrawn to
exclude black neighborhoods. The board also changed high school “feeder patterns” to
ensure that students attending black elementary schools would enroll in either Sumner or

Vashon. The boundaries of a white high school, Southwest, were redrawn to exclude

blacks.352
Though it is reasonable to assume that white families had a sense of pride when it came to their
neighborhood public schools before Brown, their loyalty developed a much sharper edge to it
when confronted by the prospect of integration. As one black respondent to an Urban League
survey saw it, “The closer Negroes got to any school, the more of a sanctuary it becomes.”3%3
White St. Louisan’s newfound appreciation and protectionism for their beloved neighborhood
schools was belied by the fact that they simultaneously fought for a system of open enrollment in
which any student could attend a school of their choice as long as there were vacancies. That

these two policies were contradictory did not seem to matter much to their white supporters.

Open enrollment was a way for white families whose neighborhood schools were admitting

%2 |bid., 85-86.
33 | ang, Grassroots at the Gateway: Class Politics & Black Freedom Struggle in St. Louis, 1936-75, 144.
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black students to choose another school that had maintained their desired demographics. The
practice was similar to the freedom of choice schools operating in the South.3%4

Neighborhood had a racial rather than exclusively geographic meaning. After the district
had begun busing black students from overcrowded schools on the north side to slightly less
overcrowded majority-black schools in other neighborhoods—often passing under-capacity
white schools in the process—black parents complained of the district’s efforts to maintain
segregation. The SLPS board simply reaffirmed its commitment to “neighborhood schools” and
argued “that school authorities were not obligated to change deliberately the character of a
neighborhood or its school.”3%® Such appeals to “neighborhood preservation” as a matter of
racial and economic exclusion were not unique to the school board or even to St. Louis. The
1943 guide Fundamentals of Real Estate Practice instructed realtors (those who were not the
profiteers of blockbusting) of their duties on the frontlines of protecting property values to deter
unseemly prospective buyers who were looking to take advantage of respectable middle class
neighborhoods. Threats the guide warned against include bootleggers, prostitutes, gangsters and
“a colored man of means who was giving his children a college education and thought they were
entitled to live among whites.”3% It is evident here that Roddy’s recent association of black
families who desire an education for their children with society’s criminal elements is a well-
entrenched trope.3%” Such overt racism began a process of transformation in the 1950s and 1960s
into a sort of dog-whistle that retained the overall purpose of racial and class stratification but

dropped the descriptive elements. In 1962, the American Institute for Real Estate Appraisers

34 [bid.
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affirmed the racial and economic connotations of neighborhood in defining the term as an “areca
exhibiting a fairly high degree of homogeneity as to housing, tenancy, income, and population
characteristics.”3% The school board was simply (and nevertheless inexcusably) denying that it
had the right to reconstitute neighborhoods by altering the income and population characteristics
of neighborhood schools. In doing so, the board subtly upheld the prevailing view of the 1940s
that, like criminal elements, black families wishing to educate their children presented a threat to
the morals and more appropriately the property values of middle class neighborhoods.

St. Louis’s black population had much less cause to glorify and preserve its
neighborhoods and their schools. As the city’s black population continued its rapid growth and
the white population its decline, district gerrymandering and the contradictory calls for open
enrollment and neighborhood school protectionism became logistically as well as morally
untenable. The solution the board adopted during the early 1960s was to bus black students from
the overcrowded schools on the north side to majority white schools, usually on the city’s south
side. The process known as intact busing solved two of the board’s primary objectives:
preserving segregation and easing the strain on segregated black facilities. Black children made
up over 90 percent of those bused. They arrived at the majority-white schools after classes had
already begun, attended classes as segregated units, used the cafeteria and other facilities at
separate times than white students, and ended their school day after the rest of the school before
being bused back to their segregated neighborhoods.3%? As with its plans immediately after
Brown, St. Louis received national praise for its commitments to desegregation, and one

University of Chicago study cited the board’s actions as examples of good governance.360 A
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coalition of black parents, activists from the NAACP and CORE, and St. Louis’s black press
were far less effusive about the busing, which they saw as closer to a Jim Crow form of
schooling than the fulfillment of Brown. Protesters even blocked the path of buses, and after
several demonstrations, began forming new advocacy groups that demanded real integration
rather than the token use of the same facilities. 36!

The board’s response to the failure of intact busing was an attempt to pacify the
coalitions of black activists and solve the problem of overcapacity schools on the north side
through new school construction. As with Sumner and Vashon during the first half of the
twentieth century, the new school construction in all black neighborhoods was a Trojan horse for
segregation. That the schools in St. Louis’s heavily segregated black neighborhoods could no
longer meet the needs of a rapidly growing black population was clear, but it was equally clear
that the passage of a bond that secured funding to build nine new elementary schools in all black
neighborhoods during the 1960s was an effort to contain black students within black
neighborhoods and avoid Brown’s mandates.362 The city, thus, rebuilt its public education
infrastructure out of its desire to avoid desegregating its schools “with all deliberate speed.”
Thirty-five of the thirty-nine buildings the district constructed between 1954 and 1974 were
attended primarily by black students either because they were built in hypersegregated black
neighborhoods (as most were) or as a result of whites abandoning public schools in St. Louis’s
few racially mixed neighborhoods.363 When it became clear that even new construction was
insufficient to ease overcrowding, the board turned to portable classrooms and recommission

older schools as a way of avoiding integration. The response from activists in the black
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community was to intensify their pressure on the school board and local leaders. By the time a
coalition of parent activists filed their historic lawsuit Liddell v. Board of Education of the City
of St. Louis, Missouri in 1972, the task of desegregating SLPS was far more difficult than it
would have been had the board earnestly attempted to do so in 1954. White flight and the
concentration of new school construction in segregated black neighborhoods had meant that
intra-district desegregation was no longer a realistic solution since integrating all of SLPS’s
remaining white students would still leave several school almost exclusively black.

Minnie Liddell, the lead plaintiff in the lawsuit that would bring about the nation’s largest
inter-district desegregation program, was in many ways symbolic of black St. Louisans’
struggles to build a life for themselves and their families despite racial and economic oppression.
Like so many of her generation, Minnie moved to St. Louis from Mississippi as a very young
child in the early 1940s. Her family moved into the highly segregated Mill Creek Valley a
decade or so before it was razed in the name of renewal, and Minnie attended the city’s
overcrowded black schools until her mother’s illness forced her to drop out of the ninth grade to
help support the family. After marrying, Minnie and her husband Charles Liddell settled in
another of the overcrowded black neighborhoods on the city’s north side. The Liddells’ children
initially attended one of the new neighborhood schools that had been built to ease the
overcrowding and avoid integration but were soon rezoned to one of the dilapidated schools that
had been recommissioned to keep black students out of the predominantly white schools. 364

Facing an enormous body of evidence that officials had been complicit and even zealous
in their efforts to create and maintain a segregated public school system, the district signed a

consent decree in 1974 that allowed it to deny any purposeful wrongdoing but obligated it to

34 1bid., 13-15.
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implement a plan that would avoid racial isolation in its schools.365 As the proposed plan
worked its way through the courts, another major legal decision on school segregation, U.S.
Supreme Court’s Milliken v. Bradley (1974), determined that suburban school districts were
required to participate in inter-district desegregation programs only if the courts could prove that
they had acted with the intent to segregate urban schools. Otherwise, suburban involvement in
desegregation was strictly voluntary. In 1979, district court judge James Meredith sided with the
school district and argued that the intensified school segregation was the result of state and
federal policies and the private choices of individual homeowners rather than district actions. 366
The plaintiffs appealed Meredith’s ruling, and a year later the Eighth Circuit Court unanimously
overturned the verdict. Gary Orfield, who had been the court appointed expert witness, had
formulated a desegregation plan that involved the suburban school districts on a voluntary basis.
Because St. Louis neighborhoods were so segregated, and because SLPS had lost so many of its
white students to the suburbs and to private schools within the city since Brown, Orfield argued
that intra-district segregation was no longer possible.36’ Even if it were possible to integrate
some schools in the central and south side of the city, the north side, which had the worst
educational and residential conditions would remain entirely segregated. Agreeing with Orfield,
Meredith asked for the district to create more magnet schools, a facet of the solution that had
been recommended initially by Minnie Liddell herself, and that it facilitate both an intra-district
and inter-district transfer program if the transfers did not increase school segregation as they had
during the years immediately after Brown. Meredith put together a desegregation framework that

would be voluntary and mutually beneficial to the sending and receiving districts. The state
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would be responsible for much of the costs of transportation and new school construction if
necessary.368 Because St. Louis’s population was in freefall from 1970-1980—the school
district’s white student population dropped by almost half from 35,000 to 18,000—the court also
asked that the district see to it that future school construction and closures not exacerbate
segregation.2®® Then Missouri Attorney General John Ashcroft had vowed to fight all the way to
the U.S. Supreme Court for a stay of the state’s obligation to desegregate St. Louis’s schools, but
after that court rejected his petition, he was powerless to oppose the Eighth Circuit’s ruling.370

