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 Urban historians love redlining maps, the real estate appraisal documents created 
during the 1930s and early 1940s by the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, or 
HOLC (pronounced ‘holk’). Used to visually represent home-loan risk in American 
cities, these ‘security maps’ offer a powerful and almost self-evident look at one of 
the central contradictions of New Deal America, namely the effort to bring about 
 national  economic recovery on a  racially segregated  basis. With redlining maps, HOLC, 
and later the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), assessed mortgage risk as part 
of broader deliberations about who deserved rescuing from mortgage default during 
the Great Depression and which neighborhoods seemed most creditworthy and safe 
for debt financing. HOLC and their maps were supposed to help all of America 
return to economic stability, but, according to federal and local housing officials, that 
recovery could only be secured if lenders, realtors, developers, and home-sellers 
controlled, on a racial basis, who could live where.  1   The term ‘redlining’ comes from 
the red colors used on HOLC maps some 80 years ago to mark communities that 
were considered high investment risk. Today, we know ‘redlining’ as a general term 
for any form of institutional housing discrimination. In spite of having updated our 
language, though, security maps themselves have largely been frozen in time, used 
mostly as mere illustration for what many consider a largely unchanged, if important, 
argument about past segregation. 

 The  Mapping Inequality  project updates our use of HOLC redlining maps and, by 
extension, the ways in which we interpret the history of redlining. This initiative 
offers a layered digital rendering of redlining maps. It takes security maps backward 
and forward in time through a single visualization.  2   Examining the ‘concentric cir-
cles’ model of urban space that was popular among sociologists during the Progres-
sive Era,  Mapping Inequality  shows how redlining maps echoed earlier efforts to 
organize American cities based on the principles of social and natural science. By 
looking at what preceded redlining, we can appreciate how HOLC maps both 
reflected and made real earlier ideas about the mixing of different racial groups and 
different uses of the city.  Mapping Inequality  also overlays the maps on present-day 
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cityscapes to create juxtaposition of past and present urban conditions. Through an 
interface that allows viewers to fade HOLC maps to the point of transparency, 
visitors can see how communities today bear the mark of risk designations that were 
institutionalized almost a century ago. 

 The study of redlining needs this kind of update for the digital age because of the 
ongoing, vigorous debate about the economic and social impact of federally spon-
sored housing segregation. For years, scholarly and popular engagement with the 
maps differed little from what Kenneth Jackson advanced some 30 years ago, first in 
a  Journal of Urban History  article, and then his book,  Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburban-
ization of the United States .  3   Jackson detailed how the federal government steered 
white Americans into single-family homes and black Americans into public housing 
( Figure 23.1 ). This story has been corroborated and, in important ways, expanded 
through a variety of case studies, as scholars today continue to deploy security maps 

 Figure 23.1  Hand-drawn representation of the Essex County, NJ, HOLC security map, 
published as part of Kenneth Jackson’s article on the Home Owners’ Loan 
Corporation maps in the  Journal of Urban History  in 1980. 

     Source:  Journal of Urban History .   
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to explain a range of historical problems in political economy, real estate economics, 
liberalism, or racial formation ( Figure 23.2 ).  4     

 Since the early 2000s, scholars have challenged the racial impact and racist inspi-
rations of federal redlining. In popular and scholarly venues, observers question 

 Figure 23.2  HOLC ‘redlining’ or security map for Essex County, NJ, among approximately 
200 stored in the National Archives and Records Administration II site. The 
graded and color-coded map serves as a visual assessment of investment risk, 
drawing on extensive demographic and economic data, that prioritized stasis and 
segregation, especially benefiting professional class residents. In the original, the 
darkest areas are red and the lightest yellow. 

     Source: RG 39, NARA II, College Park, MD.   
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whether New Deal mapping practices caused white flight, or whether white flight 
was caused by earlier, more individuated concerns originating in the urban ethnic 
enclaves of the Progressive Era.  5   Through her study of HOLC actions in Philadelphia, 
Amy Hillier contended that security maps were not widely distributed enough to 
prompt realtors or lenders to impose a national, segregationist home-financing policy 
and lenders often made loans in red, ‘D’ areas.  6   James Greer argued that, of all the 
empirical determinants that went into HOLC maps, the  age  of the housing was a 
‘stronger, negative correlate of HOLC risk assessment grade’ than the perceived race 
of that housing’s occupant.  7   ‘While race certainly informed the development of these 
maps’, he writes, ‘the presence of non-whites and foreign born ethnics are rather 
modest (albeit clearly negative) correlates of the final HOLC mortgage risk grade.’  8   

