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Indefensible Spaces examines the policing of housing through the story of Black 
community building in the Antelope Valley, Los Angeles County’s northernmost 
outpost. Tracing its evolution from a segregated postwar suburb to a destination 
for those priced, policed, and evicted out of Los Angeles, Rahim Kurwa tells the 
story of how the Antelope Valley resisted Black migration through the policing 
of subsidized housing—and how Black tenants and organizers fought back. This 
book sheds light on how the nation’s policing and housing crises intersect, offer‑
ing powerful lessons for achieving housing justice across the country.

“With analytical acumen and literary panache worthy of the late Mike Davis, 
Rahim Kurwa reveals how housing vouchers promising to liberate impoverished 
residents from prison‑like projects actually fueled even greater anti‑Black police 
repression—but like fugitives from the antebellum South, Antelope Valley ten‑
ants organized, resisted, and demanded their right to the suburb.”—ROBIN D. G. 
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“A sociological treat.”—EDUARDO BONILLA‑SILVA, author of Racism without 
Racists: Color‑Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America

“Lucid, evocative, and a pleasure to read.”—DAANIKA GORDON, author of Policing 
the Racial Divide: Urban Growth Politics and the Remaking of Segregation

“Deeply researched and compelling.”—EVA ROSEN, author of The Voucher 
Promise: “Section 8” and the Fate of an American Neighborhood
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come.”—ELIZABETH KORVER‑GLENN, coauthor of A Good Reputation: How 
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“Sobering but inspiring, this is ultimately a hopeful text: despite the disadvan- 
tages they face, Antelope Valley tenants have come together and set a bold 
vision for housing justice.”—MONICA BELL, Yale University
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Preface
The Prismatic Periphery

Past the eastern edge of development in the Antelope Valley, far past where Los 
Angeles’s vision of itself ends, lies Howard Arden Edwards’s strange home. Built 
in 1928, it was a museum, nay, theater, of Native artifacts Edwards acquired in the 
valley. He purchased and traded for some items, but he also dug up burial sites 
and stole their contents. He fit these items into what he called the “Antelope Valley 
Indian Research Museum.” His “research” involved placing the items he bought 
or stole into the stories he imagined about Native life in the Antelope Valley. He 
clumsily glued items, wrote on them, and mixed things from different places and 
peoples in service of his stories. Even the architecture reflected his bric-a-brac 
approach—built in the Tudor Revival style, the house resembles a Swiss chalet 
in the desert. He enlisted young people to help him paint symbols on the build-
ing and had them perform plays about Native life he invented from whole cloth. 
Edwards eventually sold the building to Grace Wilcox Oliver, who focused on 
turning it into a regional tourist destination.

Long after anyone could claim they didn’t know better, the museum functioned 
as a site of production of a particular way of understanding Native life and settler 
presence in the valley. Today, the building is the Antelope Valley Indian Museum 
State Historic Park, having been purchased and revised by the California govern
ment. Edwards’s artifacts were re-organized, and new, more accurate displays  
were created. But many of his exhibits were left as is, ostensibly due to their own 
“historical significance.”1 So Edwards’s vision of Native life—the one that attracted 
tourists to pose in headdresses and grind their own corn—remains visible for  
us to examine. He thought of the people who lived in, around, or traveled through 
the Antelope Valley—Kitanemuk, Tataviam, Serrano, Nüwa (Kawaiisu), Paiute, 
Nüwü (Chemehuevi), and Vanyume—as fantastical in a way that set them apart 
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from civilization.2 The things he imagined them doing, thinking, and saying were 
rendered unfamiliar in a way that put distance between them and their spectators.

Edwards had a stake in the not-understanding of the place he lived. He had no 
meaningful right to the museum’s land; he acquired it for free through a home-
steading program.3 Upon it he created a distorted understanding of the people 
who first lived there, delegitimizing their presence and asserting the legitimacy of 
his own through his role as its curator. Alongside life, settler colonialism is about 
land and understanding; Edwards stole both.

Edwards’s outlandishness should not distract us from the fact that what he did 
was not unique. The distance he created between the Indigenous peoples of the 
region and the growing white society of the Antelope Valley—of which he was 
a part—played an important function in the valley. That distance is an impor-
tant ingredient in attempts to kill, remove, repel, or replace people, not just at 
the national scale but locally.4 His was the work of what Katherine McKittrick 
describes as “organiz[ing] human hierarchies in place and reify[ing] uneven geog-
raphies in familiar, seemingly natural ways.”5 Only upon such a canvas could the 
valley draw its compelling images of colonists building their lives. This negation 
of other people and ways of being has echoed throughout the valley as the region 
seeks to build itself from a question into a fact. But all around the valley are records 
of different ways of being. They make it known that the valley’s present and its 
future are not written in stone.

At the northern edge of the valley, and perhaps at the margins of its memory, 
is a town called Rosamond. Charles Graves settled there in 1882, becoming one 

Figure 1.  Antelope Valley Indian Museum, 2019. Source: Author.
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of, if not the first, Black residents of the region. Graves was born into slavery in 
Kentucky in 1856. His father was killed in the Civil War, and after it ended, he 
decided to move west. Graves took the recently constructed Southern Pacific 
Railroad, eventually settling in Rosamond. At the time, the valley was enduring  
a years-long drought that collapsed several colonies. Graves stuck it out. He built a  
cattle ranch, became the city’s postmaster, served as a ballot clerk in elections, and 
struck gold in the Tropico mines. His ensuing financial success allowed him to 
build Rosamond’s first school in 1908, which he did with his wife, schoolteacher 
Cordia Anita Roberts. Graves died in Lancaster in 1938 after being struck by a car. 
Although sites in Rosamond—including a public school in the same location as 
his first one-room attempt—still bear his name, the public understanding of the 
valley frames Black presence as a recent and unwelcome phenomenon, rather than 
one predating much of white settlement.6

Shortly after Graves’s arrival, from the early 1890s through the early 1910s, 
approximately eighty-five Japanese families, mostly farmers, moved to the val-
ley. They helped develop agricultural techniques to make farming in the desert  
viable. Among these farmers were Yoshio and Kiyoko Ekimoto and their child 
Dennis. The family had arrived in the valley in 1910. Yoshio’s father, Yohei, had 
purchased forty acres of farmland in 1912, just before passage of the state’s Alien 
Land Law in 1913, which would have prohibited their property ownership.7 For a 
time, life in Lancaster was good. The community grew large, and was clustered in 
the “Japanese Section,” along Avenue D between 70th and 80th streets west in Lan-
caster.8 There was a Japanese Farmers Association and a community hall that func-
tioned as a school, church, and cultural center. But as the valley embraced World 
War II and the war economy, Lancaster turned on the Ekimotos. The family’s land 

Figure 2. Charles Graves. Source: “A 
Few Bits of Rosamond, CA, History,” 
http://www.rosamondca.us/history.

http://www.rosamondca.us/history
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and property were seized. In the trauma, Kiyoko miscarried. The family was incar-
cerated at Poston Internment Camp from 1942 to 1945. As the community was 
being dispossessed, white Lancaster residents vandalized it, destroying a memorial 
to deceased Japanese farmers in the valley.

As the wave of Japanese entry to the valley slowed, the socialists arrived. They 
settled in the southern edge of the valley, building a commune named Llano del 
Rio, whose story is famously told in Mike Davis’s City of Quartz.9 It bloomed in 
the 1910s as the project of Job Harriman, a socialist candidate for mayor of Los 
Angeles who narrowly fell short against the candidate of the city’s business estab-
lishment. Nearly a thousand colonists flocked to the commune, building up hous-
ing, farming, and small industry through cooperative economics. Presaging the 
valley’s aerospace future, the colonists even built a plane.10 Today, the region is 
self-assured in its belief that the colony failed because a socialist mode of organiz-
ing life was a false promise. But records from the time suggest that it was access 
to water that, like everything in the valley, determined its viability.11 Llano’s water 
rights were already stretched thin, but when local agribusiness interests success-
fully lobbied the government to revoke them, their fate was sealed. They still might 
have failed with water, but without it no one could succeed. The Llano colonists 
were forced out.

Figure 3. The Desert Station of Southern Pacific Railroad at Palmdale, c. 1895. Source:  
California Historical Society and the University of Southern California Libraries.



The Prismatic Periphery        xiii

For what purpose did the valley drive out its colonists, conduct a pogrom against 
its farmers, racially segregate its land, and distort its history? All this served the 
aim of building the idyllic American suburb, a Levittown in the desert, superior 
to and economically independent of Los Angeles. The valley paved the desert, tore 
down the Joshua trees, and built in their place a massive aerospace industry. But 
it also helped create the idea that the valley was a white, capitalist place, without 
other histories of presence. This is the false but vitally necessary mantra required 
to frame the present-day continuity of demographic change as a unique threat.

Philosopher Charles Mills described this as “an ignorance that fights back.”12 
How the valley’s history is understood shapes how people think about and live 
in the valley today.13 The valley’s racial contract, in other words, must be asserted 
over a geography. And yet the valley’s embrace of such a narrow range of possibil-
ity, constrained by commitments to capitalist, militarist development and anti-
Black racism, has left it among the most policed14 and most unequal places15 in Los 
Angeles County, with one of the region’s lowest life-expectancy rates.16

In this book, I zoom in to one of the many social struggles in the Antelope Val-
ley, the Black community’s fight for housing and home in the region. Through this 
case study, I examine the region’s economy and its place in Los Angeles, as well as 
the shifting ways its commitment to racial capitalism has manifested. To see the 
Black struggle in the Antelope Valley is to glimpse a different path for each of these 
groups and the valley altogether, a path not so reliant on the denial of its past or on 
the narrow demands of racial capitalism to shape its future.

That story starts in 1939, a year after Charles Graves died, when Melvin Ray 
Grubbs began to sell the first parcels of land in the Antelope Valley to Black pur-
chasers, building what he called “Sun Village” as a Black town independent from 
white dominion.17

Figure 4. Llano del Rio, 2019. Source: Author.
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Meanwhile, communities forced out of the valley fought back as well. The Llano 
colonists relocated their utopian dream, founding New Llano in Vernon Parish, 
South Central Louisiana. It persisted as a communal enterprise through the Great 
Depression. New Llano’s records show that poor people from around the country 
sought it out as a refuge in the 1930s.18

While in Poston, Yoshio Ekimoto became a plaintiff in Elmer Yamamoto’s 
suit against the federal government over its internment program.19 The case was 
merged into Ochikubo v. Bonesteel, filed while the Korematsu case was still being 
considered in the court system. The plaintiffs were represented by Saburo Kido of 
the Japanese American Citizens League, A.L. Wirin of the American Civil Liberties 
Union, Loren Miller of the NAACP and lawyer and author Carey McWilliams.20 In 
1984, at the age of seventy, Ekimoto gave testimony to the US Senate in which he 
recounted in detail the trauma of the internment period and called unequivocally 
for reparations.21 More recently, descendants of Japanese farmers re-established 
the memorial in Lancaster.22

Howard Arden Edwards died in 1953. Fifteen years later, the Antelope Valley 
American Indian League was organizing regional powwows, asserting a present 
that his rendering of the past could not conceive.23

Figure 5. A memorial to Japanese Americans, desecrated during World War II, is restored 
in 2008. Tom Shiokari (center), who had been sent to an internment camp during the war, was 
among the organizers of the restoration effort. Source: Photo by Michael Robinson Chavez/Los 
Angeles Times via Getty Images.
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Chronolo gy

1882	 Charles Graves arrives in Rosamond, northern Antelope Valley
1920	 Prioleau family arrives at Bruce’s Beach
1939	 Melvin Ray Grubbs begins developing Sun Village
1941	� Plans announced to transform Muroc Field into Edwards Air Force Base, 

inaugurating valley’s aerospace era
1948	 Proposition 14 (State Housing Agency) fails
1950	� Pastor R. E. Edwards establishes First Missionary Baptist Church (now known 

as Living Stone Cathedral of Worship)
1954	 Sun Village Women’s Club Founded
1956	 South Antelope Valley NAACP Chartered
1963	 Rumford Fair Housing Act Passes
1964	 Proposition 14 (Repealing Rumford Fair Housing Act) Passes
1965	 Jackie Robinson Park officially dedicated
1966	� Gautreaux v. HUD filed; the case would lead to the creation of housing vouchers
1990	� Los Angeles County enters recession, valley endures wave of foreclosures
1996	� Antelope Valley endures a second major economic and housing downturn
2007	 Foreclosure crisis and Great Recession begin
2008	 R. Rex Parris elected Mayor of Lancaster
2009	 Significant expansion of anti-voucher policing partnership
2011	� TCAL files suit against county and cities, county backs out of policing partnership
2012	 Palmdale and Lancaster settle
2015	 DOJ and LASD enter settlement
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Introduction
Every Oasis Needs a Desert

In smoggy cities like Los Angeles, everything dissolves into the distance, and 
even stuff that’s close-up seems far off.
—Thom Anderson, Los Angeles Plays Itself

The drive to the Antelope Valley can be a little heady. Coming from Los Angeles’s  
westside, you go north up the 405, along with whoever else is driving north,  
perhaps to the San Fernando Valley or out of Los Angeles altogether. Just after 
the 405 turns into the 5—the concrete spine connecting northern and southern  
California—you exit to merge onto the 14.