In 1981, Liddell’s inter-district plan was turned over to Eighth Circuit Court Judge
William Hungate. Hungate had a great deal of leverage for significant change. Not only had the
court found state and federal policies responsible for St. Louis’s housing segregation, but the
successful appeal had also shown the district liable through its neighborhood school initiatives
and racially motivated rezoning, and with the help of Orfield, Meredith’s court had devised a
model for how an inter-district program might function. What Hungate lacked was federal
accountability for the government’s role in facilitating housing and school segregation. The
Eighth Circuit Court had the power to hold the state of Missouri accountable for its part, and
although the court had similarly found the federal government liable, Reagan’s Justice
Department was not in the least interested in entertaining the prospect that the federal
government would cover any of the costs or even admit its own culpability in issues of school
segregation. In a sense, Reagan was correct when he famously said in his inaugural address that

government was not the solution to our problem; government was the problem.
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The Reagan administration was not the only party hostile to Hungate’s aggressive stance
on desegregation. After becoming frustrated with the suburban counties’ unwillingness to
voluntarily involve themselves with the inter-district program, Hungate issued them an
ultimatum: either they cooperate, or he would re-examine their culpability in creating St. Louis’s
segregated schools in the first place. If he found them guilty, which the evidence certainly
suggested they were, he would personally consolidate the entire metropolitan area into one
school district and force them to rezone for integration. His tactics earned him the reluctant
cooperation of the suburban districts and the enmity of the region’s angry white population. The
local media referred to him as Attila the Hungate, and after numerous death threats, he had to be
guarded by federal marshals.3"

When the dust settled in 1983, however, St. Louis had established the largest inter-district
school desegregation program in the nation’s history with a goal of transferring 15,000 city
students to county schools and 1,600 county students to magnet schools in the city. The final
plan benefited both sending and receiving districts financially. The sending district continued to
receive half of the state aid and all of the local money apportioned for every student transferred.
The state paid the cost of tuition at the receiving district, which gave those districts added funds
to improve the education of both the transfer and local students. The settlement also called for
the state to assume half the costs of operating the magnet schools that existed at the time of the
agreement and the full cost of any that might open after the agreement. Even with the transfers
and the magnets achieving racial balance, several of the city’s schools would remain heavily
segregated. For those schools, the settlement established extra funding for updating facilities,

capping teacher to student ratios at 20:1, providing remedial courses, and hiring added support
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staff such as nurses and counselors. To avoid the displacement of black educators that had
characterized past desegregation efforts, the settlement stipulated that the district take measures
to guarantee that it maintained a racially balanced workforce. Hungate also halted a proposed
property tax rollback that would have hampered the district’s ability to pay for its share of the
desegregation program. Ashcroft made opposition to the desegregation plan a centerpiece of his
successful campaign for governor in 1984 and further petitioned the U.S. Supreme Court to end

the state’s obligation, but was denied again.372

SB 781 and the Neoliberalization of Education Policy

St. Louis’s court-enforced desegregation program continued until 1999, when the state
brokered an agreement that ended court supervision and put a ten-year cap on the state’s
continued obligation. Numerous factors contributed to the end of the desegregation program.
Notably, many Missouri political careers were forged through fiery opposition to the intrusion of
“big government” into the workings of Missouri’s schools, particularly when that intrusion was
the enforcement of an expensive desegregation program that was deemed unnecessary by some
and was a source of resentment by others. The state’s rural, white Republican power base had a
visceral hatred of taxation, and that attitude certainly did not change when those funds went
toward the significant expense of addressing historical racial discrimination in urban schools.
Opposition to the desegregation settlement was, however, a bipartisan tradition. Jay Nixon
(governor from 2009-2017) tried to get the Eighth Circuit to grant St. Louis unitary status and
put an end to the desegregation program as early as 1993, when he was elected Missouri

Attorney General, a post he held until being elected governor in 2009. Nixon had an ally in St.
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Louis’s first black mayor, Freeman Bosley Jr., who argued that the money spent on the transfer
program was not doing anything to revitalize St. Louis’s neighborhoods. Bosely argued that if
the state were to redirect the transfer money toward neighborhood redevelopment, then white
families would move back into the city, and the eventual result would be desegregation of the
city’s schools. 373 Bosley’s rhetoric was clearly in keeping with the entrepreneurial ethos of St.
Louis mayors who were always one big deal away from putting the city back on track, but the
idea that the state would continue to disperse the funds after it had been released from its court
enforced obligation to do so struck many as quixotic.3"

In 1995, U.S. Supreme Court’s Missouri v. Jenkins ruling found that the state’s
involvement in Kansas City’s desegregation lacked sufficient proof that the suburban counties
were liable. The decision also claimed that state involvement in desegregation should be limited
in time and extent regardless of whether integration was achieved. This inspired Nixon to take
another shot at ending St. Louis’s plan in 1996. Again, he was unsuccessful, but a sense that an
end to the program was inevitable became palpable in the late 1990s.37> Even though the court
had repeatedly refused to apply the Jenkins ruling to St. Louis, the fervor of bipartisan antipathy
to St. Louis’s desegregation program was enough to make many feel that a settlement was far
better than the district reaching unitary status and the program simply ending.

The state laid the groundwork for its release from court-enforced desegregation with the
passage of Senate Bill 781, which sought to end the era of educational equity through

desegregation and usher in a new era of equity through accountability.3’® In other words, SB 781
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was the death knell of social protections and redistributions under Keynesian liberalism. Even
though suburban participation in the 1983 Settlement was technically voluntary, their
involvement was initially the result of Hungate’s threats to redraw suburban-urban district
boundaries. The program’s financial benefits to the suburbs helped to ease that tension, but SB
781 removed federal oversight and, therefore, reduced the scale of the program and the
incentives for voluntary participation since there was no one left with the motivation or power to
redraw the district boundaries. SB 781 restructured the transfer program’s coordinating
committee as a nonprofit (the Voluntary Interdistrict Choice Corporation, VICC) and
orchestrated a scale-down of the number of transfer students involved. Under the new voluntary
program, the state provided $25 million per year for the first two years to cover transportation
costs during the transitional phase with subsequent transportation costs calculated according to
transportation aid within each student’s residential district. By making the program totally
voluntary, the state was able to affirm its long-held commitment to local control of school while
also affirming the new guiding ethic of school reform: choice.

Far more substantial than the school choice program under the supervision of the VICC,
SB 781 made Missouri the 34t state to legalize charter schools, while limiting their operation to
cities with a population greater than 350,000.3’7 This meant that charters could only operate in
Kansas City and St. Louis, cities with the majority of the state’s black population. The law
requires that an accredited educational institution (a college or university, a local school district,
or the Missouri Public Charter School Commission) sponsor the charters in an advisory capacity,
but governance is left to each charter’s board of directors. If a local school board denied a

charter’s application, the charter had the right to appeal. St. Louis Public Schools, which had

877 At the time, this included St. Louis, but the statute has been revised down to account for the city’s declining
population as well as the desire of charter school advocates to expand beyond the state’s two urban centers.
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lost students to the suburbs and the city’s private schools for decades, now had a new state-
funded threat to its steadily declining enrollment within the city itself. According to the popular
wisdom of charter advocates, competition would force the lax public schools to innovate and
improve the quality of their services that had deteriorated due to monopoly power over public
education, but St. Louis Public Schools had been struggling to remain viable for the previous
half century. SLPS did not need a new source of competition to motivate it. Suburban schools,
with their higher property values and explosive growth in population and industry underwritten
by state and federal subsidies, had long since won that competition and was running up the score.
As for innovation, the desegregation program itself, with its city magnet schools and mutually
beneficial transfer financing, was an effort to innovate with curriculum and instruction and foster
suburban-urban cooperation. The emergence of charters represented not so much external
motivation but an effort to hollow out SLPS from within.

As with its charter school provisions, SB 781 outlined how to rebuild a school system,
not just dismantle one. Loss of accreditation instituted the immediate disesmpowering of the
elected school board and installed a three-person Special Advisory Board (SAB) with the
members chosen by the city’s mayor, the governor, and the local council of aldermen. The board
had been a contentious battleground between zealous public school reformers, the politically
ambitious, and anti-busing groups with ties to the racist Citizens’ Council, whose logo shows the
confederate flag and reads “States Rights; Racial Integrity.”3’® While the latter’s power had
waned during the 1990s, their sentiment persists in pockets of the city and wide swaths of
Missouri’s suburban and rural electorate. The SAB represented the preference for the stability of

neoliberal technocratic managerialism over raucous democratic governance.
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With the legal groundwork laid for the end of desegregation, the final agreement was
signed in early 1999. St. Louis was officially finished with court-enforced desegregation, but the
Liddell case had continued to shape the neoliberal era of St. Louis Public Schools. The final
agreement stipulated that the state pay into a transition fund over the next ten years that would
eventually total $180 million. After the last payment was made to an escrow account in 2009,
the state had fully ended its financial obligation to desegregating SLPS. SB 781 had also
restructured Missouri’s school financing, and one of the ways they made their sweeping reforms
more palatable to the electorate was to tie $40 million in additional funding and a sales tax
increase pending voter approval, which voters passed in February of 1999.37° Even with the
sales tax and additional state funds, the school district would be short $7-10 million per year.38
Hanging SB 781 on the passage of a city sales tax was significant for several reasons. For one, it
meant that St. Louis’s tourists would pick up a sizable portion of the difference between what the
state was paying under court-enforced desegregation and what it would pay to wind down the
desegregation program—a further incentive for aligning urban revitalization with tourism.

SB 781 was engineered as long-term austerity via short-term generosity. The state
favored the regressive sales tax because it prevented increases in other progressive forms of
taxation like personal or corporate income tax and property taxes, which a state constitutional
amendment caps at 10 cents for every $100 assessed value. Besides, increases in property taxes
are of a limited value since the city is blanketed with tax abatements. At the same time, voters
were unlikely to vote against the sales tax because many would see the act as withholding a

much needed $23 million from the beleaguered district. Ballot rejection would have nullified SB
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781, but instead it passed by a two-to-one margin.38! Because the sales tax was essential to
ending the desegregation program, the settlement stipulated that the funds it generated were to go
to the “District schools” involved in desegregation. No charter schools fell into that category
since charters had only been legalized in Missouri when SB 781 passed a few months earlier.
When Missouri changed its school funding formula in 2006, it redirected sales tax funding to
charter schools despite the fact that those funds were expressly for District schools involved in
desegregation. To date, charters have received over $50 million in desegregation remediation
funds generated through the misappropriated sales tax. In April of 2016, SLPS filed a lawsuit
against the state after officials repeatedly ignored the district’s requests to halt the
misappropriation of funds. If the judge should rule that the charters must return the $50 million
to the district, it is likely that many will close. The pending lawsuit exposes the tension at the
different scales of territorial governance, a tension that is heightened by the devolved politics of
neoliberalization. Ironically, the generally pro-charter appointed SAB has been the most
effective opposition to the state’s systemic efforts to divert funds from traditional public schools

to charter schools.