 In this chapter, we explore some critical questions still left unanswered by the racial 
history of redlining, and contend that the future of studying redlining – its history and 
its effects – demands bringing ‘big data’ mapping techniques together with established 
approaches to social and urban history. Geographical Information Systems (GIS) tech-
nology can be applied to real estate history, and especially the history of the Home 
Owners’ Loan Corporation, to give a greater understanding of HOLC’s creation, 
operation, and administrative aims. Historians can and should use archival methods in 
tandem with contemporary mapping techniques to capture the dynamism of what 
may best be called the mapping state. In order to appreciate redlining as a process of 
defining and, indeed, of creating risk, one must combine New Deal America’s secur-
ity maps with period real estate data, with government archives detailing the logics of 
redlining, and with present-day images of, data regarding, and narratives about neigh-
borhoods forever changed by state-underwritten racial discrimination. 

 Security maps are more than pictures. They served as instruments of political and 
social conflicts happening before, during, and after the time of their production. And 
when rigorously considered  as sources , not just as illustrations, HOLC security maps 
provide evidence of a feedback loop that existed between citizens and their state. 
How did the New Deal state, as a mapping state, exercise its role as protector against 
risk for American citizens and financial markets? More pertinently, how might 
historians and researchers marry evolving uses of GIS with approaches to social history 
to assess how New Dealers themselves used security maps to balance and govern 
both white racism and American capitalism? 

 An examination of the process of assessment and a big data rendering of redlining 
leave little doubt that, following the Great Depression, racism stood at the heart of 
America’s rebuilt real estate economy. Racially restrictive covenants, racial self-
interest among real estate investors, racist theories of home value, and even discrimin-
atory office politics within the federal bureaucracy all provided the raw materials for 
New Deal mapmaking. Through a cocktail of formal and informal means, HOLC 
used decidedly  white  notions of risk as the foundation for its cartographic renderings 
of America. 

 By bringing GIS capabilities to bear on social and policy history questions, 
 Mapping Inequality  can open new debates more poignantly than settling old ones. 
It uses HOLC maps in tandem with the corporation’s broader archive to invite 
scholars to consider racism as a social force that drew on social processes. Scholars still 
know very little about HOLC’s relationship to social science thinking of the day and 
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to the wider cultural landscape of white expectation and aspiration. New research 
must still be done exploring how white folk notions of community and efficiency, 
codified by the New Deal state, helped standardize lending practices, construction 
quality, and long-term economic growth for the entire country. 

 Neither an objective assessor of reality nor an impartial arbiter of potential social 
conflict, the New Deal state amplified and laundered white power through its map-
ping process, effectively projecting into the present the whims and wishes of white 
communities from 80 years ago. The ostensible ‘science’ of mortgage economics 
happened, in practice, as a dialectic between white supremacist understandings of 
‘risk’ and opposing or countervailing commitments to racial equality among African 
Americans and their allies. Many historians have come to appreciate this dynamic on 
a local level. Our current ‘big data’ moment gives us yet another opportunity to 
consider the redlining story nationally and to reconsider a source – the HOLC security 
map – that many historians thought they knew. 

  The incredible HOLC 

 Residential finance and home construction were key contributors to the Depression – 
in 1933, as many as half of American mortgages were in default.  9   Housing was also a 
major component of the employment crisis. National construction spending had 
plummeted from $11 billion to $3 billion, and three-quarters of the nation’s con-
struction workers remained out of work.  10   A cornerstone of the country’s housing 
recovery was the 1933 Congressional Act creating the Home Owners’ Loan Corpo-
ration. Established in the same flurry of legislation that birthed the National Recovery 
Administration and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, HOLC featured 
two phases of activity. In the first phase, from its inception through 1936, the agency 
refinanced mortgages that had gone into default and worked to improve credit mar-
kets and the overall borrowing climate for those everyday Americans who had taken 
on real estate related debt. The agency institutionalized the long-term, fully amor-
tized mortgage and allocated money based on apparently objective metrics like income 
and credit rating.  11   During HOLC’s active lending program, the agency made nearly 
three billion dollars in loans, allowing borrowers to refinance mortgages, pay delin-
quent taxes, and make home repairs and improvements.  12   Eventually the agency 
acquired approximately one sixth of all urban home mortgages in America.  13   In the 
second phase, HOLC shifted from rescue to setting new structures for the home 
finance sector, establishing financial terms and outlining standards of risk and appraisal 
that materially changed the real estate market. In ways that reverberated out into the 
real estate industry at large, HOLC practices became national standards.  14   It helped 
private lenders by refinancing homes deemed a threat to their bottom line, only to 
foreclose on many of those homes and resell them to developers and landlords. 