I used to do this drive a lot during the summers in the 2010s, to conduct the 
interviews that would become the core of this book. Few people are driving to  
the Antelope Valley on weekday mornings, so traffic clears out and it’s easy to find 
yourself speeding as the highway cuts through the Angeles National Forest. The 
route slopes up and down as it winds through the mountains and suddenly you 
find yourself amid the stunning Vasquez Rocks, full of jagged, reddish formations 
that dangerously draw the eye. In the 2010s, I knew I was getting to the valley 
when I began to see the billboards with PARRIS spelled out in large font. They 
were ads for the law firm founded by R. Rex Parris, who built a legal empire in the 
high desert region and eventually became the mayor of one of its two major cities, 
Lancaster. Seeing his billboards meant you were on his turf.

The Antelope Valley might be far from most of Los Angeles, but the two places 
are closely related. Los Angeles, as anyone briefly familiar with it can sense, doesn’t 
add up. Housing is incredibly expensive, but the economy runs on underpaid and 
exploited workers in retail, service, garment, construction, food delivery, ride hail-
ing, and so many other industries. Everywhere, people are being pushed out of the  
city as development for the rich and displacement for the poor churn through  
the neighborhoods. The violence of the process is palpable. You can see it on street 
placards detailing all the activities prohibited in urban areas as cities layer crime 
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legislation on top of crime legislation. You can see it on flyers beckoning “we buy 
homes for cash” that try to entice residents into making way for their replace-
ments. You can see it in who you can’t see anymore—the Black residents increas-
ingly disappearing from Los Angeles. Among the many places they are going is the 
Antelope Valley. You can hear that in popular culture—rapper Afroman’s Palmdale 
is the story of his family’s move from the “slums of Los Angeles” to a two-story 
home in East Palmdale.

Whenever I made the drive, it was against traffic. In the morning, drivers 
poured down from the valley and into Los Angeles, commuting to service, techni-
cal, industrial, administrative, and other jobs throughout the metro area. In the 
evenings, when I’d finished my work and was driving down to Los Angeles, their 
headlights would shine back at me as they wound their way north, going home.

Today, the valley is seen as the least desirable, most economically depressed 
region of Los Angeles County. But people live in the Antelope Valley largely 
because of what happens in Los Angeles. What makes the expropriation, exploi-
tation, and expulsion of Los Angeles possible is the presence of places like the 
Antelope Valley to absorb its consequences. If LA’s math doesn’t add up, here is 
the remainder.

Among the thousands of people who moved to this desert in recent decades 
was Michelle Ross. She was a participant in the Housing Choice Voucher program. 
Colloquially known as Section 8, it is the largest rental assistance program for 

Figure 6. Looking north at the Newhall Pass Interchange where the 5 and 14 highways merge. 
The 14 splits to the right, heading northeast towards the Antelope Valley. Source: trekandphoto, 
Adobe Stock.
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low-income families in the nation. In 2008, Ross used the voucher to move her 
family to the Antelope Valley, hoping that her children could have a nice home and 
attend good schools. Within three years she and her five children would be forced 
out of their home, contemplating leaving the valley altogether, and at the center of 
a federal lawsuit challenging the treatment of Black voucher tenants like herself.

This book is about the organized campaign to surveil, harass, police, and 
expel tenants like Michelle Ross from the Antelope Valley in the early 2000s  
and 2010s—how it emerged, what forms it took, what its effects were, and how 
people fought back. Its chapters will trace a century of Black place-making and 
white resistance to it in the valley, the evolution of the valley’s reactionary politics 
and how they have congealed into the policing of housing, the effects of that polic-
ing on tenants, and the ways they have fought back. Crucially, this book will use 

LANCASTER

PALMDALE

LOS ANGELES

Map 1. Map of highways connecting the Los Angeles metropolitan area to the Antelope Valley. 
Source: Author.



4        Introduction

the term “policing” to refer not just to the work of formal law enforcement and 
government agencies, but also to the practices of everyday people as they sur-
veil and file complaints about their neighbors. In that vein, I use the policing of 
housing to refer to punitive regulation, police intervention, or policing practices 
applied to homes and their residents, regardless of the actor doing the policing. 
It is part of a broader process of “abandonment, exploitation, and stigmatization” 
that Tracy Rosenthal and Leonardo Vichlis describe as a “war on tenants.”1

To contextualize these chapters, this introduction will examine three threads 
that come together in the policing of Michelle Ross’s home. First, I describe the 
functional relationship between Los Angeles and the Antelope Valley, theorizing 
this periphery as the city’s safety valve. Second, I trace how urban sociology and 
federal housing policy have voucherized public housing and increasingly shuf-
fled tenants into places like the valley. And third, I show how the valley’s puni-
tive responses to their arrival reflect and extend broader trends of the policing of 
housing that have evolved to combat Black mobility and degrade Black homes, 
prefiguring new forms of resistance at the intersection of anti-policing and hous-
ing justice organizing.

MICHELLE’S  STORY

About a year after Michelle Ross moved into her home in Palmdale, a city inves-
tigator named Gary Brody knocked on her door. He was accompanied by fifteen 
sheriff ’s deputies with their guns drawn. They searched her home for violations of 
her lease or other grounds upon which she might be evicted or punished. Appear-
ing not to have found anything, they left. Investigators returned in November 
2009 for a “compliance check,” a home inspection program searching for grounds 
to evict tenants. This time they seemed interested in her children, but again noth-
ing happened. The other shoe finally dropped in February 2010, when Ross was 
told that her lease was being terminated—in other words, she was being evicted—
on the grounds that she had not informed the Housing Authority of her children’s 
juvenile records.

It turned out, however, that the termination was not valid. Juvenile records are 
not permissible grounds to terminate a voucher contract, and the records never 
should have been made available to the Housing Authority in the first place. So 
the Ross family stayed in their home. But the compliance checks soon resumed, 
happening again in June and then November of 2010. Ross, like thousands of other 
tenants in the voucher program, had little recourse and virtually no opportunity 
to move elsewhere.

During the November 2010 search, Inspector Brody and twenty deputies vis-
ited the house when Ross was not home. When her son answered the door, “dep-
uties ran into the home.” Brody went into her garage to photograph two sport 
utility vehicles that she had allowed a friend to park there. One explanation for 
the search is that the investigators might have suspected that she was committing 
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voucher fraud: if she could afford to own two SUVs, perhaps she was too well-off 
for the voucher program. Brody made her son call his mother and asked her about  
the vehicles. Ross believed that the Housing Authority subsequently confirmed 
that the vehicles belonged to her friend, not her.

The failed searches were accomplishing other punitive ends. The surprise 
inspections functioned as a source of intimidation, and an opportunity to assert 
power over and degrade voucher-renting families. And they signaled to Ross’s 
neighbors that she was a voucher tenant, a suspicious other, a latent criminal. Hav-
ing her voucher status exposed and herself defined in this manner by repeated 
public spectacles paved the way for her neighbors to begin harassing her even 
when the police, city, and Housing Authority did not. People stalked her home. 
Her name, address, and a photo of her home with the garage door open and the 
SUVs inside were published on an “I Hate Section 8” Facebook page. A com-
menter threatened to burn down her house. Her children were harassed at school, 
with language that laced anti-Black racism with anti-voucher sentiments. Not long 
after the Facebook post, her home was vandalized; a window was broken and “I 
hate Section 8 niggers” was spray-painted on the garage. As Norrinda Brown notes 
in her landmark study of the policing of voucher tenants in the Antelope Valley, 
the term “Section 8” had come to replace earlier race-based slurs.2

The continuities between how neighbors and government agencies policed ten-
ants were striking. The sheriff ’s department, once so concerned about law-breaking 
at her address, provided no help when called, instead suggesting that her children 
had broken the window. Not long after, a group of young people drove by her 
house and threw “what appeared to be urine” at her children, while calling them 
“Section 8 niggers.” Ross told the Antelope Valley Press she thought her children 
were in danger, saying, “You have no idea who’s going to come out after you.”3 The 
paper reported that her sister had come to help “since she and her younger chil-
dren were having trouble sleeping through the night as a result of the vandalism.” 
Ross spoke of wanting to move, but not being able to afford it. Eventually, fearing 
for their safety, the family stopped sleeping at their home and searched for a new 
place to live close enough that her children would not have to change schools. In 
2011 they moved to Lancaster, another Antelope Valley city just north of Palmdale.

The Ross family was by no means alone; what they were experiencing was the 
result of policies implemented widely across the valley. The myriad techniques 
the valley used to attack Black voucher tenants can be roughly placed into two 
categories. First, Lancaster and Palmdale entered a partnership with the Housing 
Authority of the County of Los Angeles, Los Angeles County Board of Supervi-
sors, and Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department to share data and hire staff to 
target voucher tenants for inspections.4 They encouraged the public to file com-
plaints about voucher tenants through the Housing Authority’s fraud hotline, 
and then aggressively pursued those complaints using the multi-agency powers 
described above. Second, the cities joined a nationwide trend by passing crime-
free and nuisance housing ordinances that allowed neighbors to complain and 
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ultimately evict their neighbors; once a property had enough complaints, the 
property owner would be fined until he or she evicted their tenants. Participation 
in policing allowed homeowners to empower themselves through the denigration 
of those they surveilled and reported to police, city, and Housing Authority regula-
tors. In so doing, white homeowners and their allies redeemed their status in the 
valley one dispossession at a time, what Priscilla Ocen would come to describe as 
a new form of the racially restrictive covenant.5

The result was that, in 2008–2009, the cities of Lancaster and Palmdale, then 
home to 3,642 voucher households (about 11,000 people in total), received 434 
calls to its fraud hotline complaining about tenants like Michelle Ross—more 
than the number of calls made about tenants in all the rest of Los Angeles County 
combined that year. As a result, the authority conducted 405 investigations and 
proposed lease terminations in 194 cases, again more than the number of termina-
tions proposed in the rest of Los Angeles County. Tenants were spied on, had their 
homes invaded at all hours, and had their lives turned inside out by officials seek-
ing to evict them from the valley. One in every twelve voucher tenants in Palm-
dale and one in every twenty-two in Lancaster had their leases terminated. The 
evictions primarily removed Black tenants from the once-majority-white valley, 
illustrating the usefulness of policing as a tool of racial segregation.

This policing-driven eviction scheme is at the center of this book, but to 
understand why it emerged and how people fought back against it, it’s important 
to understand the social forces that produced it. My thesis is that the Antelope 
Valley acts like Los Angeles’s safety valve, absorbing the people and economies 
displaced by its unequal systems of growth. This unequal and unsustainable condi-
tion is enforced in the valley through a system of policing that protects its internal 
inequalities and makes a genuine social transformation of the valley much harder. 
In what follows, I develop this theory of the Antelope Valley and peripheral places 
like it, arguing that they play a functional role in sustaining large metropolises. I 
then explore the intellectual and public policy trajectory that produced housing  
vouchers and sent the people who held them into peripheries like the valley. 
Finally, I trace policing’s historical and contemporary role in the constraining of 
Black mobility. These three trajectories collided in the valley in the early 2000s, 
producing the widespread surveillance, policing, and eviction of voucher tenants 
from their homes.