Urban Neoliberalization and Accumulation by Dispossession

In the third chapter, | argued that the spatio-temporal processes of capital accumulation
were consistent with the concentration of charter schools in St. Louis and the larger processes of
urban neoliberalization. By devoting so much of this chapter to black St. Louisans’ historic

struggles for access to safe housing and access to quality education, | have attempted to deepen

381 Morris, “Forgotten Voices of Black Educators: Critical Race Perspectives on the Implementation of a
Desegregation Plan,” 594; Heaney and Uchitelle, Unending Struggle: The Long Road to an Equal Education in St.
Louis, 199.

198



my analysis of St. Louis’s transition from Keynesian liberalism to the neoliberalism. SB 781
marks a pivotal transition in educational policy and equity, but the proper metaphor is not the
flipping of a switch—it is the turning of a corner. Neoliberalizing education policy did not come
as a bolt from the blue; it was not even particularly innovative. In a sense, it was a new variation
on an old theme. St. Louis had long sought to protect white wealth and educational space from
the black poverty it had constructed through economic and urban policy. Before Brown, St.
Louis showed its commitment to public education and racial segregation by building some of the
country’s most beautiful and innovative school buildings, two of which were segregated and
overcrowded black schools. During the mid-twentieth century and immediately after Brown, St.
Louis showed its commitment to segregated schooling through intact busing and massively
overbuilding schools in the segregated and overcrowded black neighborhoods. The mid-century
construction boom resulted in massive amounts of fixed capital stored in the built environment
while the city’s population had crested and was about to start losing hundreds of thousands of
residents every decade. It was only in the Liddell Settlement (1983-1999) that the city and state
ever earnestly and systematically pursued redistribution and desegregation. The Settlement was
doomed from the start, but contrary to the bipartisan lamentations of the political elite who saw it
as federal intrusion and wasted money, desegregation’s shortcoming was that it did not go far
enough. The program was in effect for less than sixteen years, and those sixteen years occurred
when the city was so aggressively marketing itself to capital and residents that it had sacrificed
its current and future tax base on the altar of revitalization. Redistribution and desegregation
were aberrations. Neoliberalization, especially as was ensconced in the policy framework of SB

781, is a variation on the city’s historic norms of racial segregation, capital accumulation, and the
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creative destruction of urbanism. With this in mind, | turn to how SB 781 and the concentration
of charter schools in St. Louis reflects accumulation by dispossession.

Harvey argues that accumulation by dispossession is a continuation of what Marx
referred to as primitive accumulation and what Polanyi described as the state’s role in creating
and maintaining fictional commodities like land and labor power. Because the creation and
expansion of the U.S. was predicated on the dispossession of indigenous peoples (many of whom
had no concept that land could be possessed in the first place), the basic concept is painfully
close to home in this country. Accumulation by dispossession in the neoliberal age has
proceeded along similar lines, but it is more complicated than original accumulation since land is
not just taken outright and developed but must be devalued and revalorized for capital
accumulation to occur. Harvey breaks the process down into four elements: privatization,
financialization, manipulation and management of crises, and state redistributions.382 | will

analyze SB 781 and the growth of charter schools in St. Louis according to these principles.

Privatization

One of the ways neoliberalization has sought to maintain the growth of primitive
accumulation has been to commodify space that had set aside as commons. Common space has
historically been created more often through struggle than through ruling class beneficence, and
the struggle to maintain the publicness of spaces like public parks and public schools under
neoliberalization has centered on maintaining their open (that is, inclusive) and nonmarket nature
against efforts to either commercialize or commoditize the space. This struggle is difficult for

reasons both structural and ideological. Common space and social protections expanded under
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Keynesian liberalism because they coincided with both domestic and global economic growth.
When economic growth stagnated in the 1970s, the compromise was over and the state looked
inward to extract profits. Public or common space in urban centers became an obvious target for
two reasons: one, as Rachel Weber puts it, “neoliberal ideology dismisses most forms of public
ownership and socially and privately unproductive,”38 and two, as Neil Smith has argued, the
inner city had become the “new urban frontier,” where the “natives” and their “Hostile
landscapes are regenerated, cleansed, reinfused with middle-class sensibility; real estate values
soar; yuppies consume; elite gentility is democratized in mass-produced styles of distinction.”384
Put differently, the structural imperative to maximize profits and maintain growth levels
reinforced a market ideology that had little inclination to protect or maintain nonmarket spaces
like schools that it viewed either as opportunities for profit-generation or as parasites devouring
surplus capital with little to show for it. If such spaces do not start generating profits, then like
the “unused” land of the frontier, they should be (re)conquered, cleansed of their unproductive
people and qualities, and recommodified. By massively expanding its education infrastructure to
avoid desegregation (i.e. 35 of the 39 schools built from 1954 to 1974 being segregated black
schools) SLPS created lots of new public space, especially in segregated neighborhoods that
were already devalued and would be further devalued during the subsequent decades of
population loss and intensified social unrest. The outflow of capital and residents to the suburbs
and beyond segregated and devalued the urban core’s property values and its schools, which
were, after all dependent on the property values. Keynesian desegregation tried to redistribute

both residents and capital from the well-fortified suburbs in the name of equity, but that only
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effectively lasted for less than two decades before the left and right hands of neoliberalism united
to restore both class (and racial) discipline and profitability to the profligate and dysfunctional
urban schools and neighborhoods. But while redistribution of students and funds from the
state/suburbs to the city was just getting underway in 1983, urban entrepreneurialism with its full
array of tax incentives was already in full effect.

St. Louis passed its first land redevelopment law in 1943. Like the charter school
limitations, land clearance and redevelopment was initially restricted to St. Louis and Kansas
City even though it was a state law. An amendment in 1945 (Chapter 353) allowed local and
out-of-state developers access to tax abatement incentives for property deemed “blighted.” This
meant that local and out-of-state redevelopers could reshape St. Louis’s built environment at the
expense of the local tax base, but they relied on city official to declare the property blighted. The
state aided urban redevelopment further when in 1951 it passed the Land Clearance and
Redevelopment Act (Chapter 99), which allowed the city to assemble and clear land for
redevelopment.38 The two fit hand-in-glove. Chapter 99 allowed the city planners to assemble
and clear property with the help of federal redevelopment grants, while Chapter 353 abated
future taxes, often over 90 percent and for decades, on the property once capital had redeveloped
it. Developers benefitted from the city clearing their land and slashing their future taxes, and the
city government benefitted from new tax revenue streams other than the abated property taxes
(e.g. earnings and sales taxes). Because public schools were and are funded by property taxes
and not earnings or sales taxes, they were the sacrificial lambs of urban renewal. Two
Washington University Economists were commissioned to study the effects of tax abatements on

the school system during the early1980s, the very same time the Liddell desegregation settlement
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was taking effect. The economists found “The developer (and possibly the landowner) thus is
given one-sixth of the total value of his development in the form of abated property taxes by the
353 program, most of which is paid by the city school district.”38 With the school district so
heavily subsidizing urban redevelopment, one would think the board would have some influence
on where and which projects received tax abatements how much they would receive. It did not.
Indeed, with the chaos of the balkanized region and the continual churn of redevelopment in the
city, it was difficult for the board to even know how much money the schools were losing and
how quickly they were losing it. As for authority over what was blighted and how much to
abate, the board was similarly in the dark and kept out of the decision process. Before 1971, the
city’s Board of Aldermen reviewed each incentive request on a case-by-case basis, but in 1971,
they declared the entire downtown blighted. That designation persisted even after the downtown
had been redeveloped for business with its office buildings and for tourism with its iconic arch,
hotels, and sports stadia. Older buildings, which were not blighted, had an incentive to declare
themselves blighted so they could compete with newer abated properties.38’

It was not just the downtown business and tourism district that was blanketed with
abatements. A 1984 report found that “for the foreseeable future, property taxes would be abated
for all new commercial and industrial and for 90% of residential construction.”3% Based on the
1984 city comptroller’s report of abated property, the amount the school district would lose over
the duration of those abatements—many of which spanned roughly the length of the city’s

desegregation program (1983-1999) and beyond—was $43.1 million with 1984 alone losing $5.7
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million.3¥ During the decade prior to SB 781°s 1998 signing, the city abated over 4,500 parcels
of residential, commercial, and industrial land, which amounted to 11 percent of taxable
property. Taken together with nontaxed land owned by nonprofit entities, over half of property
in the city of St. Louis paid little or nothing in property taxes.3?° In 1996—just two years before
SB 781—the school board argued that SLPS was losing $17 million per year to abatements and
called on Mayor Freeman Bosely, Jr. to stop all new commercial property tax abatements, halt
abatement extensions being granted after the initial abatements’ 25 year period had lapsed, and
establish a civic task force to review the city’s abatement procedures. Bosely did none of that
and countered that it was not the city’s entrepreneurial ethos that was the problem. After all,
Bosely’s own father was an alderman who had recently sponsored a bill to give a ten-year
abatement to a pawn shop—not quite everyone’s vision of urban renewal. The problem,
according to Bosely, was the trope upon which all neoliberals rely: the wasteful public schools
are not good stewards of the funds they have.3% As | have already pointed out, Bosely was
actively working to end the city’s desegregation program and rather astonishingly hoped that its
state funding would be diverted to his city’s ongoing process of urban renewal and efforts to
desegregate by attracting white families back into St. Louis’s residential neighborhoods.
Although 70 percent of the abatements were residential, those were largely within majority-white
and gentrified neighborhoods, where the schools were either zoned to preserve white majority or

the white majority simply was not sending their kids to public schools.
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Despite the loss of the city’s population, the loss of white buy-in to public education, and
the loss of its property tax revenues in an effort to appeal to prospective businesses and white
residents, St. Louis Public Schools made considerable improvements to infrastructure and
services for both urban and suburban students under the Liddell desegregation settlement.392
Such improvements were either doubted altogether or deemed unworthy of the state’s increased
expenses. When SB 781 came up for a vote in the Missouri State Senate, only eight senators
voted against it. One was St. Louis Democrat J.D. Banks, who disagreed with the provision to
turn SLPS governance over to a three-member appointed board upon losing accreditation, and
the other seven were rural and suburban Republicans who thought the state was too generous to
St. Louis and Kansas City in its desegregation severance package.3? No one was apparently that
concerned with the mountain of evidence that St. Louis had given away SLPS’s past, present,
and future funding to corporations, (mostly white) St. Louis residents, and property redevelopers
in what is perhaps best described as a revitalization-industrial complex. Such a lack of concern
is not surprising. The suburban and rural power blocs of state government certainly had no
problem with such practices, and the politicians from St. Louis are the ones either directly or
indirectly involved.