 All of this was done with federal funds and capital borrowed in the private market 
with federally guaranteed bonds. Like corporations generally, the Home Owners’ 
Loan Corporation used collective leadership and shared capital to manage risk.  15   And 
as a government body, it debt-financed its projects with taxpayer money, thereby 
keeping capital moving through the economy on a scale that few private entities 
could muster. The sum total of these actions allowed HOLC to structure an entirely 
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new lending market.  16   As the historian David Freund contends, ‘More than simply 
“embrac[ing] the discriminatory attitudes of the marketplace,” the HOLC initiated 
the creation of a new kind of discriminatory marketplace, one that functioned very 
differently and that achieved and justified discrimination in a wholly new manner.’  17   

 HOLC maps drew on emerging social science research that, in turn, imposed and 
reinforced a model of racial and ethnic succession and segregation in cities across the 
country. Thus,  Mapping Inequality  provides with each Security Map a diagram of 
concentric circles illustrating the preponderance of A through D areas in relation to 
the center of a given city ( Figure 23.3 ).  

 Our interface borrows from and modifies the 1920s-era concentric zones theory 
of Ernest W. Burgess, which was itself drawn from earlier models .  These diagrams 
offer a view of how redlining concentrated populations, and did so along a generally 
consistent pattern. Our concentric rendering enables observers to assess redlining’s 
consequences on a metropolitan scale, while also inviting viewers to compare segre-
gation patterns across cities. Lastly, by harkening to Burgess, our diagram binds the 
history of redlining to widely held ideas in the fields of sociology and urban economics 
in the early twentieth century. The apparent common sense of residential segrega-
tion did not emerge whole cloth in the 1930s, nor did it materialize out of thin air. 
Redlining in the New Deal era represented but the latest power play of a growing 
collection of real estate lobbies, and served as an extension of eugenicist thinking 
about racial segregation as a necessary feature of the healthy city. 

 The sector theory of Homer Hoyt eventually replaced Burgess’ theory. Hoyt, 
trained at the University of Chicago, became the principal housing economist at the 
Federal Housing Administration and shaped decades of real estate policy. Thus, our 
appropriation of the Burgess model is not meant to resuscitate his discredited theory. 
Rather, we aim to show just how profoundly segregationist practices of redlining 
actually shaped American cities to resemble this dominant social theory. Segregation 
was not natural. On the contrary, redlining greatly impeded the natural flows of people 
and capital. Through federal action and local manipulation, life was made to imitate art. 

 HOLC’s efforts rebuilt the notion of what constituted ‘risk’ in America by dis-
seminating ideas and industry standards through city survey work and security maps.  18   
Between 1935 and 1940, the agency recruited mortgage lenders, developers, and real 
estate appraisers in nearly 250 cities to create maps that color-coded credit worthiness 
and risk on neighborhood and metropolitan levels. Security maps used four colors 
tied to four letter grades. Green, blue, yellow, and red corresponded respectively to 
letters A through D. ‘Safe’ neighborhoods for home mortgages received ‘A’ and ‘B’ 
grades, with a respective green or blue color designation on the map. ‘Risky’ com-
munities were graded ‘C,’ with a yellow coloring, and ‘D’ neighborhoods were 
colored red, the lowest possible grade. These were places where demographic or 
economic transitions had already occurred and where investors’ fears of the riskiest 
investments already seemed realized. The maps, in the words of one real estate trade 
publication, ‘graphically reflect[ed] the trend of desirability of neighborhoods from a 
residential viewpoint’.  19   

 Logistically, security maps helped streamline what would have otherwise been an 
impossible project. Prior to HOLC, only the largest lenders or realty boards could 
get a sense of metropolitan real estate markets, and then usually only on a regional 
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scale at best. In a handful of cities, such as Baltimore and Chicago, dense information 
and publication networks could offer some synopses of market trends and the quali-
tative opinions of trendsetters. Demographic and transaction data, however, proved 
difficult to manage, and the analog nature of documenting the market meant that real 
estate interests could generate voluminous information but would often have 

 Figure 23.3  Diagram of urban organization from the book  The City , by Robert Park and 
Ernest Burgess. The pair drew upon notions of urban development and their 
social science research on Chicago to institutionalize a model of city space that 
emphasized segregation along racial, social, and economic lines. Their ‘Chicago 
School’ of thought at the University of Chicago proved influential, to the point 
that the concentric circle framework can be seen in security maps of the Home 
Owners’ Loan Corporation. 

     Source: Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, Roderick Duncan McKenzie , The City , University of Chicago 
Press, 1925.   