TR AJECTORY 1 :  HOW THE ANTELOPE VALLEY 
BECAME LOS ANGELES’S  SAFET Y VALVE

Voucher tenants moving to the valley in the 2000s were part of a larger and longer 
trend of movement to the valley that has been central to its existence for over a 
century. This movement is understandable as an example of what David Harvey 
calls a spatial fix, a way for capital to resolve an imminent crisis of overproduction 
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using space.6 Ruth Wilson Gilmore shows how this has played out in the geogra-
phy of California’s prison construction boom, as the dilemmas caused by its four 
surpluses—land, capital, labor, and state capacity—were solved through the prolif-
eration of prisons.7 That too is the biography of the valley, but it is more than just 
the site of one spatial fix for Los Angeles. Rather, the valley is a site of serial spatial 
fixes for the metropolis. In that sense, it may be better to see it as Los Angeles’s 
safety valve, to adapt Greg Grandin’s metaphor for the role that territorial expan-
sion played in cooling socio-political conflicts in American society.8

Though envisioned as a site of freedom, the valley is deeply dependent on state 
and external investment to sustain itself. This dependency has placed it on the 
other end of Neil Smith’s “locational seesaw,” experiencing bouts of development, 
abandonment, and re-development whenever doing so solves a problem for the 
urban core.9 Its modern career is as a solution to Los Angeles’s crises, but as it 
solves the metropolis’s problems it only causes them to fester. In this sense, the 
Antelope Valley is both Los Angeles’s consequence and its cause.10

Across the twentieth century and now into the start of the twenty-first, the 
Antelope Valley’s economic fortunes have been dependent on solving imminent 
crises within the metropolitan core. By absorbing Los Angeles’s surpluses of pro-
duction and people, Lancaster and Palmdale have managed to persist even as their 
neighbors (for example, California City to the north and Lake Los Angeles to the 
east) have withered and declined. Between the start of the twentieth century, when 
it was a sparsely populated agricultural area, and the end of the century when it 
was a deindustrialized region in economic crisis, the valley was a glittering hub of 
aerospace testing and construction. It got that way through two spatial fixes—one 
in the aftermath of World War II and the other in the aftermath of the valley’s de-
development after the Cold War and successive economic downturns beginning in 
the late 1980s. The first spatial fix occurred when the valley absorbed Los Angeles’s 
surplus military industrial production.

Threatened with the loss of military investment as the War Department 
sought to disperse construction across the western region, the county managed to  
capture that dispersal by offering the valley as an industrial base for aerospace test-
ing and manufacturing.11 The result was a firehose of federal dollars aimed at the 
valley, coming as lucrative defense contracts, subsidized housing construction and 
financing, and infrastructure investment. It created a white middle-class utopia—
more perfectly racially segregated than Los Angeles itself. Service jobs were filled 
by Black workers forced to drive in from the city, who were barred from buying 
or renting in Lancaster and Palmdale. Thus, as Prentiss Dantzler notes, the spatial  
fix was not just an economic occurrence but also a racial one: the valley’s prosper-
ity was predicated in part upon the devaluation of Black workers and the valley’s 
ability to economically exploit them.12

Those Black workers soon built their own town, Sun Village, on the outskirts 
of the valley. Sun Village became both the accomplishment of Black struggle and 
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a platform for civil rights and fair housing organizing in the valley. The success 
of this organizing, particularly around fair housing, put the valley’s white polity 
on the back foot, searching for decades for ways to reassert its old way of life. But 
when aerospace investment declined at the end of the Cold War, the valley was left 
neither rich nor segregated.

Rather than mark the end of the desert community, this moment precipitated 
a second spatial fix for Los Angeles. The economic collapse of the Antelope Valley 
once again turned it into a safety valve, absorbing people rendered surplus as Los 
Angeles restructured through recession, gentrification, and globalization. The val-
ley is on the other side of what Ananya Roy calls racial banishment, the process of 
racialized dispossession characterized by the state’s pushing people towards urban 
peripheries using processes of criminalization and punishment.13 Between 1980 
and 2020 the Black population in the Antelope Valley climbed from just 3 percent 
to roughly 15 percent, making it a key anchor of Black residency in the county. 
Today, one might see similar patterns of regional restructuring and peripheral 
displacement occurring in the Bay Area as well, as San Francisco’s Black popula-
tion, for example, has been halved over a decade, with Black residents pushed into 
peripheral cities like Antioch.14

Here, it is worth noting a word of caution about peripheralization. As Katherine 
McKittrick writes, “black geographies cannot be fully understood if they are pri-
marily conceptualized through utterances such as ‘invisible’ or ‘peripheral.’”15 And  
indeed, one of the ways domination works is by “naturaliz[ing] both identity  
and place, repetitively spatializing where nondominant groups “naturally belong.”16 
Thus while a first trajectory is about how the Antelope Valley came to be Los Ange-
les’s safety valve, a second trajectory must be concerned with understanding who 
has been pushed into the valley and why, so as to resist the processes of naturaliza-
tion that make the valley seem, in Thom Anderson’s words, so “far off.”

Indeed, many of those who are being pushed out of Los Angeles have found 
relief in the valley. Its affordable housing has made it an attractive destination. 
Many commute back to the metropolis for work. Among those who have come to 
the valley are the residents at the core of this book: tenants in the Housing Choice 
Voucher program.

The product of a bipartisan turning away from the New Deal, Housing Choice 
Vouchers replace public housing and embed rental assistance to poor families 
in the private market. Landlords get a reimbursement from the government in 
exchange for renting to a voucher tenant, but participation in the program is not 
mandatory. Because fair market rent was calculated over entire counties, land-
lords in struggling neighborhoods saw the fair market reimbursement rate as 
more than they would receive on the private market, while landlords in wealthier 
areas saw it as much less. In Los Angeles, these realities meant that vouchers have 
concentrated in the city’s South Central corridor and in the county’s economically 
lagging fringes, like the Antelope Valley. Between 2000 and 2010, the number of 
voucher tenants in the Antelope Valley more than tripled, from 5,101 to 15,853. In 
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this manner the valley represented a solution to Los Angeles’s crisis of gentrifica-
tion and displacement, relieving the metropolitan core of tenants who could not 
afford its rising rents. This process is a microcosm of the larger transformation of 
Los Angeles as Black residents are pushed out of the city and into its peripheries. 
But it also illustrates that the transformation of much of the nation’s rental support 
from public housing to vouchers has not been so much about giving tenants the 
power to move to better neighborhoods but may also be about making tenants 
mobile to better serve the spatial needs of capital.

TR AJECTORY 2 :  HOW HOUSING POLICY EVOLVED  
TO DISPERSE THE PO OR

In the immediate aftermath of 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education, the landmark 
civil rights case striking down segregated schooling, elected officials in Prince 
Edward County, Virginia, came up with a scheme to maintain segregated school-
ing in their county. Rather than integrate public schools, they defunded and then 
closed their public school system, while giving white students vouchers to help 
them enroll in newly created private schools, which came to be known as segrega-
tion academies for their exclusion of Black students.17 Two years after the county’s 
scheme was defeated, however, civil rights and fair housing advocates also turned 
to vouchers, thinking of them as a tool to combat racial segregation.

At the time, public housing tenants were organizing and protesting for 
improved conditions—for heat, elevator repairs, recreation space, the distribution 
of public housing across the city, and more.18 Only one of their demands was lifted 
to prominence by fair housing advocates. The right to live anywhere in the city 
became an extension of the fight for fair housing in the private housing market, 
and legal advocates championed it through federal litigation.

Their case was 1966’s Gautreaux v. HUD, which accused the Chicago Housing 
Authority of segregated siting of public housing, a practice that denied its tenants 
the right to fair housing. Among the remedies requested were vouchers for tenants 
to move across the city. How could a policy tool marshaled to reproduce racial 
segregation in education be relied upon to produce racial justice in housing? No 
answer appears in the reflections of Alexander Polikoff, lead lawyer in Gautreaux 
v. HUD.19 But one might be obtained by searching the longer history of urban 
sociology and its influence on housing policy.

The ideas undergirding voucher policy extend back to the Chicago School of 
urban sociology. Robert Park and Ernest Burgess’s vision of urban life became 
the template for sociological thinking about urban places and policy for most  
of the twentieth century. At work studying Chicago in the 1920s, they derived an 
ecological model of the city which recast human and political choices as natu-
ral, metabolic processes.20 They saw the city as divided into concentric zones of 
destitution, opportunity, and prosperity, and understood mobility from inner 
zones outward as a natural and positive process of assimilation into the city’s 
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middle classes. Rather than acknowledge that their theory could not account for 
racial exclusion, the authors painted Black residents who did not fit their paradigm 
as themselves disordered and inferior.21

But the basic idea that mobility would solve inequality became the template for 
housing policy, embraced by liberal lawyers aiming to fight for civil rights in the 
context of housing, and approved by the Kerner Commission on Civil Unrest as 
a national strategy to defeat segregation and its consequences.22 The commission 
called for expanding public housing, but explicitly advocated rent supplements, 
another term for vouchers, as a tool for Black mobility out of segregated and dis-
invested neighborhoods. By the 1970s, the Gautreaux remedies had begun to be 
implemented, including a guided voucher program to help public housing tenants 
move to whiter and more middle-class neighborhoods, and the Nixon administra-
tion, already curbing public housing funding and fair housing initiatives,23 began 
the Experimental Housing Allowance Program (EHAP) to pilot vouchers at the 
federal level.24

From his vantage point studying the lives of tenants in the Pruitt-Igoe 
public housing project in St. Louis, Missouri, Lee Rainwater warned that 
movement-oriented federal policy reforms “have succeeded in moving people 
from one place to another, but they have provided very few with good housing.”25 
But sociologists, liberal advocates, and policymakers doubled down on mobility as 
poverty’s solution.

By the 1980s and 90s, scholars were turning their attention to the amorphous 
“underclass.”26 In highly influential work, William Julius Wilson pointed to the 
effects of disinvestment and deindustrialization on poor Black neighborhoods, 
and warned in addition that Black middle class residents, empowered by the 
advance of fair housing law, had been able to move out, leaving “the ghetto” bereft 
of internal and external modes of upliftment.27

These ideas, occasionally cited by HUD policymakers themselves, became part 
of the rationale for a wholesale shift in federal housing policy in the 1990s. The Rea-
gan administration effectively picked up where Nixon left off, cutting public hous-
ing funding that virtually guaranteed that building conditions would suffer. The 
steep cuts to HUD’s budget imposed by Nixon and Reagan set the stage for future 
demolition-focused policies in the 1990s.28 A National Commission on Severely 
Distressed Public Housing and an Urban Revitalization Demonstration Program, 
created in 1989, were tasked with studying the conditions of public housing and 
determining the number of units considered “severely distressed.” The commission 
assessed that 86,000 units, or 6 percent of the public housing stock, were severely 
distressed and should be rehabilitated.29 As Edward Goetz notes, this suggested 
that 94 percent of housing stock was in good or acceptable condition and could 
be fixed without extreme measures.30 This should have stood out as prima facie 
evidence of public housing’s feasibility, but the report instead opened the door to a 
program of demolition and partial replacement, known as Housing Opportunities 
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for People Everywhere (HOPE VI). It was, in Edward Goetz’s words, a “discourse 
of disaster.”31 In total, HOPE VI led to the demolition of 220,000 public housing 
units in the 1990s and 2000s, potentially home to half a million people.32 This  
scale of government-sponsored eviction and housing demolition rivaled urban 
renewal of the 1950s and 60s.33 Among the partial replacements for demolished 
public housing were mixed-income redevelopments and vouchers.

In this way, vouchers have come to the fore of American housing policy through 
a form of what Derrick Bell called interest convergence theory, the idea that “the 
interest of blacks in achieving racial equality will be accommodated only when it 
converges with the interests of whites.”34 In vouchers, conservatives saw a strike 
against the New Deal and public housing, and for the broader subordination of 
public assistance to the private market. In vouchers, liberals saw an accomplish-
ment of fair housing—the theoretical ability to move anywhere in a city. Their 
agreement set in motion a wholesale transformation of subsidized housing policy 
over the second half of the twentieth century.35

For academics, vouchers became a way to study neighborhood effects. Rather 
than consider the effects government policy can have on neighborhoods, neigh-
borhood effects research studies the effects neighborhoods have on their residents. 
It’s a framework designed to not understand reality. In absenting public policy it 
absolves those who make it and narrows prospects for change to the paltry solu-
tion of moving some people out of bad neighborhoods and into good ones (and 
saying nothing about those left behind).36

The Moving to Opportunity Demonstration Project became the nation’s larg-
est effort to assess these neighborhood effects, providing public housing tenants 
in five major cities with housing vouchers. Giving some tenants vouchers while 
not providing them to others allows researchers to see what effect moving has on 
people, relative to the baseline of not having moved.37

The demolition of public housing was sold as being in the best interests of ten-
ants because it would empower them to move to places with more opportunity.38 
But evaluations of whether one can move to opportunity and whether doing so 
would improve one’s economic and social well-being have proven disappoint-
ing on the researchers’ own terms. For years, MTO evaluations have found that 
participants were not able to move very far, or to very different neighborhoods.39 
Moreover, movement had virtually no effects of on the incomes and employment 
rates of tenants, though there were positive effects on mental health, exposure to 
crime, and physical well-being.40 It’s important to note that this lack of effect was in 
comparison to doing nothing at all for tenants, the lowest bar possible. Because no 
government agency or philanthropy has funded such a study, it remains a thought 
experiment to consider how a control group that received improvements to public 
housing might have fared, including in comparison to voucher movers.