No one was, in fact, more intimately involved with SB 781°s charter school provision
than the property redevelopers themselves. The author of the bill’s charter school language was

William Kuehling, a lawyer who specializes in urban neoliberalization. Kuehling now works for

392 Heaney and Uchitelle, Unending Struggle: The Long Road to an Equal Education in St. Louis; Wells and Crain,
Stepping Over the Color Line: African-American Students in White Suburban Schools.

3% Virginia Young, “SENATE ADVANCES PROPOSAL TO SETTLE DESEGREGATION CASE SCHOOLS
WOULD KEEP MOST OF THEIR MONEY TAX BOOST IN CITY WOULD BE NEEDED,” St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, April 2, 1998, B1.

205



one of St. Louis’s most powerful law firms, Thompson Coburn, LLP. To get the full scope of
Kuehling’s area of expertise, it is worth quoting his company biography at length:
Developers, nonprofit corporations, and public entities seek Bill’s varied and extensive
background in real estate transactions and infrastructure finance. Bill focuses his practice
on real estate development, public/private partnerships, land use, and municipal
law...This work includes the acquisition, sale, construction, development, financing and
leasing of projects. He also has experience in governmental incentives for development,
including tax increment financing, tax abatement, tax sharing agreements, community
improvement districts, neighborhood improvement districts, and transportation
development districts. Clients with unique needs seek Bill’s assistance with controversial
land use and zoning issues, including obtaining zoning, demolition, and building permit
approval over significant public opposition. This includes work in historic districts.3%
If legalizing charter schools in the state of Missouri and restricting their operation to the only two
majority-black urban districts in the state were truly about the failures of desegregation to
significantly improve urban education, it would be an odd choice to have a lawyer who
specializes in securing the very tax incentives that systemically defunded SLPS create such a
policy solution to educational inequity. If charter schools were really about, say, revalorizing
urban space devastated by policy-induced and supported segregation and deindustrialization,
perhaps even “over significant public opposition,” then there could hardly be a better man for the
job. Kuehling praised his work in saying that Missouri’s charter school legislation was better
than most states’ because it placed no caps on the number of charter schools that could open—
provided they were in either St. Louis or Kansas City, of course—and there was little local
education boards could do to stop charters from opening since charters secured their

authorization through Missouri universities or the state board of education itself.3% In other

words, significant public opposition was no obstacle.

39 Thompson Coburn LLP, “William J. Kuehling,” accessed January 23, 2017,
http://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/find-a-professional/william-kuehling.aspx. My emphasis.

3% Linda Tucci, “Strauss, Baron Heading Efforts for City’s Alternative Schools,” St. Louis Business Journal,
February 16, 1997, http://www.bizjournals.convstlouis/stories/1997/02/17/story4.html.
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While Kuehling’s legal and technical expertise in urban neoliberalization was useful in
drafting SB 781°s charter provisions, he had significant help from the developers themselves.
The “pioneers” of urban revitalization saw charter schools as an important new tactic in their
(re)conquest of the urban frontier. Like Kuehling, St. Louis’s blight barons had well established
relationships with city officials and knew the complexities of the full array of tax incentives.
Three of the most vocal proponents of charters and school governance reform were Craig Heller
of Pyramid Construction, Leon Strauss of Pantheon Group, and Richard Baron of McCormack
Baron Salazar.3% Heller’s mantra in lobbying for the charter school legislation was “Build them
and they will come.”397 He was referring to the potential for charter schools to attract families
back into the city, specifically to the 75 properties he was developing in the struggling Eads Park
neighborhood. Heller claimed that SLPS’s image problem was a significant obstacle to
neighborhood revitalization. Middle class families did not want to invest in neighborhoods with
“underperforming” schools. Property values could rise, however, if Heller and other developers
were able to market the new forms of school choice to prospective buyers. Heller’s Pyramid
Construction was most successful in rehabbing St. Louis’s many shuttered brick buildings as
chic lofts in the downtown corridor, but the piece de résistance of gentrification via mixed-
income community development is attracting middle class professionals with children back into
the city. As Smith claimed, the neighborhoods had to be “cleansed” and made fit for middle
class consumption. Moreover, charter schools’ frequent branding tropes—the ubiquity of
Preparatory, Collegiate, and Academy—confirms Smith’s claim that “elite gentility is

democratized in mass-produced styles of distinction.”3%

3% |hid.

397 Samuel Autman, “What About Here? Proponents, Opponents State Their Case About Plan,” St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, March 23, 1997, A 9.

3% Smith, The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City, 13.
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As is often the case with the boom and bust cycles of urban revitalization, Pyramid
Construction had its good and bad years. In 2007, both Heller and Steffen were invited to the
White House where First Lady Laura Bush presented them with the Preserve America
Presidential Award. In 2010, John Steffen was indicted for fraud after allegedly putting up tax
credits as collateral for a loan and then bundling and selling those same tax credits and dumping
the proceeds into another development project.3%® Heller, who parted ways with Steffen to form
his own company LoftWorks, has also seen his fortune turn. As a consultant who helped
assemble riverfront property as part of the failed attempt in 2015 to keep the NFL Rams football
franchise in St. Louis, Heller received $12,500 per month from public-private partnership
Downtown STL, Inc. In September of 2015, a judge handed Heller $7 million judgement for
defaulting on $12 million in loans, which in tandem with $290,000 in unpaid federal taxes, led to
Heller’s decision to file for bankruptcy in February of 2016.4° The connection between Heller’s
early fight to bring charter schools to St. Louis and his involvement with the hallmark of
neoliberal urban revitalization, stadium construction, runs deeper than his lucrative taxpayer
funded consulting fee. His former partner in bringing charter schools to St. Louis, William
Kuehling, sits on the governing board of Downtown STL, Inc.

In his efforts to lobby legislators and the general public to get behind SB 781, Heller
worked closely with Leon Strauss, the retired head of one of St. Louis’s most (in)famous urban
renewal firms, Pantheon Corp. While Heller was trying to bring charter schools to the Eads Park

neighborhood he was investing in, Strauss was trying to open a charter (possibly at a vacant

39 Chad Garrison, “John Steffen: Owner of Pyramid Construction Indicted for Fraud,” Riverfront Times, August
13, 2010, http://www.riverfronttimes.com/newsblog/2010/08/13/john-steffen-owner-of-pyramid-construction-
indicted-for-fraud.

400 Staff Report, “Downtown St. Louis Developer Craig Heller Files for Bankruptcy,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch,
February 6, 2016, http://www.stltoday.com/business/local/downtown-st-louis-developer-craig-heller-files-for-
bankruptcy/article_96536¢35-0d5d-54e2-a921-4f2da5cchbal.html.
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SLPS property) to accompany new home construction in the Forest Park Southeast neighborhood
he and a local healthcare group were trying to redevelop. According to Strauss, charters “could
help stem the exodus of people out from the city.”#%1 To reach his target audience, Strauss had
formed a 501(c)3 called the Charter Schools Information Center and placed suburban Clayton
education reform activist Laura Friedman at its helm. While Strauss and Heller’s discourse
reflected the market-tested optimism of people who had spent their careers pitching property
redevelopment to financiers and city officials, Friedman had the zeal of a crusading reformer.
For Friedman, charters were obviously “the winning option,” since they “allow businesses and
foundations to see the clear results of their investment” unlike traditional public schools whose
poor test performance was a clear indicator that “private dollars, as well as tax dollars, need to be
better spent.”%2 Friedman unsurprisingly offered no comment on the hundreds of millions tax
dollars that abatements and other incentives had converted to “private dollars.” Charters were
the winning option not just because they promised businesses and foundations greater returns on
investment; they also offered the institution discipline lacking in public schools. Friedman
argued that “The charter school law also gives the local board both the big stick of accountability
and the carrot of true site-based management. As sponsors, or in conversions of existing schools,
school boards use the charter tool to demand, and receive, results.”4% While Strauss positioned
himself as a sort of elder statesman who came out of retirement to help his city when needed, he
was no stranger to accumulation through class discipline. Strauss was most famous for the
iconic Fabulous Fox Theater, which was nearly in ruins when he began the public-private

partnership of redeveloping the property in the 1970s. Strauss may have had great success with

401 Tucci, “Strauss, Baron Heading Efforts for City’s Alternative Schools.”

402 Laura Friedman, “The Winning Option of Charter Schools,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, December 28, 1998, sec.
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the city’s cultural attractions, but his record with housing is much more contentious. In the
1970s, Pantheon used public subsidies and the city's loose definition of blight to clear out 500-
800 families who were low-income rental tenants in order to make way for a condominium
development. When those families brought a lawsuit seeking federal relocation monies, the
courts denied their request on the grounds that Pantheon’s project was one of private
development rather than public purpose.%* Such is the benefit of the public-private partnership.
The public aids private development with tax incentives, while shielding private developers from
the public.