 Figure 23.4  This area description for a C-rated neighborhood in Richmond, VA, illustrates 
the variety of data HOLC officials collected from local lenders and realtors about 
American cities. The clarifying remarks section poses the effect of African Amer-
icans walking through the neighborhood as detrimental. HOLC institutionalized 
racial animosity in the process of assessing and defining market forces and trends. 

     Source: RG 39, NARA II, College Park, MD.   
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difficulty retrieving it, much less analyzing it systematically. County recorders duti-
fully entered every transaction in their deed books, but no one could spend the time 
paging through book after book of ledgers and deed transfers to proffer anything 
approaching reasonable market analysis. Studies like real estate economist Homer 
Hoyt’s  One Hundred Years of Land Values in Chicago  stood as unprecedented achieve-
ments requiring data tabulation over several years.  20   Such studies were the exception 
that proved the broader rule. 

 Realtors and lenders needed to be able to act on simple models and key principles 
in order to keep pace with the speed and scale of everyday buying, selling, renting, 
and moving. HOLC’s survey and mapping activities thus promised an easily transfer-
able template for real estate activity independent of certain local variables on the 
ground (including, for instance, the creditworthiness of wealthy African Americans). 
Maps, in particular, could be easily understood and quickly processed by the real 
estate interests. They could be recognized at a glance by realtors and lenders who 
specialized in assessing, pricing, and selling property. They also reflected institution-
alized ideas that regional business leaders already held about their cities, making them 
great instruments of real estate speculation. 

 HOLC staffers bundled the maps with considerable supporting documentation, 
including tables about lending activity and ‘Area Descriptions’. The descriptions 
catalogued an entire city’s housing quality, its racial and ethnic make-up, and more – 
neighborhood by neighborhood. Area descriptions allowed appraisers to forecast an 
area’s prospects for development and to explain why certain areas received certain 
grades ( Figure 23.4 ). HOLC also paired its maps with detailed appendices and tables 
outlining the real estate infrastructure for a given city – insurance companies, real 
estate brokers, lenders, as well as employment, demographic, and population trends. 
HOLC created surveys of every major city in America, as battalions of appraisers and 
their numerous informants compiled everything an investor would need to know 
before entering a given city’s real estate market.  21   It was a Herculean effort.   

  Redlining revisited 

 If historians and other observers know anything about HOLC, it is usually that lenders 
used the agency’s security maps to advance racial segregation. The story about redlin-
ing is one about benign government neglect, about African Americans being pre-
vented access to single-family homes, and about the generations of wealth inequality 
that followed when one group of Americans were excluded in blanket fashion from 
the right to benefit from compounded home equity and the wealth it generated. 

 When we take a closer look at the HOLC and the purpose of its security maps, 
however, we realize that the real story about redlining is likely  worse  than we know. 
‘D’ areas were entire communities of buyers that the government would  intentionally 
allow to fail . To be clear, living in ‘D’ communities generally brought considerable 
difficulties, regardless of the color of the occupants. These neighborhoods tended to 
have older housing stocks, outdated or non-existent infrastructure, and very few 
prospects for financing even basic repairs. Banks in San Francisco, for instance, 
offered residents in ‘D’ grade areas smaller sums and worse loan terms than residents 
of ‘A’ and ‘B’ areas with equivalent homes and equal appraisals.  22   
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 Security maps depicted notions of risk incorporating pre-existing racial politics 
and local interests on the part of realtors, developers, and landlords. In city after city, 
HOLC’s appraisers were realtors, insurance men, and other entrepreneurs who were 
already invested in their respective local markets. And in those cities with large black 
populations, security maps served, in effect, as menus that enabled landlords and 
speculative buyers to choose the most appealing and most confined neighborhoods 
in which to satisfy profit-seeking appetites. 

 Residential Jim Crowism thrust black Americans into a private mortgage market 
with exorbitant interest rates, dangerous balloon payments, and/or ‘rent-to-own’ 
arrangements that meant the loss of one’s home after missing a single payment.  23   
Other consequences included being forced to rent from landlords who overcharged 
for rundown apartments, being subject to sexual assaults or other violence at the hands 
of rent collectors, and suffering under any number of environmental hazards. HOLC 
and FHA’s redlining practices also weakened the network of lending institutions upon 
which black communities depended.  24   Black banks and insurance companies tended 
to have portfolios heavy in real estate or weighed down with other illiquid land assets 
gained through already-defaulted loans.  25   HOLC’s discrimination against black neigh-
borhoods thus created a domino effect. Falling property owners hastened the collapse 
of banks and insurance companies holding those mortgages. Those closures, in turn, 
ruined the fortunes of any bank depositor or policyholder invested in those institu-
tions. As each domino fell, neighbor-by-neighbor, entire communities of business-
people, consumers, and families experienced heavy personal losses. 