Meanwhile, the reality was that vouchers deprived tenants of rights while 
accomplishing little in the service of fair housing. Although tenants cannot be 
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discriminated against based on race, landlords can discriminate based on voucher 
status.41 While many jurisdictions have recently begun to ban that form of source 
of income discrimination, the bans are geographically uneven, often unenforced, 
and easily circumvented. While public housing tenants enjoyed a federally 
recognized right to organize as well as federal funds to support tenant councils, 
voucher tenants have neither.42 And while vouchers technically give their holders 
the right to move anywhere in the city, the ability of landlords to selectively accept 
them and the short deadlines by which tenants must find housing mean that the 
most practical exercise of those rights is in the city’s most depressed housing mar-
kets, if at all.43 The result is that only about 60 percent of people with vouchers 
can actually use them before they expire.44 And in many regions, voucher tenants 
have been forced into peripheries.45 Those lucky enough to get a voucher and use 
it are subject to rules and constraints that make them more evictable than the 
average private market tenant—rules that affect who can live with or even visit 
them. Finally, emerging evidence suggests persistent shortcomings of the voucher 
approach. It is internally racially unequal, with white residents getting access to 
cheaper and higher-quality units than Black residents.46 And it is comparatively 
less effective than other HUD subsidy programs, with voucher tenants spend-
ing more of their incomes on housing than public housing tenants,47 and public 
housing tenants enjoying greater socio-economic advances per year of program 
participation than voucher tenants.48

The cost of gaining these paper-thin rights has been steep. Consider just the 
case of Chicago, where the Gautreaux case originated. Although vouchers have 
grown dramatically in the city, they have also given symbolic permission to poli-
cymakers to demolish nearly 20,000 units of public housing (what could be home 
to 50,000 people) and fail to build countless more. Much of the land where public 
housing once stood still lies fallow today, while the unhoused sleep in tents in 
parks and under overpasses.

TR AJECTORY 3 :  
HOW POLICING EVOLVED TO GREET THEM

Another way of thinking about vouchers is that their role is not so much about 
moving poor people to opportunity as it is to create an opportunity to move poor 
people. Making tenants mobile for capital has meant that the voucher program is 
structurally involved in the spatial fix—the process of resolving economic prob-
lems through a spatial solution. The bulldozers and wrecking balls dispatched for 
urban renewal in the ‘60s and public housing demolition in the ‘90s and 2000s are 
no longer needed. Tenants must move wherever the market takes them.

But if the voucher program is an opportunity to move tenants, we must also 
consider how American society has reacted to the mobility of poor people, and 
particularly of Black people. As Anne Bonds has argued, the politics of residential 
property are “fundamentally connected to practices of policing and the carceral 
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management of urban space.”49 Here, society’s carceral orientation to Black mobil-
ity has remained largely unchanged.

Consider the case of Falloon v. Schilling, litigated in 1882, the same year Charles 
Graves arrived in the Antelope Valley.50 James Falloon sued his neighbor, Adam 
Schilling, for building an addition to his property with the intention of renting it 
to a Black family moving to Kansas (part of the exodus of Black families out of the 
Deep South in the early Jim Crow period). Falloon’s claim was based in nuisance 
property law, casting Blackness itself as nuisance, and he and other “race nuisance” 
claimants sought the power to preempt Black residency in their neighborhoods, 
or evict Black tenants already there. Had he been successful, his claims would have 
been enforceable by police, just as restrictive covenants and municipal segregation 
ordinances were also, ultimately, backed by police enforcement. Falloon and his 
compatriots largely lost the race nuisance cases of the Jim Crow period, but the 
court decisions of that era did not foreclose the possibility of using nuisance law 
to racially segregate neighborhoods. Today, cities around the country have passed 
crime-free and nuisance housing laws that give their residents the powers Fal-
loon once sought. Crime-free housing ordinances preempt renters with criminal 
convictions from obtaining leases, while nuisance ordinances allow neighbors to 
use complaint hotlines to evict neighbors. This book’s chapters on how neighbors 
police voucher tenants illustrate the striking continuities between the race nui-
sance cases of the past and their successor policies in the present.

Yet Falloon represents only one instance in the history of policing as a mecha-
nism for controlling Black mobility. Simone Browne documents how, in the colo-
nial era, New York City employed “lantern laws” to regulate the after-dark public 
presence and movement of enslaved Black, mixed-race, and indigenous people.51 
During the slavery era, states like Oregon52 and Illinois53 enacted constitutional 
bans on Black migration, enforceable by police. Meanwhile, the Fugitive Slave Act 
empowered whites to act as vigilantes, capturing Black individuals in the North 
and accusing them of being fugitive slaves.54 In the Jim Crow era, sundown towns 
across the country promised Black people that they would be killed should they 
remain in the town after dark.55 And throughout the 1900s, police effectively 
endorsed violence, from vigilantism to riots, aimed at maintaining racial segre-
gation.56 In the early decades of the Aid to Families With Dependent Children 
(AFDC) Program, states tried to prevent poor families receiving AFDC support 
from migrating into their jurisdictions by stripping them of AFDC benefits once 
they entered the state.57 And in direct response to the Great Migration, jurisdic-
tions in the north increased police spending and incarceration.58 Today, policing 
remains highly involved in the maintenance of racial segregation and the shaping 
of neighborhoods.59

Finally, the policing of where Black residents may live has extended to the 
policing of Black homes as well. In the 1950s, welfare agencies took it upon them-
selves to enter the homes of mothers on the AFDC program, welfare as we once 
knew it. The program was organized around the idea of the government as the 
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substitute father—a nuclear family with a mother and father wouldn’t need welfare  
because the father would work, but families lacking a father needed government 
assistance so that mothers could remain their children’s primary caregivers rather 
than entering the workforce.60 To ensure that aid was going only to mothers who 
were truly single, welfare offices had to have eyes into the private lives of poor 
women. States implemented man-in-the-house rules that allowed agents to enter 
women’s homes in search of men, or evidence of a man’s presence. Evidence of 
a man’s presence substantiated welfare terminations. Enacted through midnight 
raids, the rules particularly affected AFDC recipients in public housing. Pruitt-
Igoe tenant Jacqueline Williams described the rules as a condition of residency:

Before we moved into Pruitt-Igoe, the welfare department came to our home, they 
talked with my mother about moving into the housing project, but the stipulation 
was that my father could not be with us. They would put us into the housing project 
only if he left the state. Mother and father discussed it and they decided that it was 
best for the twelve children for the father to leave the home, and that’s how we got 
into the projects.61

This practice of family separation was playing out in the same years that Daniel 
Moynihan was formulating his critique of Black America as insufficiently com-
mitted to wedlock and family life. And it was enforced with brutal consequences. 
But families strove to be together and took great risks to do so. As sociologist Joyce 
Ladner described it,

There was even a night staff of men who worked for the welfare department whose 
job was to go to the home of welfare recipients and they searched to find if there was 
a man in the home. Sometimes men came back at night to be with their families. 
Some were found in closets, hiding.62

The midnight raids were supposed to have ended with the 1968 King v. Smith 
Supreme Court ruling, which stipulated that the policies violated children’s rights 
to aid.63 But as this book will show, they have re-emerged through private actors 
who surveil voucher tenants and file complaints against them alleging that they 
have unauthorized guests. The practices have the same results, fifty years later. In 
this book, I extend the category of the home raid to illustrate how it has been a 
longstanding tactic of turning homes into mere housing—a place of shelter but not 
safety or belonging. The home raid is a central demarcator of what home is and 
who can have it.

That local residents have been empowered through law and policy to sur-
veil and police their neighbors—to trigger home raids like those Michelle Ross 
experienced—is one of the more troubling observations this book offers. As the 
Antelope Valley’s economic status declined through industrial loss and housing 
foreclosure, residents found themselves facing Angelenos priced out of the metro
polis. They tried, in Mike Davis’s words, to “raise the gangplanks” by finding ways 
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to turn back this movement.64 If the valley’s heyday was marked by manufacturing  
and whiteness, and the valley’s residents could not preserve manufacturing, they 
could at least preserve its whiteness. That they turned to policing Black neighbors, 
and particularly Black women in the voucher program, was partly about fight-
ing to preserve a white place, and partly about preserving property values, but 
it was also about clawing back a social hierarchy threatened by a half-century of 
change. If white social status could not be raised through exclusion from the val-
ley, it could be raised by subordinating others within the valley. Thus, by partici-
pating in policing, the valley’s private market renters and homeowners have made 
themselves a superior form of citizenship, one which is inflated by wielding the 
power of law. From a Du Boisian perspective, there was a social and psychological  
wage of policing that offered something meaningful at a time when other more 
material elements of status were in freefall.65 From the vantage of Cheryl Harris’s 
work, we can identify characteristics of policing that, in the hands of everyday 
people, resemble property.66

Despite these structures, white supremacy in the valley has never held complete 
sway over its potential adherents. As this book will show, white defections from 
the system of white supremacy began with the family that partnered with Melvin 
Ray Grubbs to parcel the land that would become Sun Village, and would continue 
through the student anti-war and anti-racist mobilizations of the 1960s, the Skin-
heads Against Racial Prejudice (S.H.A.R.P.s) who fought the valley’s Nazis in the 
1980s, white opponents of the policing of housing who spoke up in public hearings 
in the 2010s, and some of the local residents I interviewed who bucked the moral 
panic over vouchers and abstained from participation in policing tenants. In turn, 
anti-Blackness has always been capacious—a Black mayor began some of the ear-
liest opposition to voucher tenants, and among the mostly white local residents I 
interviewed, I contacted a handful of Latino respondents who also held anti-Black 
and anti-voucher views.

Ultimately, however, these three forces—the valley’s role as Los Angeles’s 
safety valve, the federal government’s dispersal of poor tenants into depressed 
and peripheral housing markets, and the evolution of policing to constrain Black 
mobility, target Black homes, and substantiate non-Black citizenship—collided in 
the Antelope Valley in the early 2000s, producing the regional effort to police and 
evict Black tenants out of the valley.

A DIFFERENT VISION FOR URBAN SO CIOLO GY  
AND HOUSING POLICY

Since the early 2000s, scholars have returned to the concept of racial capitalism to 
understand the conjoined development of racism and capitalism, both in specific 
national case studies,67 and as a broader, global process.68 At both scales, how-
ever, the scholarship agrees that capitalism’s growth occurs in part through racism, 
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and that racism’s persistence occurs in part through capitalism.69 Applying this 
perspective can help develop a vision of urban sociology distinct from Park and  
Burgess’s ecological template.

Indeed, new attention has been paid to how racial capitalism applies to urban 
sociology, and here is where a contrasting vision of urban sociology might 
emerge. As Prentiss Dantzler notes, the urban is both a site and a process—it is the 
geography upon which racial capitalism plays out.70

One example of how such an analysis of race and capitalism might contribute to 
a new understanding of urban processes is in the work of W. E. B. Du Bois.71 While 
the mobility-oriented framework that helped produce the crisis in the Antelope 
Valley emerged from Park and Burgess, their era was also the era of Du Bois’s 
urban sociology, which sought to understand the roles of racism and capitalism in 
the distribution of people across space.