Richard Baron has certainly eclipsed his St. Louis charter school compatriots in terms of
national influence. Baron pushed for site-based management schools within neighborhoods his
company was redeveloping.“® These schools share the same autonomy as charters but would
preserve the local board as affiliated albeit largely powerless governing institution. Baron’s
firm, McCormack Baron Salazar (MBS) is the darling of national neoliberal mixed-income
housing development. MBS has built a fortune and its reputation on the transition from the era
of large-scale government investments in public housing under Keynesian liberalism to
depoliticized neoliberal community revitalization projects like Choice Neighborhoods and Hope
VI. These programs seek to deconcentrate poverty through building mixed-income communities
that include “revitalized” schools. One such example in MBS’s portfolio is the Centennial Place
and Centennial Academy charter school in Atlanta, which the company built after demolishing
Techwood Homes, the country’s first housing project built in 1936 by Roosevelt’s Public Works
Administration to address the need for adequate housing during the throes of the Great

Depression. Critics of MBS’s mixed-income redevelopments have argued that they are

404 Gordon, Mapping Decline: St. Louis and the Fate of the American City, 211.
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instrumental in privatizing public institutions like housing and schools and end up displacing far
more low-income residents than they integrate into new development, essentially revitalization
through gentrification.#% Baron was interested in making his neoliberal neighborhood
revitalization project in St. Louis’s Carr Square neighborhood “a demonstration project for the
welfare-to-work effort in Missouri,” arguing that with the help of corporate philanthropies, Carr
Square could be “a prototype for what a quality neighborhood school might look like in one of
the city’s poorest neighborhoods.”4%” His company’s subsequent profitability is a testament to
his school reform experiments in St. Louis. MBS is also heavily involved in revitalizing vacant
SLPS property through its close partnership with the district’s Building Revitalization
Collaborative, including several of the historic Ittner-designed buildings. The education reforms
Baron helped to usher in put further pressures on an already strained public system, which has
resulted in declining numbers and further neighborhood school closures. The robust vacant
school property market continues to create opportunities for MBS’s many ventures in mixed-

income development.

Financialization

The privatization of public space depends upon deregulating whatever policies create and
maintain that space and reregulating through new governing bureaucracies and partnerships.
Finance takes new and more complex forms within these new bureaucracies and partnerships.

Trading tax incentives as currency, borrowing from presumed future elevated tax increments to

406 For critiques of McCormack, Baron & Salazar’s work in New Orleans, see Jay Arena, “A People’s
Reconstruction,” Jacobin, August 28, 2015, https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/08/katrina-ten-year-anniversary-
public-housing-charter-schools/; Jay Arena, “New Orleans, Public Housing and the Non-Profit Industrial Complex,”
Counterpunch, July 10, 2007, http://www.counterpunch.org/2007/07/10/new-orleans-public-housing-and-the-non-
profit-industrial-complex/.
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finance present development through TIF, classifying profitable property as blighted to receive
new abatements for new development—these and countless other practices endemic to St. Louis
illustrate the bizarre, illogical, and often only quasi-legal financial processes of urban
neoliberalization. With charter legislation created and promoted by such pioneers and
innovators, it is not surprising that Missouri’s charter school financing is both arcane and
vulnerable to corruption.

In Chapter One, | described the rapid expansion and the closure of Imagine, Inc. schools
in St. Louis and Kansas City. | will, therefore, be very brief in illustrating how those forms of
financialization support the process of accumulation by dispossession. Imagine, Inc.’s wealth
extraction is most easily and clearly summarized by the graphic below, which the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch created following their investigation into the for-profit charter company’s real estate
transactions. The graphic shows how Imagine acquired properties through subsidiary companies
and flipped them to other subsidiaries of property management companies like Entertainment
Properties Trust. The subsidiaries generated massive profits with each sale, while rental prices
skyrocketed to maintain profitability. To maintain profitability for all involved, Imagine
dramatically increased the rents. Increased rent payments meant that the school spent less and
less on its side project of educating St. Louis’s racially and economically segregated school
children.

Notice how often Samuel Glasser appears in the graphic. Glasser is a local property
developer who had been convicted of conspiracy to import cocaine in the 1970s and who pleaded

guilty to bank fraud in 2011.4%8 Glasser first got into the charter school market when in 2003 he
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leased one of his properties to a charter operator that Imagine would later acquire. When
Imagine was expanding rapidly in St. Louis in 2006-2007, Glasser offered two vacant SLPS
properties he had acquired by listing non-educational plans on his sales agreements with the
district as a way of circumventing the board’s policy against selling to charter school
operators.*%® Glasser flipped the properties to SchoolHouse Finance, a subsidiary and property
acquisition arm of Imagine, for $665,000 more than he paid the district a matter of months
earlier. As the owner of the general contracting company Samuel & Co., Glasser then made
nearly $1 million more in profits and fees for rehabbing Imagine’s newly acquired properties.
The neoliberal state chipped in its part when the Missouri Department of Economic
Development awarded Glasser nearly $500,000 in historic tax credits, which he then charged
Imagine an additional $150,000 to apply.4%0

Imagine had no cause for alarm at Glasser’s profiteering; it was all part of the plan.
Figure 4 traces the details of Imagine, Inc.’s real estate transactions.*!! The EMO was flush with
cash from a real estate trust funded by Joseph E. Robert, Jr., an investor and “philanthropist”
who made billions off distressed properties during the federal government’s savings and loans
crisis during the 1980s.412° A Kansas City-based property management corporation called
Entertainment Properties Trust owned Robert’s trust (JERIT CS Fund I) along with 26 Imagine
School, Inc. properties across the country. Acting through its subsidiary SchoolHouse Finance,

Imagine sold its St. Louis schools to Entertainment Properties for ten times what it paid Glasser.

409 Elisa Crouch, “Imagine Schools’ Real Estate Deals Fuel Company Growth,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, October
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Entertainment Properties then leased the buildings back to SchoolHouse Finance in order to
extract rental income, which is why Imagine’s St. Louis schools spent approximately 15-21
percent of its state revenues on rent. For comparison, a locally run charter, City Garden
Montessori, spent less than 4 percent of its revenues on rent during the same year.#t3 On top of
the rent, Imagine extracted 12 percent of each school’s annual revenues as operating costs and
imposes a series of additional administrative fees.*4 With so much money meeting the needs of
rent-seeking capitalists, comparatively little was left over for actually educating St. Louis’s most
impoverished students. It should come as no surprise that Imagine’s state-mandated
performance scores were some of the lowest in the city. | do not wish to suggest that student
performance data is at all a reliable indicator of quality public education. It is, nonetheless,
significant that Imagine spent so little on educating the 3,800 students in its six St. Louis schools
it could not even afford to play the “accountability” game. When the state closed Imagine’s St.
Louis schools in 2012, it cited their poor performance rather than their property profiteering as
the reason, effectively sending the message that the extraction and upward redistribution of
millions of public education dollars is fine as long as it produces the “results” demanded by
neoliberal public school accountability regimes.

If Imagine seems like an egregious example of accumulation by dispossession, or if the
fact that St. Louis (and Kansas City) eventually closed Imagine’s schools after they had funneled
millions of dollars to their financiers and property developers is a source of comfort or evidence
of a working system, it is worth a reminder that Imagine is still one of the largest charter school
operators in the country. While now officially a nonprofit, it is run by many of the same

profiteers, and it maintains its significant footprint in the segregated cities of the Rust Belt. It is
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also worth a reminder that, even when charter schools are independently operated with the best

of intentions, their ties to global bond markets and local rental property intensify financialization.

IMAGINE SCHOOLS REAL ESTATE DEALS

As Imagine Schools Inc. has opened charter schools in 5t. Louis, it has engaged in a chain of real estate transactions that
have resulted in escalating costs for school buildings. Most buildings are bought and sold at least twice. After each sale, the
rent — paid with state education funds — rises. Imagine officials say the increases in sale prices reflect renovation costs.

€ 1magine Academy of Academic Success 1409 East Linton Ave.
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TRANSACTIONS AT OTHER IMAGINE CHARTER SCHOOLS
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SOURCE: St. Louis records and leases and information provided by imagine Schools | Post-Dispatch

@€» magine college Prep Academy
706 North Jefferson

April 12, 2005: Phillips Lucas Property,
managed by Mark Phillips, an Imagine
board member, sells building to Imagine
for $1.5 million.

0Oct. 1, 2007: Imagine sells building to
JERIT CS Fund | for about $11.5 million.
July 1, 2008: School agrees to pay a base
annual rent of $1,646,364.

Aug. 14, 2008: First day of school for
Imagine College Prep.

mmagine Academy of

Cultural Arts
1509 Washington Avenue
Building is co-managed by Samuel Glasser.
Aug. 2010: First day of school. Board
agrees to pay Glasser annual rent of
$720,000.

O Imagine Academy of

Careers Elementary
3740 Marine Avenue
June 9, 2006: Salvation Army sells
building to 3740 Marine Associates LLC, an
entity of Samuel Glasser, for $1.6 million.
June 9, 2006: 3740 Marine Associates
sells building to Imagine for $1.95 million.
Aug. 20, 2007: First day of school.
Sept. 1, 2007: Base rent is $556,000.
June 24, 2008: Imagine as Marine
Schoolhouse LLC sells building to JERIT CS
FUND I for $4,394,798.
Dec. 1, 2008: Base rent rises to $687,252.