 Segregation by way of security maps had adverse effects on white property owners 
as well. In ‘A’, B’, and ‘C’ communities, the relative availability of HOLC funds 
made it easier for lenders to press distressed white homebuyers. Why negotiate down 
the principal on a defaulted loan if the government was paying the bank or lender 
full price?  26   In fact, lenders often pressured white families to seek out federal assis-
tance knowing that their borrowers – based solely on the neighborhoods in which 
they lived – would be more eligible for government support. Under the mapping 
state, working white Americans suffered predations of an altogether different kind. 
According to Charles Abrams, ‘companies with hundreds of millions in resources 
and needing no federal help whatever pressed [owners] to compel them to apply for 
HOLC’s aid’.  27   Some white neighborhoods could still be denied access to govern-
ment help, as well, as illustrated by HOLC assessments of one Florida community in 
1938. As described in HOLC records by Greater Miami’s real estate establishment, 
the residents of Hialeah ‘belong to the low grade white population’.  28   Their com-
munity therefore suffered a ‘D’ grade. 

 Getting behind the logic of mapping requires understanding the broader culture of 
real estate assessment and risk assessment. The documentation accompanying security 
maps offers a great place to start. Through  Mapping Inequality , we pair area descrip-
tions with the colored maps of every available American city as a way to introduce 
viewers to the world of informal transactions and alliances that lay beneath and 
beyond the colors and grades. However, there are countless other sources that allow 
one to access the cultural assumptions that white economists, government officials, 
and real estate appraisers brought to the mapping process. Societies of real estate 
appraisers, government correspondence, developer records, and supplemental HOLC 
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reports offer compelling windows into the clear and at times conflicted ideas about 
race, place, and real estate markets. ‘To avoid . . . setting up . . . two grades of resi-
dential trends (one for whites and one for negroes)’, explained one HOLC staffer in 
1938, ‘it was decided to approach the city-wide picture [of Greater Miami] from the 
trend of the desirability of white residential property.’  29   Drawing exactly converse 
conclusions in 1940, a white appraiser from Chicago condemned one of his col-
leagues for ‘failing to keep his own personal preferences in the background’, when 
assessing the value of a black South Side neighborhood.  30   In that instance, believing 
in ‘two grades of residential trends’ was the only option. This example alone suggests 
that a Miami security map and one from Chicago could exhibit drastically different 
bureaucratic approaches, even if they evidenced the same real estate trends. 

  Mapping Inequality  treats the map itself as a text  among  texts. In so doing it considers 
the professional habits and rich pre-history of federal redlining. Developers, life 
insurance, and mortgage companies attempted to standardize practices of discrimin-
ation among themselves decades before the Home Owners Loan Corporation was 
even established. Members of groups like the National Association of Real Estate 
Boards and Metropolitan Life Insurance Company of New York swapped notes at 
conventions on how best to implement deed restrictions and ‘prospect cards’ that 
racially and class-profiled potential sales leads. At these same conventions, America’s 
emergent class of housing experts took in blackface minstrel shows together and 
shared other forms of ‘darky’ humor.  31   

 The early intellectual advocates of what became New Deal mapping remained 
steeped in the assumptions and logic of eugenics as well. Richard Ely, one of the 
most important advocates of ‘land economics’, helped birth the methods HOLC 
officials used to justify their assessments of real estate risk and home value. Apart 
from serving as faculty member at several elite institutions and helping establish 
several professional organizations over the course of his career, including the Amer-
ican Economics Association and the Institute for Research in Land Economics and 
Public Utilities, Ely belonged to a class of professionals who looked to control 
environmental factors as part of a more general effort to further white proliferation 
and advancement.  32   