Consider for example, his reflections on East St. Louis, site of a white riot against 
Black workers in 1917 that prefaced the nationwide white supremacist violence of 
Red Summer two years later.72 When Du Bois traveled to East St. Louis to under-
stand the causes of the riot, he chronicled a place and process whose traces remain 
present in American society, including the Antelope Valley, today. A “miserable 
town of liquor and lust,” East St. Louis was the product of St. Louis, its “just and 
austere king.” St. Louis had been growing rapidly, due in part to wartime industrial 
expansion. Du Bois noted that alongside its development came resistance to its 
terms; “the forces of evil have had some curbing from those who have seen the 
vision and panted for life.” Yet this prompted the city’s industries to relocate rather 
than reform. Their solution was to find new places for unfettered growth. In shift-
ing the rail industry to East St. Louis, corporations created “a paradise for high 
and frequent dividends and for the piling up of wealth to be spent in St. Louis and 
Chicago and New York.”73

Black workers leaving the South looked toward East St. Louis as a destination 
where they might find jobs and stability. But they arrived to find striking white rail 
workers who saw their presence as competition, undermining their strike. Whites 
in East St. Louis, Du Bois wrote, feared “not deprivation of the things they were 
used to and the shadow of poverty, but rather the definite death of their rising 
dreams.” Turning their gaze from their employers to those who might otherwise 
have been their comrades, “they entered the Shadow of Hell, where suddenly from 
a fight for wage and protection against industrial oppression East St. Louis became 
the center of the oldest and nastiest form of human oppression—race hatred.” 
So began the 1917 East St. Louis Riot, in which white workers turned upon their 
Black counterparts. When Du Bois arrived, he described the aftermath as he rode 
through the city, “past flame-swept walls and over gray ashes; in streets almost wet 
with blood and beside ruins, where the bones of dead men new-bleached peered 
out at me with sullen wonder.”74
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In his analysis of the trajectory of East St. Louis, Du Bois saw how a periphery 
became the site of a spatial fix for its metropolis, the role of capital in structuring 
place and worker antagonisms, and the way that racism cracked any basis for soli-
darity among people with shared interests. In so doing he refused the mechanis-
tic, naturalized perspective that relied on concentric zones and mobility between 
them to explain the fates of residents.

Du Bois saw East St. Louis’s riot as a harbinger, warning that the violence that 
swept the city had already been attempted in “Chicago, Indianapolis, Detroit, 
Cleveland, Pittsburg, Philadelphia, and New York.” His warnings feel as true today 
in the valley as they did then. While the valley never endured a white riot in the 
style of 1917, its history is one of constant anti-Black violence, finally institutional-
ized through forms of policing that obviate the riot.

One way to heed Du Bois’s warning about the conditions antecedent to the 
riot is to pay attention to the way capital exploits and extends racial hierarchy 
and how questions of wages can be turned to race-hatred—in other words, to 
grasp the mutually reinforcing relationship between racism and capitalism. If 
one accepts that a racial capitalism framework has something valuable to offer 
urban sociology, the next question is how and to what ends to apply it. To that 
end, summarizing a new wave of research on racial capitalism and urban sociol-
ogy, Robert Vargas suggests that urban scholarship engaging racial capitalism can 
move from the ecological model of the city to a settler-colonial one, offer a longer  
historicization of the city that goes beyond the common 1960s starting point, 
attend to the academy’s role in carcerality, and pair macro and theoretical work 
with microsociologies.75

This work will attempt to fulfill these mandates by offering the safety valve as 
a way of understanding the valley that moves past the ecological model. In addi-
tion to offering a longer history of the valley that accounts for its settler-colonial 
nature, the safety valve thesis is consonant with earlier urban sociological theories 
of internal colonialism. As the book transitions to a focus on the policing of ten-
ants, it will attend to the role of academic institutions in legitimizing the policing 
of housing, and offer qualitative interviews that extend Du Bois’s notion of the 
wages of whiteness to the case of participatory policing.

In so doing, I work from the premise that Los Angeles is a strong example of 
urban racial capitalism. The city did not develop as an entirely capitalist place—it 
imposed significant limits on economic activity in order to advance white suprem-
acy, for example, by enforcing widespread racially restrictive covenants that barred 
Black renters and purchasers. But the city also did not develop entirely through 
racial exclusion. Rather that fully exclude them, it exploited Black residents as 
low-wage workers and took advantage of their weak market power to overcharge 
them for the city’s worst housing stock. These forces help explain why some Black 
Angelenos went to the Antelope Valley, and especially to Sun Village. But the 
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valley has also developed along the lines of racial capitalism. When Palmdale and 
Lancaster’s strict walls of racial segregation fell in the 1960s, the region did not 
abandon racism in favor of more purely capitalist development. Instead, it evolved 
over decades to create a system of housing exploitation whereby landlords and the 
city’s economy profited from Black voucher tenancy, while the tenants themselves 
remained policed and socially excluded. That these tenants were predominantly 
women suggests that this is a story of what Sarah Haley and Shauna Sweeney have 
discussed as gendered racial capitalism, the notion that capital exploited both 
racial and gendered difference.76

Returning to Darkwater, Du Bois wrote that he was left with two questions—
“how to furnish goods and services for the wants of men and how equitably and 
sufficiently to satisfy these wants.”77 As Aldon Morris has documented, Park  
and Burgess overlooked Du Bois’s urban sociological analysis as they worked on 
The City.78 The mainstream of urban sociology would leave these questions unan-
swered as it investigated scholarly justifications for making poor people move 
rather than making their material conditions better.

From Du Bois’s questions, we might recover an agenda for a way out of the deg-
radation, dispersal, and policing of subsidized housing. This book will chronicle 
the efforts of tenants, activists, and lawyers in challenging the policing of hous-
ing. It is a continuation of the campaigns of public housing tenants resisting the 
policing of public housing, the regulation of gender and family within it, and  
the demolition of their homes. It extends the longer and broader struggle to define 
and demarcate the desert. And it drives new understandings of abolitionist prac-
tice and illustrates the co-constitutive aspects of housing justice and carceral abo-
litionism.79 To end the policing of housing is to make home in the valley.80

OUTLINE OF THE B O OK

In the following chapters, I attempt to tell this story in full, anchoring it in a longer 
history of the valley and illustrating its implications for larger questions affecting 
the nation today: what is the role and future of places like the Antelope Valley, how  
should we understand the voucher program and its place in housing policy,  
how is the nature of policing changing and to what ends, and where do the strug-
gles against policing and for housing justice meet?

In Chapter 1, I trace the first wave of Black movement to the Antelope Valley, 
which accompanied the valley’s first assumption of the role of spatial fix for Los 
Angeles. The valley quickly became an aerospace construction and testing hub for 
the military during and after World War II. Black families being pushed out of Los 
Angeles as the city enforced racial segregation and blocked public housing found 
the valley a lifeline. The chapter focuses on Sun Village, one of several all-Black 
communities around the periphery of Los Angeles. Sun Village thrived in the 
1950s and 60s, establishing the nation’s first public park named in honor of Jackie 
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Robinson, and participating in local and national NAACP organizing. Sun Village 
was simultaneously a sanctuary from the racism of the valley and Los Angeles 
more broadly, and a foundation from which to build new organizing to overcome 
it, characteristics consonant with bell hooks’s vision of home.81

To illustrate the sinews connecting Sun Village to Los Angeles, I anchor the 
chapter on the Prioleau family, tracing their civil rights organizing over two gen-
erations, from their establishment of the Bethel A.M.E. Church in Los Angeles 
to their struggle against eviction from Bruce’s Beach, from their desegregation of 
the City of Los Angeles’s swimming pools to their youngest daughter Lois Pat-
ton’s role in founding the Sun Village NAACP and breaking the wall of residential  
segregation that had once defined the Antelope Valley. This chapter shows how both 
racial capitalism and militarism shaped Los Angeles’s Black geography, including 
the relations between Black communities in the city’s core and its periphery. It 
places Sun Village among the constellation of Black places on that periphery.

In Chapter 2, I turn to the valley’s counter-revolution against fair housing. 
Despite overwhelming public backing, California’s conservative establishment 
could not successfully prevent fair housing law from taking hold. How its con-
stituents reacted to this failure to defend the valley’s manufactured segregation is 
a critical question in urban and political history. In the valley, these events seemed 
to validate the outsider approach of the white power movement, spearheaded 
in Los Angeles by preacher Wesley Swift. Swift exerted a tremendous influence 
on white supremacist politics across the country by recording and disseminat-
ing taped lectures developing the ideas of what would come to be known as the 
Christian Identity Movement. His career served as a bridge between the American 
Nazism of the 1930s and the white power movement of the 1970s.

Although Swift was influential locally and nationally, neither he nor the valley 
at large could undo the growing Black presence in the ‘70s, ‘80s, and ‘90s. This 
chapter shows how policing became the mechanism by which white homeowners 
reinvigorated their property rights. It illustrates how the war on crime’s extension 
into housing has created new powers for property owners through a thicket of 
civil, criminal, and administrative rules that turn the homes of poor renters into 
surveilled, quasi-carceral spaces. Through policies that allow governments and 
individuals to police housing and evict neighbors, property owners have regained 
the right to discriminate in housing.

Unable to defend their vision of the valley, its leaders have used policing to turn 
the homes of voucher tenants into indefensible spaces, permeable and precarious 
rather than private and protected. In Chapter 3, I focus on the city of Lancaster, 
where Mayor R. Rex Parris tried a variety of tactics to criminalize, remove, and 
prevent voucher renters from entering the city in the early 2000s (part of the sec-
ond spatial fix). Seeing most of them fail, Parris and other city leaders settled on 
a participatory policing regime. In this system, private renters and homeowners 
are empowered to surveil their neighbors and file complaints against them to the 
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city, Housing Authority, or police. Enough calls, regardless of merit, could result 
in a voucher tenant being evicted by their landlord, losing their voucher, or simply 
leaving in frustration.

The core of the chapter features anonymized interviews with forty-three pri-
vate renters and homeowners engaged in surveilling and policing their neighbors. 
From my conversations with them, I theorize that the reasons people participate in 
policing go beyond attitudes of anti-Blackness or opposition to welfare programs. 
Participation in policing offers status and other benefits that are of value to partici-
pants. In this way, building from the work of Cheryl Harris, policing is cognizable 
as a form of property. Policing as property illustrates the stakes that private prop-
erty owners and renters have in policing Black residents. To be able to police while 
others cannot, to degrade through policing, and to acquire a superior social status 
through policing—these are lucrative rewards not just in the Antelope Valley but 
in neighborhoods across the country.

Chapter 4 focuses on the targets of this policing, examining how the valley 
attacked tenants through degrading their homes, turning them into indefensible 
spaces. Forty anonymized interviews with tenants in the voucher program show 
the extent and wide-ranging consequences of the surveillance and policing being 
conducted by neighbors, the city, police, and housing officials. Casting social and 
family relationships as evidence that tenants were harboring “unauthorized ten-
ants,” neighbors and the local Housing Authority have brought broken-windows 
policing into the home. They launched roughly a thousand inspections of voucher 
tenants between 2007 and 2011, evicting hundreds each year. Paired with one-strike 
eviction policies based on drug and criminal charges, tenants faced a complex 
miasma of ways they could be evicted.

The most practical way to avoid this surveillance is to stay unknown and out  
of the public eye. Many voucher holders self-curtail a range of fully legal behaviors 
like inviting guests over, supporting family, and allowing children to play in the 
yard. In other words, the effect of the valley’s policing regime was to turn family 
and social bonds into eviction liabilities. Tenants bear these conditions because 
the protection of housing is of highest importance, finding alternate housing 
through the voucher program is extremely difficult, and being evicted or pushed 
out would also be disruptive to the lives and education of their children. Not only 
does this reality illustrate the long life of welfare’s “man in the house” rules and 
midnight raids, but it adds another case to the broad scholarship illustrating how 
social services have become venues of criminalization, surveillance, policing, and 
family separation. The result, I argue, is a devolution of home to mere shelter.

Finally, in chapter 5, I use interviews with local activists, public officials, civil 
rights attorneys, and tenants to review the ways that Black residents in the Ante-
lope Valley overturned some of the region’s worst policing practices. This mobiliza-
tion represents a continuation of earlier struggles waged by Black residents of Sun 
Village in the 1960s. I focus on the activism of one local group, The Community 
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Action League (TCAL), which responded to a wave of reports about voucher evic-
tions through mobilization on two registers: on one, they mobilized sustained 
community opposition to voucher policing, and on the other they filed litigation 
on behalf of evicted voucher tenants, helping to build the nation’s first federal suit 
asserting that policing practices violated fair housing. I interview members of 
TCAL who worked on this campaign and lawyers who worked on the case about 
their strategies. I follow the case’s settlement and examine how residents interpret 
its outcomes today. And I ask what implications this mobilization might have for 
similar cases in municipalities around the country.