Figure 4: Imagine, Inc.’s Real Estate Transactions
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The Management and Manipulation of Crises

To a great extend this whole chapter—perhaps the entire dissertation—is a sustained
study of the management and manipulation of crises. Structural critiques of political economy
and racism naturally tend toward analyses of how inherently social issues are created and
subsequent “solutions” created and recreated in such a way as to make perpetual intervention
necessary. Capitalism demands uneven development and cycles of creative destruction to meet
its insatiable demands for growth. Such imperatives are inherently contradictory and unstable.
They exhaust the land and its resources and must search for new land and resources. They
exhaust the lower classes through slavery and wage-labor and must, therefore, search for new
lower classes and forms of slavery. State intervention must always be at the ready to rescue
capitalism from its cycles of creation and destruction, but the state is vulnerable to the same
contradictory impulses. It creates a commons, a public space, to shelter society from the market,
only to enclose that space when market logic dictates such protections are no longer necessary,
and as Karl Polanyi claims, enclosures are “a revolution of the rich against the poor.”*1> It was
the crisis of overcrowded, underfunded, and segregated public schools that drove Minnie Liddell
to organize parents and file a class action suit against St. Louis Public Schools in 1972. These
schools reflected the political economy of the city and the families’ overcrowded, underfunded,
and segregated neighborhoods. For a brief period, the state created a system for rebuilding and
re-envisioning public education space in the full material, relative, and representational sense of
the word. No policy is perfect, and the 1983 Liddell Settlement was no exception, but it did
unite grassroots community activism with sustained academic study in an effort to force the state

to respond to social injustices that it had created and maintained. Its most significant
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shortcoming was that it did not and could not address the political economy and social relations
that led to economically and racially segregated neighborhoods and schools. It, therefore,
became one more crisis to manage and manipulate, and those new spaces of desegregation
became one more commons to enclose.

Like many public school boards, SLPS’s board and district educators were suspicious of
charter schools, especially in relation to the other “accountability” reforms contained within SB
781. If the district lost accreditation due to poor student test performance, the state board could
close the school or convert it to a charter. Teacher and administrator contracts would be voided,
and the educators would have to apply for other positions in the district or at their old place of
employment now under new management. Missouri law prohibit public school teachers from
striking, so there was little organized labor could do to oppose SB 781’s disciplining of
educators. As for the school board, loss of accreditation meant the elected board was dissolved
and replaced by the appointed three-member Special Advisory Board (SAB). As early as 1999,
Missouri Education Commissioner Robert Bartman tried to revoke the district’s accreditation,
but the 1999 settlement agreement stipulated a grace period until at least 2002.416

As I previously stated, SB 781°s charter provisions and accountability reforms totally
changed the policy landscape of public education in Missouri, but charters were initially slow to
get off the ground in St. Louis. Even though board approval was not necessary for opening
charters, the transition to full neoliberalization of public education policy and practice in St.
Louis would run more smoothly with a friendly school board, at least until the state board could
revoke accreditation. In 2002, St. Louis’s mayor, Francis Slay, partnered with the Regional

Business Council to jointly run four candidates for four open seats on the elected school board,
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which SB 781 had reduced the size of from twelve to seven members elected at large. Mayor
Slay lent the candidates $50,000 of his own campaign funds and put together a coalition of local
corporations that raised a total of $235,000.417 With the help of former board member and
educational liason Robbyn Wahby—currently the Executive Director of the Missouri Charter
Public School Commission, which oversees all Missouri charters—Slay selected candidates who
shared his views of reform. Among them was former mayor and champion of public-private
partnerships and urban revitalization, Vincent Schoemehl. When all four candidates won, the
city entrepreneurs had an immediate majority, and their first act of business was to hire corporate
school turnaround firm Alvarez & Marsal for a one-year, $5 million contract.#® Alvarez &
Marsal immediately installed one of its own partners, William Roberti, as acting superintendent
of St. Louis public schools despite his total lack of experience in educational administration. As
the district’s “Chief Restructuring Officer,” Roberti received $675 an hour to impose austerity on
the financially struggling district. The former CEO of Brooks Brothers understood saw his new
job in the exact same terms as his old one: “It is ordinary business as far as I'm
concerned...We’ve got logistic problems, we’ve got distribution problems, we’ve got
organizational problems, we’ve got systemic problems, we’ve got finance problems... Whether I
was a CEO of a clothing company or a manufacturing company, or whatever, I’ve always been a
problem solver.”#19 Roberti’s program of “problem solving” included closing sixteen schools
(twelve of which were in the city’s poorest neighborhoods on the north side); laying off 1,463

district employees; and upping the student to teacher ratios to 26:1 for elementary schools, 28:1

47 D.J. Wilson, “Demolition Man,” Riverfront Times, July 9, 2003,
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for middle schools and 31:1 for high schools.#2® Roberti and the other partners at Alvarez and
Marsal had little concern about blowback from their draconian cuts. The firm and Roberti were
hired on contract and had no plans to remain in St. Louis after their “restructuring” was
complete. The school board knew exactly how Roberti planned to save money when they hired
Alvarez and Marsal. During his initial pitch to a selection committee, Tony Alvarez, the firm’s
co-founder, was asked about how to handle public opinion in the face of such drastic cuts. He
responded with a private sector solution: hire a PR firm.#21 This is the hallmark of urban
neoliberalization: create and reinforce structural crises of uneven development, cut aid and social
safety nets, upwardly distribute resources, and manage political consequences by marketing the
process as successful reform.

The public mounted a counter-reform effort, and by 2006, several of the mayor’s four
corporate reform candidates had lost re-elections and their majority. In 2007, the state stripped
SLPS of its accreditation, which per SB 781 dissolved the elected board’s authority and installed
the three-member SAB appointed by Governor Matt Blunt, Mayor Slay, and the President of the
St. Louis Board of Aldermen. Mayor Slay selected Melanie Adams, who had worked with one
of his four reformer candidates at the Missouri Historical Society and who was also the former
Executive Director for Teach for America in St. Louis. In 2016, Adams left the SAB to take a
position in Minnesota. Slay replaced her with Darnetta Clinkscale, who was one of the four
candidates he and the business community successfully ran back in 2002. If nothing else, Slay
shows persistence in his defiance of the public’s opposition to his preferences for who governs

the city’s schools.
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For the position of Superintendent, the SAB selected Kelvin Adams in 2008, the former
chief of staff for Paul Vallas’s Recovery School District in New Orleans. Adams had no
previous experience in running an urban school district, yet he had plenty of experience in
restructuring one. Because an unaccredited board cannot authorize charter schools, Adams and
the SAB have had a limited role in charter expansion in St. Louis despite what their property
dealings with KIPP suggest. It is the state politics of accreditation—in tandem with local politics
of spatial redevelopment—that has engineered the revanchist reversal of desegregation and the
expansion of charter schools. The 1983 Liddell settlement made student transfer financially
beneficial for both sending and receiving districts. Why such a provision is necessary should be
obvious. If urban schools are structurally, administratively, or even pedagogically unsound,
losing money from student transfers would certainly not improve their circumstances. Similarly,
suburban schools, even under federal enforcement, would not have graciously participated as
long as they did if they had had to assume the added costs without compensation. It is the state
that bore most of the costs of student transfers and magnet school construction and operation.
The administrative restructuring that accompanied loss of accreditation under SB 781
complimented an earlier reform. Missouri’s Outstanding Schools Act of 1993 required
unaccredited schools districts to cover the costs of transportation and tuition of any student
wishing to attend an accredited district of their choice.#?2 Thus, it was a sort of inversion of the
desegregation program. After the state board revoked SLPS’s accreditation in 2007, a group of
parents (all of them white) who lived in the city but had previously paid tuition for their children
to attend public schools in Clayton, the seat of St. Louis County and an affluent suburb known

for its high quality public schools, demanded Clayton request reimbursement from SLPS
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according to the 1993 statute. When Clayton refused on the grounds that SLPS under the
governance of the “transitional” SAB was not a traditional district and, therefore, was an
exception to the statute, the parents sued. The initial summary judgement of Turner v. School
District of Clayton (2007) sided with the Clayton school district, but the Missouri Supreme Court
reversed that judgement in 2010. Missouri’s highest court argued that the relevant statute was
unambiguous in demanding that an unaccredited district is responsible for transportation and
tuition costs for any student wishing to attend school in a neighboring district, and unaccredited
means the same thing whether the district is governed by the elected or the appointed board.*23
The costs associated with the accountability transfer program (as opposed to the desegregation
transfer program) fell entirely on the district and presented an existential threat.

SB 781 began the process of ending the 1983 Liddell settlement, but the end of
desegregation was not finalized until a year later with the 1999 Liddell settlement. The 1999
settlement determined that the state would continue making set payments for ten years to wean
the district from the desegregation funding upon which it had come to depend considering its
declining enrollments, dwindling tax revenues, and increased expenditures on maintaining its
aging (and vacant) facilities and meeting the obligations of new state and federal mandates such
as those coming from NCLB. Of the original $180 million the state agreed to pay over the
subsequent decade, over $96 million had remained in an escrow account. The money was
supposed to be used for new construction and infrastructure improvements, but the district’s
continued decline in enrollment from depopulation and charter competition meant that there was
very little need for new construction, especially when the district was closing schools so rapidly.