 White Progressives like Ely used their civic work to ‘improve’ the white race. 
In Ely’s case, he turned the pseudoscience of eugenics into the much more accept-
able social science of land economics. The difficulty of handling the tremendous 
amounts of information in large urban residential real estate markets prompted the 
federal government to search for a solution to the problem of value and uncertainty. 
The HOLC Department of Research and Statistics numbered more than 60 employees 
and included economists such as FHA staff Ernest Fisher and Frederick Babcock 
within its organizational penumbra. They corresponded with local informants, tabu-
lated neighborhood and regional data, and made final decisions on the boundaries of 
neighborhoods across the country. Thus, instances of individual white racism were 
focused into an institutional process, then refracted through the lenses of Burgess’ 
and Ely’s social, economic, and scientific theories into a diffuse light of the market-
place that illuminated new forms of economic value across the country. Racism was 
a hatred the nation could bank on, giving consistency and legibility to a key eco-
nomic sector. 
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 The development of the New Deal state fused together professional practice and 
personal bias, in other words. After Congress established HOLC, agency heads 
encouraged federal employees to subscribe to the professional journals and supple-
mental publications of the country’s whitest and most well organized groups of real 
estate speculators. Real estate associations enjoyed an ‘influence [that] went far 
beyond direct collaboration; [their] literature formed the cornerstone of HOLC 
institutional culture’.  33   By the same turn, professional appraiser organizations made 
sure all their members received copies of the government’s residential risk prefer-
ences.  34   This proved important because the federal government was the appraisal 
industry’s largest and wealthiest client. HOLC paid for appraisals on hundreds of 
thousands of homes, providing essential support for a fledgling industry seeking legit-
imacy. As the central buyer of appraisal services in the Depression, HOLC set the 
standards for appraising that, along with the FHA, shaped practice for the rest of the 
century. Finally, HOLC subsidized professional development sessions at private real 
estate conventions. These conventions proved key, for they offered meeting places 
where members of the National Association of Real Estate Board and other trade 
organizations further developed the patronage networks that later allowed them to 
assume positions within the federal housing bureaucracy.  35   Thus, HOLC established 
a professional cycle that first rescued realtors and the real estate market from eco-
nomic crisis, granted real estate appraisers professional recognition and an economic 
lifeline, allowed well-placed local realtors to exercise heavy influence over an entire 
region’s real estate market, and then provided venues and training for the dissemina-
tion and growth of these practices, institutionalizing the new mortgage regime for 
decades ( Figure 23.5 ).  

 Big data deepens what other research has revealed about the relationship between 
race and real estate more broadly. As Arnold Hirsch and others have detailed, influ-
ential white real estate interests usually forced minorities and poor immigrants into 
communities that suffered from the oldest housing stock.  36   Just as often, the presence 
of non-whites and black people, in particular, went a long way to ensuring that new 
housing would not be built in a given neighborhood. Race and the age of real estate, 
in other words, often lined up. Regarding the circulation of the security maps them-
selves, Louis Woods argues that the maps did not have to travel widely for lenders 
and realtors to learn their contents by way of professional networks and trade organ-
izations.  37   Not infrequently ‘best practices’ for discrimination traveled in anticipation 
of new markets and preceded the creation of new maps and area descriptions. Indeed, 
in most metropolitan areas, the people who actually made HOLC maps were devel-
opers, realtors, and planners who had local knowledge, a vested interest in steering 
populations into emerging home and rental markets, and an awareness of an increas-
ingly national practice of discrimination through publications such as  Federal Home 
Loan Bank Review  (one of many trade publications).  38   In sum, exploring area descrip-
tions and looking at the country as a whole illustrates that HOLC’s security maps 
were intensifications of pre-existing discriminatory thinking and practice as much as 
an inspiration for fresh acts of racial discrimination. 

  Mapping Inequality  interrogates this data with GIS tools that only now, 80 years 
after the creation of the agency, can do justice to this body of big data. Thirty-five 
years after the maps’ rediscovery by historians, scholars can visually represent the 
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maps, aggregate the data, and synthesize the variety of HOLC sources to make them 
comprehensible to researchers at a generalizable scale. 

 HOLC city surveys represented one of the nation’s original big data projects, far 
surpassing even the neighborhood-level data of the US Census.  39   Historians can now 
take a big data approach to the New Deal and American housing without abandon-
ing the analytic innovations in cultural and political history developed during the 
1980s and 1990s. Mapping software now enables historians to expand their range of 
inquiry to ask programmatic data questions at several levels. First, about American 
cities during the Great Depression – querying the area descriptions can provide 
insight into housing and local real estate that it took the decennial census decades to 
match in many cities. Second, how real estate professionals responded to and trans-
lated raw demographic trends into market analysis and economic valuation in this era – 
the area grades are based on input from and illustrate the consensus of leading lenders, 
realtors, and developers about urban and suburban neighborhoods. 

 Perhaps most importantly, GIS continues the spatial turn in urban history by 
enabling today’s scholars, by way of data management, to understand more thor-
oughly the creation and use of HOLC maps in the 1930s ( Figure 23.6 ). Federal 
bureaucrats envisioned paper maps as tools, spatial indices to represent builders’ 
choices and buyers’ preferences geographically. Through digital layering of maps, 
area descriptions, and other documentation, we can both reconstruct and reinterpret 
the shorthand that investors and regulators developed in their highly subjective, 
paper-based system.   

  Enter social history 

 Apart from showing the racial roots and legacies of federal redlining,  Mapping Inequal-
ity  provides a starting point for asking fresh questions. Not the least of these being 
how exactly did appraisers and mapmakers know where one community or grade 
began and the other ended. 