In the book’s conclusion, I explore what the Antelope Valley’s case means for 
places like it around the nation. In the most narrow accounting, by eliminating 
policing programs that empowered white residents to police subsidized housing 
tenants, activists and their legal allies reduced the scope of policing in the Ante-
lope Valley, as well as the powers afforded to private homeowners and renters. 
Beyond the fight against policing, it was a fight for civil rights, for tenant rights, 
against eviction, and for home, family, and community. And in the broadest sense, 
it was a fight against the unjust social and economic order that has made dispos-
session, dispersal, and domination part of the cost of securing housing for low-
income households. In this way, it has something to offer our understanding of 
housing justice struggles in Los Angeles and across the country.

To suggest the Antelope Valley that could be, I explore the mutual stakes of 
efforts to reduce policing and punishment and efforts to secure housing justice. 
The two are conceptually linked: logics of punitiveness, retribution, and dispos-
ability echo across our systems of mass incarceration and mass eviction. If the 
policing of housing operates on the premise that some tenants deserve to be made 
homeless, its counter logic is the universal right to housing—homelessness is not 
an acceptable solution to any social problem. Tenants, including the ones whose 
stories are told in this book, do not have to be perfect to deserve housing.

From the valley’s case study, practical directions emerge. Cutting down the 
thicket of HUD regulations that disempower tenants, weaken their privacy rights, 
and increase eviction risks would make voucher tenants’ homes more private and  
stable as opposed to surveilled and precarious. And eliminating crime-free  
and nuisance housing ordinances would end their role as levers of eviction and 
segregation. More broadly, rather than policing scarce subsidized housing, we 
should expand public housing programs to meet their need, while supporting ten-
ants’ efforts to gain the power to determine the fate of their housing. Zooming out 
to the national level, I show that parts of this agenda are already well at work, and 
that the Antelope Valley’s legacy can be seen in efforts to challenge the policing of 
housing in places all around the country.
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Sun Village

The history of Sun Village is the history of the Antelope Valley and the history 
of America. . . . [It] should be sung throughout the valley.
—James Brooks

In 1962, Lois Patton and her family were the first Black residents to break the Ante-
lope Valley’s wall of segregation and move to a home in Palmdale. Lois and her 
husband Patrick founded the South Antelope Valley NAACP, participated in a diz-
zying number of community and religious organizations in Sun Village, and are 
remembered as among the most important figures in the Antelope Valley’s history. 
But Lois Patton was not born in Sun Village; indeed, when she was born it did 
not exist. She was the youngest daughter of George and Ethel Prioleau, a military 
family who had come to Los Angeles to retire at Bruce’s Beach, and who were  
subsequently evicted by its white supremacist society.

Tracing this family’s story across two generations, from Los Angeles to the 
Antelope Valley, illustrates how Los Angeles’s use of scarcity and segregation com-
bined to contain its Black residents within a small geography or push them out 
of the city altogether. In turn, however, their generations of resistance illustrate 
the continuities of struggle from core to periphery and across major shifts in Los 
Angeles’s economic geography.

This chapter, then, is about the first large wave of Black migration to the 
Antelope Valley in the aftermath of its first moment as a spatial fix for Los Angeles. 
Black movement to the valley occurred in the 1940s–1960s as families like the Pat-
tons moved to the valley to take jobs in its booming aerospace military industry 
and evade Los Angeles’s entrenched structures of racial segregation. Blocked from 
renting or purchasing property in the valley’s main cities Lancaster and Palmdale, 
they built a town called Sun Village on its periphery. It would come to be one 
of roughly two hundred Black towns across the United States, formed as refuges, 
experiments, and visions of alternate futures.1 Like many others, it quickly became a 
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site of community building and civil rights organizing, culminating in its residents 
breaking the wall of residential segregation, the key fulcrum of anti-Blackness in 
the valley for decades.2 And while it has had ebbs and flows of population, invest-
ment, and political power, the social and cultural institutions its founders created 
and its members have sustained, including the churches, park, and organizations 
described in this chapter, have endured throughout the valley’s history.

The circumstances that necessitated Sun Village happened at both the state 
and local level, as California and Los Angeles developed their housing systems 
along the twin imperatives of segregation and scarcity. In California, this was rep-
resented by the battles over two statewide referenda, both named Proposition 14, 
that concretized scarcity and segregation in the state. The first was a 1948 effort to 
create and fund a statewide public housing development agency. Despite its back-
ing by a broad coalition of unions and civil rights groups, it was defeated by the 
real estate industry’s political mobilization. The second, in 1964, represented that 
industry’s re-emergence as a statewide political force, as it used the referendum to 
reverse the state’s landmark Rumford Fair Housing Law.

In Los Angeles, the same commitments to segregation and scarcity would come 
to produce Sun Village. After World War II, Los Angeles County used the Ante-
lope Valley to capture military investment that was being marked for dispersal 
outside major coastal cities. Rather than losing these dollars, developing the valley 
allowed the county to continue to enjoy significant federal investment as well as 
the economic activity and taxes that flowed from it. Through this investment it 
provided white Angelenos good jobs and subsidized, segregated housing in the 
valley. While this process played out, Los Angeles was also forcing Black residents 
into a housing crisis. It enforced racially restrictive covenants that locked Black 
renters and purchasers out of wide swaths of available homes, while turning down 
federal dollars to build public housing in the city that might alleviate that crisis. 
These pressures forced Black residents to live within the crowded South Central 
area or consider moving to the city’s peripheries, igniting the first wave of Black 
migration to the valley and the construction of Sun Village.3

Tracing this history expands an understanding of Black Los Angeles across a 
broader geography of settlement and struggle. It illuminates how deeply American 
militarism has shaped the geography of Black Los Angeles, both by confining the 
geography of public housing in the city and by drawing Black residents to places 
like the valley to work in defense production. It will also show how reliance on 
the military for economic stability or racial progress has repeatedly failed. The 
communities made through these processes, like Sun Village, have at times been 
places of community building, freedom from restrictive covenants, and sites of 
civil rights organizing and popular mobilization. Crucially, many Sun Village resi-
dents remained connected to the larger freedom struggles of Los Angeles’s core. 
But Sun Village was not the only periphery of Los Angeles that became a site of 
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Black struggle, and its history can be productively linked to peripheries around 
the region that played such a role. Sun Village could be seen as part of an archipel-
ago of Black places ringing the Los Angeles core, places such as Allensworth, San 
Bernardino, Lanfair Valley, Coachella, Victorville, Indio, Valle Verde, and Palm 
Springs.4 The story of the Black desert, however, starts on a Black beach.

ENFORCING SEGREGATION IN LOS ANGELES

Lois Patton’s parents, Major George Washington Prioleau and Ethel Prioleau, 
arrived in Los Angeles in 1920 following his retirement from military service, pur-
chasing a home on 35th Place as well as a cottage at Bruce’s Beach. Located in 
the all-white city of Manhattan Beach, just south of Santa Monica, Bruce’s Beach 
became an important site of Black placemaking in the Los Angeles area. Willa 
and Charles Bruce had purchased the land to accommodate a seaside resort and 
residences for Black families. The resort included a cottage where visitors could 
purchase lunch, rent swimming clothes, and shower. It quickly became popular, 
attracting Black visitors, beachgoers, and vacationers, and even new residents, like 
the Prioleaus, who bought their own plots in the development.5

George Washington Prioleau was born to enslaved parents on May 15, 1856, in 
Charleston, South Carolina. As a young adult he attended Wilberforce University 
in Ohio, majoring in theology and beginning service as a pastor in an African 
Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church. Prioleau quickly rose to prominence. By 
1889 he became a professor of theology at Wilberforce, and in 1895 President Gro-
ver Cleveland appointed him chaplain of the 9th Cavalry in the US Army, one 
of the segregated Black Army regiments that came to be known as the Buffalo 
Soldiers. Prioleau was disaffected by his experience in the military, having encoun-
tered severe racism during his army recruitment work in the American South. He 
wrote public letters and editorials challenging racial segregation and criticizing 
“the hypocrisy of fighting a war for liberation in Cuba” while denying it at home.6 
Prioleau was deeply affected by the experience of soldiers being denied seating at 
restaurants and being jeered at by whites. Eventually, “he concluded that patriotic 
duty and military service would not erase the color line in the minds of many 
whites.”7 He left the army in 1920, retiring as a major. At the time the Prioleaus 
arrived, Los Angeles County’s Black population had just doubled, from just over 
9,000 in 1910 to over 18,000 in 1920.8

After settling in Los Angeles, the Prioleaus thrived. They began to attend the 
First A.M.E. Church, founded by Biddy Mason in downtown Los Angeles, but 
soon came to believe that Black residents on the west side needed a church closer 
to them. To fill this need, they established the Bethel A.M.E. Church at 1511 West 
36th Street in 1921. George devoted himself to the church, serving as pastor with-
out taking a salary and working on improving the building. In June of 1924, the 
Prioleaus welcomed their last child, Lois Emma, to the world.



Figure 7. Major George W. and Ethel S. Prioleau and Family, 1920. Source: Anna L. Gonzales.
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Yet Los Angeles remained committed to racial segregation. Its white 
population—represented by homeowners’ associations, the Ku Klux Klan and 
other violent collectives, and the whites-only real estate association—steadily built 
legal and social barriers to Black residential integration to prevent the prosper-
ity of the Prioleaus and others. They used restrictive covenants to prevent Black 
purchases, and when these were struck down by courts, re-wrote covenants to 
continue to forbid Black residents from occupying homes. Meanwhile, real estate 
agents refused to show properties in white neighborhoods to Black purchasers, 
and whites individually and communally used violence to maintain segregation. 
These forces worked to block Black residency outside the Central Avenue corridor, 
including Bruce’s Beach, which lay outside this line to the far west.9

White residents of Manhattan Beach were determined to evict the families liv-
ing in the Bruce’s Beach area. As early as 1915, they complained to the City Council 
about colored families gathering at Bruce’s Beach for picnics and leisure. White 
families complained to the city that the presence of Black families would decrease 
their property values. Led by real estate agent George Lindsey, who characterized 
Bruce’s Beach as a “negro invasion,” the city began to search for legal means to 
evict its residents.10 By 1924 the city council had passed an ordinance seizing the 
land by eminent domain to build a park. The Bruces responded by suing the city 
for racial discrimination, but to no avail.

The coming years were unrelenting. The KKK began organizing openly in the 
area, holding a lecture on the “Ideals of Pure Americanism” in 1924.11 Residents 
soon found themselves the target of arson and cross-burnings intended to drive 
them out of the area.12 In 1927, while painting the church, George Prioleau fell 
from a ladder, sustaining internal injuries that eventually proved fatal. He died 
on July 15, 1927.13 By 1929, all the Black property owners of the condemned lots 
had been forced to accept buyouts, knowing that violence would only escalate if 
they remained.14 Ethel Prioleau had the cottage moved from Bruce’s Beach to 25th 
Street and Bayview Drive, but restrictive covenants threatened much of the area, 
and the family remained at its 35th Place residence, near the Bethel A.M.E. Church 
it had established.

Meanwhile, Black activists and organizations across Los Angeles continuously 
fought against racial segregation throughout this period. The NAACP, Urban 
League, the California Eagle (led by activist and publisher Charlotta Bass), and 
others used collective action, political pressure, and legal challenges to steadily 
chip away at the city’s segregation structures during the 1920s, ‘30s, and ‘40s. They 
challenged restrictive covenants, protected Black homes from attack, ensured col-
lective awareness of social issues, and devised novel challenges to segregation.

The efforts extended to challenging segregated public accommodations as well, 
and it is here that the Prioleau family’s legacy of struggle reappears. Los Angeles 
began to officially segregate its public swimming pools in 1925. Early efforts to 
challenge the policy had foundered, having been met with rulings that the city had 
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reasonably provided separate but equal accommodations; the NAACP hesitated to 
try again for fear of a court setting a negative precedent. But Betty Hill, a founding 
member of the Los Angeles NAACP chapter, decided to press on with a campaign 
to desegregate public swimming pools, even if she lacked formal institutional sup-
port. She recruited her neighbor, Ethel Prioleau, to send her children to the Olym-
pic Park pool on a “whites only” day.15 Once turned away, Prioleau had grounds 
to sue, and Hill did so on her behalf. By 1931, Judge Walter S. Gates ruled in their 
favor, finding that the city’s segregationist pool policy was unconstitutional and 
ordering it to be ended.16 The victory was seen as a triumph with implications for 
civil rights struggles far beyond California, and Hill and Prioleau continued to 
work together in the years that followed, campaigning against segregation through 
the Women’s Political Study Club.