Since the district was not able to use the funds for general operating costs, it had borrowed

42 William F. Tate et al., “Who Is My Neighbor? Turner v. Clayton: A Watershed Moment in Regional
Education,” The Journal of Negro Education 83, no. 3 (2014): 222.
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against the settlement over the years to fill holes in its budget. A year after the Missouri
Supreme Court ruled that unaccredited districts would have to pay the full cost of student
transfers to accredited districts, the district struck a deal that freed up all that desegregation
money sitting in the escrow account and marked for new construction. The 2011 agreement
allowed Adams and the SAB to use the funds to clear $56 million in debt, with the remainder
going toward technology upgrades, professional development, and various other districtwide
improvements.#24 When the state board restored the district to provisional accreditation the
following year—an act which meant the district no longer was responsible for the transfer costs
stemming from the Turner case—it cited the sound financial management of the SAB and
Adams as a principal reason.#?® The revanchist state, therefore, not only won a tremendous
victory with SB 781 ending the 1983 Liddell desegregation settlement; it ultimately redirected
most of its financial obligations from the 1999 settlement away from desegregating schools or

improving infrastructure and toward, most significantly, debt payment.

State Redistributions

The creation and promotion of charter school legislation by property redevelopers and
civic entrepreneurs; the public wealth extraction by charter profiteers like Imagine, Inc.; the
disbursal of over $50 million in desegregation funds to pay down bond debt; the hiring of a
corporate consulting turnaround firm to impose austerity cuts on a financially struggling district;

the closure of public schools and their redevelopment as mixed-income and market-rate condos,

424 Elisa Crouch, “Settlement Wipes Out St. Louis Schools Debt,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, November 22, 2011,
http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/settle ment-wipes-out-st-louis-schools-debt/article_dd458882-3e84-
5afa-a3e1-8249e51b73c4.html.

42 Jessica Bock, “State Education Board Grants St. Louis Schools Provisional Accreditation,” St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, October 16, 2012, http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/education/state-education-board-grants-st-louis-
schools-provisional-accreditation/article_259d84db-ab24-5f2a-8838-01be312b2a7e.html.
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in many cases by the same people who worked to create the charter legislation and accountability
reforms that ultimately placed those former schools on the market—all of this effectively
reverses the redistribution of public funds from their downward direction under social
democratic desegregation to their upward flow under neoliberalization. The rollback of forms of
state welfare for the poor and marginalized finds its completion in the rollout of forms of state
welfare for the capitalist class looking to gentrify a neighborhood or maximize their profits with
charter school property or bond debt or both.

But as | have maintained throughout this dissertation, education reform policies cannot be
understood separately from urban reform policies. Because urban neoliberalization
manufactured crises that the charter school movement exploited, it is worth looking at whether
those processes of urban neoliberalization have abated or intensified since SB 781 altered the
public education landscape in the late 1990s. Doing so provides some indication of whether the
structural instability of public education finance will lead to new crises and consequences of
either increased charter school concentration or perhaps other forms of privatization. In 2016,
financial analysts at the PFM Group produced a report of the city’s tax incentive uses from 2000-
2014, a close approximation of the time since SB 781. The PFM report found that over the
fifteen-year period, the city had approved $402 million in TIF and $307 million in tax
abatements. State incentives totaled $1.48 billion in real estate related tax credits and $249
million in state investments and bonds. More interesting than the shear amount of these
“geobribes” is their location. Rather than encourage development in St. Louis’s poorest and
most racially segregated neighborhoods, tax incentives subsidized the development of already

gentrified areas. The study found a correlation between incentive use and increased assessed
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value, but “This is probably because incentive use follows overall investment patters.”#26 In

other words, public money and private money are both investing in the same places (Figure 5).4%7

Map 1: Tax Abated Parcels Map 2: TIF Projects
City of St. Louis, 2000 to 2014 City of St. Louis, 2000 to 2014
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Figure 5: Tax Abatements and TIF 2000-2014
Even though tax abatements pepper the city, their spatial concentration and intensity in the
gentrified central corridor (from downtown through Cortex and the Central West End) is
obvious. TIF projects have clustered almost exclusively in the central corridor. Both forms of
tax incentives have largely ignored the segregated neighborhoods of the north side. These are
the same neighborhoods whose overcrowded and segregated schools led to the Liddell suit and

settlement, the same neighborhoods where SLPS built so many schools from 1954 to 1974 to

426 «City of St. Louis, Missouri: City Economic Development Incentives” (Philadelphia: The PFM Group, May 5,
2016), 5, https://nextstl.com/wp-content/uploads/St.-Louis-City-Economic-Incentives-Report FINAL-May-2016-
1.pdf.
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avoid desegregating the district. Figure 6 shows the location of the vacant properties SLPS is

trying to sell or has already sold to real estate developers or charter schools.428
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Figure 6: SLPS Vacant Properties
While the city has sacrificed its public school’s property tax revenues on the altar of urban
revitalization that has concentrated in the city’s wealthiest tracts and ignored the poorest, vacant
public schools are concentrated in the poorest areas and offered as alternative incentives for

revitalization. Put differently, the city offers prospective investors capital to locate in already

428 «“Building Revitalization Collaborative” (St. Louis Public Schools, 2017), http://www.slps.org/Domain/114.
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wealthy spaces. For its poor spaces, the city instead offers its abandoned public space for
redevelopment.

I have shown in this dissertation that regional and local charter school growth and market
concentration is driven by far more than neoliberal elites’ claims of superior performance or
consumer demands. As a vanguard of neoliberal education reform, charter schools categorically
bear a greater resemblance to market entities than to traditional public schools. Like market
entities, charter schools grow by exploiting market opportunities either through franchising or
startups. Such opportunities are greatest in the concentrations of fixed capital and educational
consumer populations offered by cities, which is one reason why charter schools have remained
primarily an urban phenomenon. Not all urban space, however, presents the same political
economic opportunities for growth. Charter concentration and market saturation appears to have
regional proclivities for hypersegregated and depopulated urban space. The relationship between
education policy and urban revitalization policy in St. Louis provides compelling evidence for
why charter schools have thrived within the political economic instability of such racially
segregated Rust Belt cities. Critical geography and urban theory provides a crucial lens for
analyzing the path dependency of neoliberalization as well as for synthesizing structural
economic imperatives such as creative destruction and capital accumulation with the role policy
plays in legitimating neoliberal ideology and governance within and outside of public education.
More work is necessary to compare and potentially synthesize the political economic histories of
charter-concentrated cities within and outside of the Rust Belt to understand more fully the role
of charter schools in urban revitalization. Similarly, more work on the political economic links
between desegregation and charter schools is necessary to develop a more robust appreciation for

the role education policy plays within the larger policy ecology of urbanization.
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CHAPTER FIVE
WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

Having pointed to systemic injustice under urban neoliberalization, the critic is often
charged with the task of illustrating systemic justice. To a point, this is fair. Criticism should
have a positive project. A coherent and cohesive critique must be driven by a sense of what is
neglected or what is stolen. It must also be able to point to some set of objective criteria, without
which no concept of justice could survive. Poststructural criticism of governmentality has
largely faltered on this point. It remains stuck within the liberal idiom of freedom from rather
than freedom to. Free-market liberals desire freedom from state interference with their economic
relations. Foucauldian poststructuralists desire freedom from interference with forming
subjectivities, whether such interference comes from the state or any other system of
rationalizing and legitimating social relations. Neither form of atomized individualism allows
for much in the way of collective struggles for the common good. They either have a conception
of the common good so thin as to allow only for maximizing self-interest in economic relations
irrespective of value judgements, or the common good is rejected in toto as too absolutist,
permitting only the contradiction that the common good is freedom from prescriptive
understandings of the common good. That said, a fully developed vision of what the common
good is, the role of education in reflecting and fostering such a vision, and how urbanism would
have to change in St. Louis or any other deindustrialized and hypersegregated city order to
redevelop around such a vision is outside the scope of this work. | will offer in this chapter
instead only preliminary considerations and preconditions for such a project. My purpose in
doing so is not to abandon the preceding chapters’ themes of charter schools’ relationship to

urban neoliberalization but to argue for a radically new form of urban political economy that
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transcends the failures of the Keynesian liberal and neoliberal eras. In other words, schools
reflect the political economic form and content of the societies in which they exist. Educational
equity and social justice cannot depend on public school reform. They must be the result of

larger political economic reform.

Zombie Neoliberalism

If society in the U.S is to move beyond neoliberalism’s hegemonic grip on political
economy, urban life, and even the individual’s sense of self and if emancipation and social
protection are to align against marketization, then the problem of capitalism’s perpetual
mutations are of paramount importance. History does not repeat itself because it cannot. If
forces of oppression and exploitation mutate over time, then so too must projects of liberation.
Whether the topic is access to a safe, well-resourced, and equitable public education or adequate
housing and a dignified source of income, it is quixotic to think that the exact same tactics or
even modes of analysis that have historically failed to secure those common goods with any
degree of longevity can be counted on to deliver them now. Busing will not deliver integrated
schools. High-rise public housing will not solve urban housing crises, at least not within the
constraints of the political economy of late capitalism. Much of the reason for this failure is that
liberals—and even many who consider themselves further left of the average liberal—criticize
neoliberalism as though Keynesian social liberalism was the proper form of a just political
economy. Such a supposition ignores the fact that Keynesian liberalism has been the exception
not the rule of capital accumulation. As Alasdair Macintyre puts it:

What misled economists and many others about the long-run tendencies of capitalism

was the movement...toward economic and social democratization in the period from 1945

to 1980, a period in which the destruction of inherited capital in World War 11 and the
political acceptability of progressive taxation combined to limit and in some respects to
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reverse tendencies toward gross inequality inherent in capitalism. What was in fact an

atypical period was not identified as such...What we should have learned from Marx, we

have recurrently had to learn all over again.*®
If we set the end date of Keynesian liberalism as the paradigmatic form of political economy a
few years earlier than Maclntyre to the mid-1970s where it is usually set, then neoliberalism has
already achieved greater longevity than Keynesian liberalism, the basis of which was pragmatic
class-compromise rather than liberation. If the ruling class has deemed such compromises no
longer necessary for capital accumulation, then what are the chances it will return to them out of
a sense of civic obligation or humanitarian goodwill? With this in mind, the title of this
dissertation should not be mistaken as a desire to recover the symbolic ground the public lost to
neoliberalism’s symbolic and literal appropriation of public space. Certainly the ideals of
Minnie Liddell’s struggle and the commitments to state redistribution by liberals such as Gary
Orfield and Judge William Hungate are more ethically grounded than the upward redistribution
of public funds and space ensconced in William Kuehling’s charter provisions of SB 781 or the
dominant notions of equity within the broader charter school movement. Liberal attempts at
social protections left the larger racialized and exploitative political economy in place, and,
therefore, like most other social protections within the market society, they were lost to the
rollback and replaced in the rollout phases of neoliberalism’s metaregulation cycles. Moreover,
what is lost is not just the public space but a robust conception of the purpose of such space. On
this point, I rely on two meanings of lost: that which the public possessed and no longer
possesses and that which the public has ostensibly been in search of but never has found. Public
education space was literally or materially lost in the transition between Keynesian liberalism

and neoliberalism, but the idea that such space was ever sufficiently oriented toward a robust

429 Alasdair Maclntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 105.
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notion of the common good is one of historical fiction rather than fact. Again, fully theorizing
the common good is not the goal of this dissertation. Nonetheless, because one needs a starting
point from which to move against neoliberalization, space is as good a place as any since it is so
crucial to capital accumulation and class discipline.