 The first variable to consider is the racially restrictive covenant. Documents in the 
HOLC archive suggest that the agency incorporated racially restrictive covenants 
into their neighborhood grading system. Restrictive covenants were legal agree-
ments through which property owners agreed to establish shared exclusions pertain-
ing to their properties and what owners could do with them. Frequently mentioned 
in HOLC area descriptions, covenants served as the spatial template of security maps. 
They detailed neighborhood boundaries. They promised to hold property values. 
And they could still be enforced after racial zoning was deemed unconstitutional in 
1917. HOLC staffers had their work cut out for them, however, if they hoped to 
make effective use of the covenants. As a federal agency representing the whole 
American population, HOLC could not explicitly use deed restrictions to deny black 
people access to property.  40   The staff had to find other ways. 

 Through their maps, HOLC could use restrictive covenants as a proxy for ‘the 
market’. In the absence of large-scale market research, the existence of restrictive 
covenants on a given community served as facile evidence of what buyers and owners 
wanted. By the 1930s, in fact, restrictive covenants served as the chief lubricant in a 
policy feedback loop between white buyers and their government. Realtors and 
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homeowner associations initiated covenants locally. HOLC assessors, in turn, used 
the prevalence of the covenants to set a neighborhood’s grade. Back at street level, 
local realtors and lenders in search of government subsidies remained aware of man-
dates for community ‘stability’ at the federal level, thus they demanded and created 
new covenants to make their neighborhoods eligible for further federal financing. 
And so the cycle went. 

 HOLC and FHA strongly encouraged restrictive covenants in order to maintain 
racial stasis. The  Underwriting Manual , the federal government’s published standards 
for home finance, phrased it thus: ‘Where . . . deed restrictions relate to types of 
structures, use to which improvements may be put, and racial occupancy, a favorable 
condition is apt to exist.’  41   Further, the manual outlined, ‘Where adjacent lots or 
blocks possess altogether different restrictions, especially for type and use of struc-
tures and racial occupancy, the effect of such restrictions is minimized and adequate 
protection cannot be considered to be present.’  42   Areas without ‘adequate protection’ 
could not expect federal aid, and, through the professional connections between the 
federal government and the industry, one could safely expect that realtors, developers 
and planner knew it.  43   One Detroit-area HOLC official explained, ‘the infiltration 
of inharmonious racial or nationalistic groups speed the once desirable residential 
neighborhood toward the end of its life span’.  44   

 The racial intent of federal mapping was most clear at the local level. Some 
neighborhoods, immediately upon the establishment of the federal safety net in 
housing, responded by creating clear racial restrictions where, before, there had 
been none. Less than a year after the formation of HOLC, for instance, lenders, 
developers, and homeowners in the Washington Heights section of southwest 
Chicago moved to establish a large, multi-neighborhood covenant explicitly denying 
ownership to African Americans ( Figure 23.7 ). ‘No part of said premises shall in any 
manner be used or occupied directly or indirectly by any negro or negroes,’ the 
restriction read. ‘No part of said premises shall be sold given conveyed or leased to 
any negro or negroes,’ it went on. However, it included the typical servant’s excep-
tion, mandating that ‘no permission or license to use or occupy any part thereof shall 
be given to any negro except house servants or janitors or chauffeurs employed 
thereon’.  45    

 Another important variable in the advancing of segregationist federal housing 
policy had to do with the general absence of government oversight. There was no 
civil rights regulatory state at this time – no US Commission of Civil Rights (estab-
lished in 1948), and the Racial Relations Service, developed in 1938, was supposed 
only to address ‘minority interests’ insofar as they did not conflicts with the interests 
of the housing agencies and the federal government itself.  46   The mapping state reg-
ulated itself on matters of racial justice. And its default position, when not relying 
upon free market rhetoric, was to deny that state sponsored discrimination even 
existed. In regard to one New York case about racial steering, ‘The Regional Office 
[of the Federal Home Loan Bank Board] reports that, after careful investigation, it 
has found no evidence of racial discrimination.’ As the representative of the FHLBB 
chairman responded to inquiries from Eleanor Roosevelt on the matter, ‘Reassur-
ances on this point are hardly necessary, but it might be stated that discrimination, 
whether racial or otherwise, is of course, directly contrary to the [Home Owners’ 
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Loan] Corporation’s policies and regulations.’   47   HOLC only reflected the whims of 
the market, staffers argued. That market was measured in white desires for racial 
restrictions. 