ENFORCING SCARCIT Y IN THE HOUSING MARKET

During this time, the city’s rising labor and civil rights groups also fought for 
the construction of public housing as a solution to the city’s racialized housing 
shortage. The city grew from about half a million residents in 1920 to 2 million in 
1950, and its Black population rose from 20,000 to 200,000 in that time. However, 
the city had not built enough housing to accommodate this wartime and Great 
Migration–driven growth. Tenants experienced overcrowding, lived in slum con-
ditions, and built shantytowns. Patterns of poor housing quality coincided with 
the city’s quickly entrenching patterns of racial segregation, reflecting national 
trends at the time.

Pressed into action, the Roosevelt administration assigned the Public Works 
Administration to clear slums and build housing, but the program was stymied 
by a court ruling that the government could not acquire land for public housing 
through eminent domain. Instead, the administration turned to federal legisla-
tion, passing the 1937 Housing Act to authorize the construction of public hous-
ing that would replace slum conditions with what it envisioned as decent, safe, 
and sanitary housing, authoring local public housing authorities to use eminent 
domain to acquire land and mobilize federal funds for construction.17

From the start, California’s conservative political actors were hostile to public 
housing. Republican Governor Frank Merriam vetoed the state bill that would 
enable state and local agencies to make use of federal public housing funds three 
times.18 But faced with enormous federal incentives and public pressure “from 
labor, civic organizations, religious groups, and mobilized groups within the city’s 
racial and ethnic communities” to build housing, Los Angeles created a local hous-
ing authority. In 1940, the Housing Authority completed its first project, Ramona 
Gardens in Boyle Heights, and ten more projects in the following years.19 Con-
struction was accelerated by the need to accommodate war workers. By 1945, more 
than 53,000 residents were living in 12,275 units of public housing.20 Following 
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federal guidelines, their racial composition and distribution had been carefully 
calibrated to match existing patterns of segregation. Yet another 100,000 residents 
had applied for public housing but could not be accommodated.

The system of racial segregation coupled with insufficient production of public 
housing fueled a prolonged housing crisis. Organizations in Los Angeles responded 
with demands for both fair housing and public housing.21 The city’s young Hous-
ing Authority was poised to contribute to both goals until it was met with con-
servative and business opposition, which framed public housing as a dangerous 
step towards socialism. The anti-public housing campaign successfully managed 
to stifle the movement, leaving Los Angeles with a relatively small stock of public 
housing compared to cities like New York and Chicago. The public housing that 
was built largely matched emergent patterns of segregation and spatial disadvan-
tage, with most projects located in South Central Los Angeles or East Los Angeles, 
or in predominantly Black neighborhoods like Venice’s Oakwood.22 Coupled with 
the practice of matching public housing residency patterns to existing patterns of 
racial segregation, public housing doubled down on racial segregation.

A wide public housing coalition of groups in Los Angeles turned to other levers 
of housing production as existing efforts failed to build enough public housing to 
solve the crisis. Civil rights groups like the NAACP and the National Negro Con-
gress, labor groups like the Los Angeles Building Trades Council, the California 
State Federation of Labor, the California CIO Council, and political groups like 
the Progressive Citizens of America wrote a statewide proposition that would cre-
ate a state housing authority authorized to use state finances to supplement local 
public housing construction. The measure—1948’s Proposition 14—was supported 
by public housing tenant councils, the American Veterans Association, Americans 
for Democratic Action, and the American Jewish Congress. But it was opposed by 
the Los Angeles Times, big business, and real estate associations. That well-funded 
opposition, and the Red Scare tactics it tapped into, defeated Proposition 14 by 
a 2–1 margin in November 1948.23 Two years later, voters in the state approved 
Proposition 10, a referendum to amend the state’s constitution (adding Article 34) 
to create a new hurdle to the construction of public housing by mandating that 
no new public housing could be built without electoral approval of local voters.24

The 1937 Housing Act had not provided enough funds to build public housing 
in sufficient quantities, a problem that persisted until an update to the Housing 
Act was passed in 1950. The new funding was used in cities around the country, but 
in Los Angeles, the city’s right wing had choked off the possibility of using those 
funds in a substantial way.25 One of the few ways public housing was able to grow 
in the city was by piggybacking on the war effort. Authorized by the Lanham Act 
and administered federally by the Federal Public Housing Authority and locally 
by the City Housing Authority, the city built “five permanent and twenty-one tem-
porary public war housing projects,” aiming to house the enormous workforce 
the war industry required.26 After the war, many of these projects were converted  
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(or converted back) to public housing. In this manner, the war industry shaped the 
geography of Black Los Angeles.

Like the struggle against segregation, the campaign for public housing showed 
how difficult it was to achieve a measure of housing justice in Los Angeles. But 
this did not mean that the government would never pour resources into hous-
ing construction for Los Angeles families. Antelope Valley’s coming boom would 
illustrate that if it served the needs of the white majority, there was no limit to the 
public investment that the government could muster.

THE VALLEY AS SAFET Y VALVE

For a time, the Antelope Valley remained a stranger to these developments. Its lack 
of access to water kept it sparsely populated and stifled any major economic growth, 
save for gold mining, alfalfa farming, and other low-water activities. This slowly 
began to change as Japanese farmers arriving in the 1910s developed new farm-
ing techniques that made larger-scale production possible. In the 1930s, the val-
ley’s farmers developed new wells that could solve the region’s irrigation problems. 
Now, the vast expanse of high desert could begin cultivating pears, apples, almonds,  
and livestock; soon it was marketing itself as Los Angeles’s future bread basket.

As the valley itself developed, outside eyes also began to see its value. During 
the Great Depression, the Civilian Conservation Corps opened a camp in Valy-
ermo, at the southern edge of the valley. Its weekly newspapers, published in 1935 
and 1936, chronicle the lives of young men working, learning, and playing sports 
in the camp, as well as visiting Palmdale and Lancaster for social outings.27 People 
sought out the valley for their health, hoping to benefit from its relatively clean air. 
Many went there for tuberculosis treatment and isolation, and some were forc-
ibly removed to the valley for treatment by Los Angeles police.28 But as its profile 
grew, it became clear that the Antelope Valley’s existing links to Los Angeles were 
insufficient. The county quickly authorized new highway construction to remedy 
this problem.

Throughout the early 1900s, Los Angeles relied on convict labor to build some 
of its most important infrastructure. Arresting people en masse using the state’s 
harsh anti-vagrancy law, the city put these convicts to work paving downtown’s 
dirt streets and facilitating the rapid economic development of the area.29 The same 
process unfolded in the effort to link the Antelope Valley to the urban core. Ange-
les Forest Highway construction started in 1932, and was carried out by convict 
labor.30 A county detention camp began the preliminary work, after which addi-
tional county funds were provided and additional labor was sourced from prisons. 
By 1936, three prison camps were staffing the construction project through the 
completion of twenty to thirty miles of roadway into the valley.31

These infrastructure connections made it possible to envision more growth for 
the valley, namely military investment. Indeed, the valley would come to represent 



30        Chapter 1

a cunning solution to a wartime crisis in Los Angeles. The region’s advantage, 
available land, had made it a hub of aerospace and defense industry development, 
but war planners also grew concerned that the concentration of development in 
major cities left them vulnerable to attack. The resulting imperative to decentralize 
defense production threatened to deprive Los Angeles of critical economic activity 
by relocating investment to other cities in the Sunbelt. But the valley presented a 
spatial fix for Los Angeles—satisfying the federal dispersal imperative while still 
allowing the county to capture its economic rewards in the form of investment, 
jobs, and tax receipts.32

In 1941, the Civil Aeronautics Authority, Works Progress Administration, and 
U.S. Army selected Palmdale as the site for a major airport and aviation train-
ing school, setting it on the path of military development that would shape its 
next several decades. The initial federal investment of $315,000 was followed that 
decade by hundreds of millions of dollars to expand the small bombing range 
and landing strip known as Muroc Field into a major site of wartime training, an 
installation now known as Edwards Air Force Base.33 To house these Air Force 
personnel, the region needed federal housing assistance. While the Red Scare had 
halted one form of public housing in the city, in the Antelope Valley the booming 
post-war aerospace economy saw a new boom of federal housing construction—
but again for aerospace and military workers. The post-war movement of Black 
Angelenos to the valley would soon reveal that this suburban, militarized form of 
public housing was segregated too.

In February 1943, the South Antelope Valley Press reported that Lancaster would 
soon be getting its first federally built housing project, Lancaster Homes.34 The 
project was “the first civilian family housing project in the United States to be 
authorized by the Defense Plant Corporation and the Army Air Force.” It had 
twenty buildings of four apartments each for families, alongside two additional 
buildings—one for single men and one for single women. The housing was built 
by the Defense Plant Corporation and spearheaded by the Polaris Flight Acad-
emy, which needed to provide housing for flight instructors, mechanics, and other 
training base workers. That Los Angeles was fighting public housing in the city 
but building it in the valley speaks to the narrow and militarized conditions under 
which it would adopt elements of social democracy.

This process of the war industry locating more plants in the valley and then 
building more housing to accommodate their workers continued throughout the 
decade. Another major plant was announced in 1943 for B-25 bomber construc-
tion. By 1946, the press was talking of a building boom forecasted for the Palmdale 
area, spurred mainly by the Civilian Production Administration which was autho-
rizing funds for the construction of one hundred private homes in the valley. The 
expansion of Edwards Air Force Base pushed the Federal Housing Administration 
to repurpose the Palmdale Air Base into another housing project for fifty fami-
lies.35 In 1946, Lockheed announced plans to relocate a flight assembly line from 
San Fernando Valley to fifty acres of land in Palmdale.36
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The next year, World War II ace Chuck Yeager broke the sound barrier at Muroc 
Field. It was a breakthrough moment, marking the valley’s ascendancy in military 
importance as well as its changing identity. Its old reputation as a hardscrabble 
place for gold mining and farming was giving way to a new reputation: aerospace 
valley. Pilots stationed at the Air Force base competed to outperform each other 
in flights as they pushed American air and space power forward. Off hours, they 
flocked to Pancho Barnes’s nearby Happy Bottom Riding Club to drink and swap 
stories.37 The space cowboys attracted the attention of Tom Wolfe, whose book The 
Right Stuff followed the pilots who trained for the U.S. space program’s first human 
space flight, Project Mercury.38 Wolfe’s book was adapted into a movie of the same 
name, spreading the valley’s lore farther into popular culture.

Development in the form of schools, additional housing, small businesses, dam 
construction, sewer lines, and trash collection grew in correlation to this invest-
ment, enabling Lockheed to invest again in the 1950s, this time $1.3 million to 
build a jet fighter plant.39 In 1952, the Air Force announced plans for $50 million 
in future construction spending.40 And the ongoing boom necessitated another 
round of federal housing creation, this time with the FHA permitting the con-
struction of 1,200 homes. The homes were to be sold or rented under relaxed credit 
standards to defense workers and members of the armed forces including Army, 
Navy, and Air Force servicemembers, as well as employees of Lockheed, Northrup, 
Douglas, and other military contractors who were also building hangars and other 
infrastructure in the region.41 Within a month, 12,500 people had applied for the 
homes.42 The postwar boom grew Palmdale’s population by 83 percent between 
1950 and 1953,43 when the city’s population topped 5,000 people living in an esti-
mated 1449 homes.44 The next year, Lockheed was showcasing its XFV prototype 
(a plane built for the Navy that would take off and land vertically) while Corvair 
was announcing plans to build a $2.5 million facility for F-102 interceptor jets for 
the Air Force. The FHA stepped in again that year, using Title IX of the Housing 
Act (empowering the construction of housing in critical defense areas) to issue an 
additional 600 mortgages for the valley.45

Despite federal desegregation of the armed forces, Palmdale and Lancaster’s 
whites-only nature remained rigidly intact through the military boom years of the 
‘40s, ‘50s, and ‘60s.46 And just as the valley’s land was segregated, so too became 
its sky.

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy selected Ed Dwight to begin training to be 
the nation’s first Black astronaut. Dwight grew up near an air field in Kansas City, 
watching pilots fly planes and mechanics repair them. He joined the Air Force 
in 1953, quickly rising to the top of his class, earning rave reviews from instruc-
tors and superiors. And so it was an unsurprising surprise that he was chosen for 
astronaut training—stunning that any Black man was selected, but logical that it 
would be Ed Dwight.