The mutations of capitalism from Keynesian liberalism to neoliberalism have intensified
contradictions inherent to capitalism to the point of utter irrationality. | explored these
contradictions thoroughly in the second chapter, but we need only to consider the strong state
intervention necessary for “free” markets for evidence of neoliberalism’s irrationality. How then
can neoliberalism continue as the paradigmatic policy framework when it seems ready to
collapse under the weight of its own contradictions? Neil Smith claims that Jlrgen Habermas’s
assertion that modernism was “dominant but dead” applies equally to neoliberalism. 430
Neoliberalism is dead because it has no life coursing through its veins. It has no original insights
into political life, and while its tactics and constituencies change, its effects of degrading poverty
and rampant wealth inequality are hardly novel. Neoliberalism just recycles and reconfigures the
old and disproven theories of the nature and benefits of free markets, albeit in forms increasingly
estranged and nearly unrecognizable. The 2016 presidential election provides a useful example.
The Republican candidate was an entertainment personality who has spent his life pretending to
be a shrewd businessman and a man’s man. Candidate Trump became President Trump after
running an a largely xenophobic and racist campaign that appealed to a cliché-ridden patriotism,
American exceptionalism, and entirely indefensible economic theories about how to create and
maintain widespread prosperity. Much of the same is true of the modern hero of the Republican

Party, Ronald Reagan. How did the Democrats counter such an uninspiring repetition of tropes?

430 Neil Smith, “Neoliberalism: Dominant but Dead,” Focaal 51 (2008): 155-57.
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They ran a Clinton in total defiance of the reality that the last President Clinton left office
disgraced by scandal and having successfully implemented a full range of policies that decimated
left-politics, criminalized poverty, deregulated the financial industry, and made millions of
working class Americans unemployed through the automation and offshoring of jobs. Even
Bernie Sanders’s nearly successful nomination—as unfathomable as his platform sounded to
neoliberal ears—was just the resurgence of New Deal social democracy. Sixty years ago,
Sanders would not have had to refer to himself as a Democratic Socialist. Democrat would have
sufficed. As Smith reminds us, neoliberalism under Reagan was not “the ferment of new ideas;”
rather, it was “the recycled axia from the earlier liberal tradition.”43! Jamie Peck calls this
lifeless but brutal and dominant political economy “zombie neoliberalism.” It lumbers on
through continual mutation. Rather than burying its core principles for having failed so often
and so greatly, “the new neoliberalism learns (and evolves) by doing wrong, having become
mired in the unending challenge of managing its own contradictions, together with the social and
economic fallout from previous deregulations and malinterventions. It fails, but it tends to fail
forwards...It is (re)animated as much by contradiction as by conviction.”432 With vivid horror,
Peck concludes, “The living dead of the free-market revolution continue to walk the earth,
though with each resurrection their decidedly uncoordinated gait becomes even more erratic.”#33
It is too early to determine the extent to which Peck’s description applies to the federal
government’s free-market commitments and policy agenda under a Trump administration, but it
is safe to assume that capital accumulation will be a driving force and erratic will be an

appropriate adjective.

431 |bid., 155.
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106-7.
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Whatever happens at the federal policy level, it is certain that the deindustrialized and
hypersegregated cities of this country do not have any dominant policy agendas that reflect a
significant departure from the civic entrepreneurialism that has been their mode of urban
governance in the neoliberal era. In fact, the political class of the “progressive” neoliberal
enclaves of urban America seem poised to double down on their commitments to becoming
global cities. That is, they are planting the flag of “enlightened” and “emancipatory” global
neoliberalism in defiance of what they perceive to be the uncivilized protectionism of Trump’s
right-wing populism. Not only does the prominence of the fossil fuel and financial industries in
the incoming administration categorically deny claims to populism, the cosmopolitanism of the
urban political class itself is only concerned with making cities into places of consumption and
profit generation over and against the demands of social justice. Brenner, Peck, and Theodore
are correct in claiming that:

Orthodox neoliberal ideology is now increasingly called into question, but the political

machinery of state-imposed market discipline remains essentially intact; social and

economic policy agendas continue to be subordinated to the priority of maintaining
investor confidence and a good business climate; and policy agendas such as free trade,
privatization, flexible labor markets, and urban territorial competitiveness continue to be
taken for granted.*3*
Brenner, Peck, and Theodore theorize possible pathways for countering and replacing
neoliberalism’s hegemony. At one end, they have the continuation of zombie neoliberalization
with its recycled policies and emergent but predictable forms of technocratic crisis management.
Moving across scenarios of decreasing marketization and increasing socialization—what the

authors describe as “disarticulated counter-liberalism” and “orchestrated counter-liberalism”—

they arrive at zombie neoliberalization’s antithesis of “deep socialization,” (Figure 6)

434 Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck, and Nik Theodore, “After Neoliberalization?,” Globalizations 7, no. 3 (September
2010): 340.
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characterized by the “construction of alternative, market-constraining, redistributive, and
socializing frameworks for macrospatial regulatory organization.”#3 If variegated
neoliberalization is the uneven development of neoliberal policy regimes alongside the
neoliberalization of regulatory uneven development,3 then its inverse is in deep socialization or
the spreading of differentiated modes of political-economic socialization across time and space
resulting in a new socialist rather than liberal hegemony. What Brenner, Peck, and Theodore
have effectively theorized is the critical policy analyst’s response to Fraser’s call for the
realignment of the state’s social protection and emancipation impulses.

Brenner, Peck, and Theodore caution that their scenarios are not an inevitable
progression. Society could remain stuck in unforeseen but increasingly erratic and contradictory
forms of neoliberalization, or it could move to a disarticulated counter-liberalism before zombie
neoliberalization reasserted the primacy of its fictionalized free markets and commodified social
relations. The framework these authors offer is one that moves toward emancipatory and non-
marketized social relations, but they acknowledge that an array of imaginable or unimagined new
forms of totalitarianism or imperialism could also replace neoliberalism as a world-historical
movement. These are important caveats, and the notion that history is on a sort of inevitable
trajectory toward emancipation is as ignorant of the past and present as it is dangerous for the

future.

435 |bid.
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Pathways,” Global Networks 10, no. 2 (2010): 182-222.
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DIMENSIONS OF REGULATORY RESTRUCTURING

CONTEXT-SPECIFIC SYSTEMS OF RULE REGIMES AND
FORMS OF INTER-JURISDICTIONAL | PARAMETERIZATION
REGULATORY POLICY TRANSFER PROCESSES
EXPERIMENTATION
Scenario 1: Orthodox neoliberal ideology is severely undermined, but there is a continued
zombie neoliberalization of each of the three dimensions of regulatory restructuring, often through
neoliberalization | technocratic means
Crisis tendencies and failures of market-driven regulatory arrangements contribute to a
further entrenchment of neoliberalization projects as putative ‘solutions’ to persistent
regulatory dilemmas across scales, territories, and contexts
Scenario 2: Tendential mobilization | Continued neoliberalization of transnational policy transfer
disarticulated | of market-constraining, | systems and rule-regimes
counter- redistributive, and/or
liberalization ‘push-back’ regulatory Counter-liberalization projects remain relatively fragmented,
experiments across disconnected and poorly coordinated—they have not
dispersed, disarticulated | significantly infiltrated multilateral, supranational, or global
contexts at local, institutional arenas
regional and national
scales Macrospatial rule-regimes continue to be dominated by market
logics, despite persistent critiques from extra-institutional
locations and ‘from below’ (e.g. the global justice movement)
Scenario 3: Intensified orchestration, mutual recursion, and tendential Continued
orchestrated co-evolution of market-constraining, redistributive neoliberalization of rule-
counter- regulatory experiments across increasingly interlinked regimes: counter-
liberalization | contexts liberalization projects may
now begin to infiltrate
Thickening, intensification, and extension of networks of macrospatial rule-making
policy transfer based upon (progressive or regressive) institutions (e.g. the World
alternatives to market rule Bank, the European
Union) but do not succeed
in reorienting their basic
market-driven orientations
Scenario 4: Continued intensification of (progressive or reactionary forms of) market-constraining,
deep redistributive, re-embedding, and socializing regulatory experimentation

socialization

Continued elaboration and transnational consolidation of market-constraining,
redistributive, and socializing forms of cross-jurisdictional policy transfer

Destabilization/dismantling of neoliberalized rule-regimes; construction of alternative,
market-constraining, redistributive, and socializing frameworks for macrospatial

regulatory organization

Figure 7: Scenarios for Counter-neoliberalization
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