 HOLC agents also used the racial designation of ‘risk’ and insecurity, by way of 
their maps, to allocate or deny financing. Yet HOLC agents also manipulated prices 
of properties the agency owned. One fair housing case in Washington, DC, in 1943 
revealed that HOLC had sold property to white buyers for less than black buyers had 
offered, just so the agency would not be party to racial ‘infiltration’.  48   HOLC was 
willing to sell a property to a white man in the disputed zone in NW DC for $2,000 
less than the price offered a black clergyman, a bishop. It was long understood that 
black families paid a premium to move into all-white communities, sometimes 20 to 

 Figure 23.7  In the Washington Heights neighborhood in Southwest Chicago, white 
professional-class residents established a restrictive covenant to exclude African 
Americans at the edge of their neighborhood north of 95 th  Street. This came 
shortly after the creation of the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation and Federal 
Housing Administration, which emphasized the utility of restrictive covenants to 
prevent racial and environmental change. The signatories, who lived in the parcels 
colored black, numbered in the dozens and sought to insulate the neighborhood 
from African Americans who might move from neighborhoods to the south to 
buy or rent properties in this more upscale area. This parcel map has been overlayed 
upon the Chicago security map, where B is blue and C is yellow, to illustrate 
how HOLC subsequently institutionalized this segregation. 

     Source: Cook County Recorder of Deeds, LaDale Winling, Virginia Tech.   
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25 percent more.  49   HOLC’s congressional mandate bound it to find the best possible 
prices for its properties in order to keep the corporation solvent. Under a racial 
notion of risk, however, $2,000 lost on one property could, in theory, save thou-
sands of dollars more in neighborhood property values lost if whites responded by 
selling in a panic. 

 Thus, HOLC preserved a ‘whites only’ market, and sometimes even created one 
where one did not already exist. A case in St Albans, New York, included HOLC 
using covenants as a placeholder for ‘the market’. White HOLC supervisors barred 
their black staffers from showing houses in the white community, even when whites 
declined to sign restrictive covenants.  50   HOLC had black brokers, in part, to help 
African Americans access the program, but only on a strictly segregated basis, and 
only to fulfill established notions of what the public wanted.  51    

  Conclusion: mapping the state 

 Considering maps not merely as objective reflections of social or political conflicts – 
but as  products  and  instruments  of such conflicts – requires revisiting HOLC redlining 
maps more holistically, as  images , as  data , and as  texts  that stand in conversation with 
other texts both within and outside of government agencies. Historians will continue 
to debate the degree to which New Deal-era mortgage programs actually contrib-
uted to the ongoing racial wealth gap, the continued transformation of American 
cities, and the deeper structural ties between capitalism, racism, and the state. Thus, 
as we go forward with  Mapping Inequality  and other new imaging tools, historians 
must remain attentive to traditional social and political history methodology. Few 
can deny that understanding  how  the state mapped will remain at least as important 
as knowing  what  it mapped and how those maps looked. 

 People with access to state power advanced their respective agendas through data 
collection and mapping. Security maps thus represented an idealized means among 
the powerful for outlining the future of the city. Still it was a future that had to 
reckon with and recruit the economic and political power of lenders, builders, 
realtors, and activists. For this reason and more, security maps should not be taken 
simply as the raw information for historians to glean data and statistics, or on which 
to base their own maps. The maps themselves are the product of historical processes 
that we must interrogate. The representation of space and risk on a map could seem 
objective, an economic fact of the marketplace, but space served as a site of profound 
political conflict and action. 

 As it concerns the mid-twentieth century, in particular, state real estate maps 
reflect two core New Deal priorities – indeed, state priorities generally: the power to 
reform social problems and to promote future development.  52   The maps also reflect 
a truism about the Roosevelt administration: that navigating white urban machines, 
old Progressive reformers, and winning black Democratic support required a gov-
ernment that was both nimble on matters of racial liberalism  and  considered dependable 
by its core constituents, white voters. In the housing arena, that meant cultivating 
happy white homeowners and hopeful black liberals, all while ensuring that cities 
continued to grow and pull the country further from depression. The mapping state’s 
ability to take stock of real estate power (through appraisal networks), to recruit 
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informants and partners (through political appointment and finance), and to build 
functional models of urban growth (albeit on the principles of eugenics and apart-
heid) all serve to illustrate why something as simple as a colored map was no simple 
matter at all. 

 Through digitizing, geo-referencing, and rendering the agency’s records in an 
interactive format,  Mapping Inequality  updates the study of the federal government, 
housing, and inequality for a twenty-first-century audience. It brings audiences rich 
real estate data and hundreds of maps, while also offering valuable evidence about the 
private sector’s role in shaping the culture of both the American citizenry and the 
federal bureaucracy.   
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