NASA training took place at Edwards Air Force Base, in the northern part 
of the Antelope Valley, meaning Dwight landed in a region defined by white 
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economic, political, and social power, perpetuated by what one of Sun Village’s 
long-time pastors, Bishop Henry Hearns, described in an interview as “the same 
old Mississippi ideas.” No one more powerfully symbolized the valley than Chuck  
Yeager, who had become flight school commandant by the time Dwight  
arrived. Yeager had made the Antelope Valley famous but was now being usurped 
by a Black man with national press attention like the valley had never seen—
Dwight was invited to speaking engagements, given awards in the city, asked for 
photographs, and interviewed by magazines. And so Yeager, buttressed by the 
rumors that Dwight had been chosen for his race rather than his capabilities, 
determined not to let him succeed. In a 2019 interview with the New York Times, 
Dwight recalled learning that on the day he arrived, Yeager promised the base, 
“We can get him out of here in six months. We can break him.” As training con-
tinued, Dwight recalled, “Every week, right on the dot, he’d call me into his office 
and say, ‘Are you ready to quit? This is too much for you and you’re going to kill 
yourself, boy.’ Calling me a boy and I’m an officer in the Air Force.”47

The story from there becomes murky. Even in a video interview half a century 
later, Dwight does not speak directly about his treatment, though the Air Force 
has obliquely apologized for it. But one thing is clear: Captain Ed Dwight couldn’t 
get to the moon from the Antelope Valley. Though he graduated from the training, 

Figure 8. Ed Dwight poses with wife and children, April 1, 1963. Source: George Birch. Los 
Angeles Public Library Photo Collection/Los Angeles Public Library.
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he knew he had somehow been stonewalled by Yeager and Edwards Air Force 
Base. So, he left the service in 1966, entering private life before becoming a world-
renowned sculptor. It would take until 1983 for Lieutenant Colonel Guion Bluford, 
Jr., to become the first Black astronaut to reach space.

SUN VILL AGE

Whatever NASA leadership thought at the time, in the light of history it seems 
obvious that Ed Dwight was never going to be allowed to succeed in the Ante-
lope Valley. It would take until 2024 for Dwight, then ninety years old, to reach 
space through the civilian Blue Origin program.48 White supremacy was the domi-
nant organizing principle of the valley from the very start of its military indus-
trial boom. In some ways, the valley temporarily achieved a system of apartheid  
that was more complete than in Los Angeles itself. With few exceptions, Black 
workers whose labor was necessary to the region’s white wealth were completely 
segregated within the valley—clustering just east of Palmdale in what was to 
become known as Sun Village. The process ensured that the white valley was more 
middle-class because its low-wage workers were simply not there.

While the postwar boom of desegregated defense industry jobs offered an alter-
native to the discriminatory hiring practices of Los Angeles proper, Black work-
ers could only access employment on the lower rungs of the industry and they 
could not live in the cities where they were employed. Unable to purchase or rent 
homes in Palmdale and Lancaster, Black workers often had to find difficult work-
arounds. Peg Lee, a retired administrator of the Jackie Robinson Park in Sun Vil-
lage, recounted that Black workers from Watts and Compton would commute to 
the Antelope Valley, or sometimes find temporary accommodations during the 
week before returning to the city on weekends. Daisy and Oscar Gibson exempli-
fied the problem. Daisy was a comedian and actress, but her husband Oscar was 
the first Black employee of the Shopping Bag grocery store in Lancaster. He had 
to commute from Los Angeles, a trip that took two hours each way before better 
roads and highways were built.

This unsustainable dynamic found the beginnings of a solution in the late 1940s 
when Melvin Ray Grubbs partnered with the white owners of the Sun Village Land 
Corporation to sell a thousand acres of land five miles east of Palmdale, across the 
dry stream bed known as Little Rock Wash.49 Born in Oklahoma in 1900, Grubbs 
was a Black lawyer who moved from Chicago to California to begin working in real 
estate.50 Through his company, Sun Village Incorporated, he made the lots avail-
able for purchase by Black families.51 Bishop Henry Hearns explained Grubbs’s 
strategy to me as finding ways to thrive under conditions of segregation. “He had 
very choice words, ‘Ain’t no use trying to get so and so up off your back, because 
they don’t want you. So why don’t we build our own community right here?’” His 
approach was deeply political and pragmatic at once, and it found success quickly. 
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Sun Village would quickly establish its own institutions to provide for residents 
what they needed in a manner as independent of the valley as possible. Oscar and 
Daisy Gibson moved to Sun Village in 1959.

Newspapers covered Sun Village early on. A 1947 headline in the South 
Antelope Valley Press read: “Colored Sub-Division Being Promoted East of  
Palmdale.”52 Sun Village meant the chance to buy land and build a home outside 
of the structures of racially restrictive covenants. And even after 1948 Shelley v. 
Kraemer ruling invalidating the enforcement of such covenants, it continued 
to represent a place of relative and contingent housing freedom: free from the 
California Real Estate Association’s discriminatory guidelines, free from HOLC’s 
redlining, free from discrimination by white sellers and renters. Peg Lee explains, 
“They couldn’t build their home in Watts, or Compton, remember, or even certain 
parts of Los Angeles. So, a lot of them did build homes there. But, a lot of them 
had wanted to move out. It was cheaper to move outside the city.” Lee situated Sun 
Village as an escape or workaround to the restrictive covenant system, explaining 
that “it was the only place that they could stay outside of LA besides Valle Verde.”53

Word about Sun Village got around. It was advertised on Hunter Hancock’s 
radio show in Los Angeles and in Los Angeles Times classifieds, and soon Black 
Angelenos began moving up in greater numbers.54 By 1954 the Los Angeles Sentinel, 
one of the region’s most important Black newspapers, was reporting on the Ante-
lope Valley as a “land of opportunity,” citing its population boom (30 percent in 
1953), its employment opportunities in the desegregated defense industry, and the 
$20 million in defense appropriations that were flowing into the valley for housing 
and other development.55 Ads noted that living in Sun Village offered some level of 
self-sufficiency, including the ability to farm and raise animals, and many residents 
recall doing so.56

But insofar as the Antelope Valley was relatively underdeveloped in the 1940s 
and ‘50s, Sun Village was even more-so—it lacked gas, electricity, paved roads, and 
sewage services. Covering the region’s history in a 2012 article for the Los Angeles  
Times, Ann Simmons described Virginia Joe Miller and her husband Jerry’s 
first years in Sun Village: “Jerry’s commute to his job driving a catering truck at 
Edwards Air Force Base was more than 30 miles away. The couple used a generator 
for indoor lighting. Houses were scattered through the settlement. Some nights, 
the streets were so dark that residents coming home late stayed with friends on the  
outskirts of town because they couldn’t find their houses.” Simmons wrote of 
another early resident, “Cecil J. Harris, 79, recalled that his mother, a domestic 
worker, bought an acre in 1945 and built a home out of used lumber. There was no 
gas. People kept propane tanks in their yard.”57

Residents reflecting on Sun Village’s history talked about how segregation 
was enforced during these early decades. Commenting to the Los Angeles Times 
in 1989, William Shaw explained, “Blacks couldn’t live in Palmdale,” and added 
that Palmdale residents “would tell you that directly to your face.”58 Bishop Henry 
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Hearns recounted moving to the Antelope Valley in 1965 to work at Edwards Air 
Force Base and coming face to face with the valley’s strict segregation:

There weren’t that many people here, but Palmdale and Lancaster did not welcome 
African-Americans into the city. Not at all. So in the process of that, I started work-
ing out at Edwards and became the chief of the environmental office out there. Began 
to meet some of the white people who lived in Palmdale and Lancaster, some of the 
pastors who were white who pastored the churches in Palmdale and Lancaster and 
we became friends.

So I was able to get in and out of those cities by the relationships I had with those 
people who were there. But the realtors would never send us to buy a house in Palm-
dale nor Lancaster because they knew you weren’t welcome.

When asked how formal this system was, Hearns explained that realtors infor-
mally upholding white racism was sufficient to keep the region separate: “Well 
they knew what the conditions were in Palmdale and Lancaster. They just weren’t 
going to send you there.” But even if realtor steering appeared informal, Daniel 
Martinez HoSang notes that it was entrenched in the California Real Estate Asso-
ciation (CREA)’s Code of Ethics until 1951. The organizations’ formal guidance to 
realtors in the state instructed realtors never to introduce to a neighborhood “a 
character of property or occupancy, members of any race or nationality, or any 
individual whose presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in the 
neighborhood.”59

Another resident recalled her parents having to drive to and from Sun Vil-
lage using back roads, because Black motorists would be shot at if seen driving 
on Highway 14. In a 1989 article about Sun Village, Sebastian Rotella described 
how dangerous it was for Black residents to drive through the white regions of the  
valley: “Another longtime resident, who worked at North American Aviation, 
the forerunner of Rockwell International, recalled an unpleasant ritual: County 
sheriff ’s deputies would stop and search his car regularly on Palmdale Boulevard 
as he headed for a midnight maintenance shift.”60 In another Sun Village retro-
spective, reporter Ann Simmons wrote, “Racial prejudice was rife in neighboring 
communities, where a black person could wait three hours to get served in a res-
taurant or store.”61

In these conditions, Sun Village residents developed strong religious institu-
tions, civic organizations, and civil rights mobilizations. These pathways wove 
together during the 1950s and 1960s. In 1950, Pastor R. E. Edwards opened the 
First Missionary Baptist Church in Sun Village, on 100th Street East. The church 
was known as “The Tent” as its first incarnation was as a wooden structure with 
a tent canopy. Edwards led the church until 1965 when Bishop Henry Hearns, the 
son of a Mississippi sharecropper, came to the valley to work at Edwards Air Force 
Base. Under Hearns, the church gained an educational building, and then in 1975 
a new sanctuary on the site of the original church (with its cornerstone intact). 
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Today, with newer, larger buildings, it is known as the Living Stone Cathedral  
of Worship.

Bishop G. L. Talley, an early and longtime civic leader in Sun Village, was born 
in Texarkana, Arkansas, in 1918, moving to Los Angeles in 1939. After becoming 
a minister, he served in the war, and returned to become a barber. In 1951, he 
purchased land in Sun Village and moved there with his family. The Antelope Val-
ley Press report on his life emphasized that Talley bought the land sight unseen, 
illustrating the distance involved in such a move, the difficulty of transit between 
the city and valley, and the risk that those moving were willing to take. Talley 
founded the Antelope Valley Church of God in Christ in 1952. It too operated 
from a home in its first years, before a church was built and opened in 1956. Tal-
ley later served as the first president of the Sun Village Chamber of Commerce. 
Also in 1956, Sun Village residents founded the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church (later called the St. John A.M.E. Church) in the home of Reverend and  
Mrs. X. C. Runyon.

Churches were not the only social institution to grow in the desert. In 1954, 
Sun Village residents, led by Bernyse Hunter, and including members such as Jesse 
Culver, founded the Sun Village Women’s Club, both a social organization and a 
major force in building and improving Sun Village.62 As a letter from the club to 
the California State Association of Colored Women’s Clubs described, the group’s 
early work was oriented around services and education for their children: “We 
were successful in getting some of our streets black-topped so that buses would 
come into our area to pick up our children. We were also successful in getting the 
first Negro teacher hired in the Keppel Union School District.”63

This work securing resources and access for children was necessarily also the 
work of civil rights, another major focus of organizing in Sun Village. As Lee 
recalls, although Black students were allowed to enroll at Palmdale High School, 
children were not allowed to play there. So, the club turned to making its own park 
in Sun Village. Jessie Carroll, elected as president in 1957, led the effort to purchase 
several acres of land that would be given to the county for the construction of a 
public park, eventually completed in 1965.

THE JACKIE ROBINSON PARK

The Sun Village Women’s Club focused on parks and public space as part of their 
broader efforts to secure educational access for children, resources such as paved 
roads and lighting for the area, and community building events for youth. Elected 
president of the Sun Village Women’s Club in 1957, Jessie Carroll led an effort to 
acquire land and secure an agreement from the county to develop the land into 
a public park. The club held fundraisers, secured donations from Sun Village  
residents, and pooled together its own members’ donations to acquire adjacent 
plots of land in the future park site. As it secured these parcels, it sold them to 
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the county in coordination with County Supervisor Warren M. Dorn. In 1958, the 
county purchased four acres from the club and from Jessie and Bruce F. Carroll 
for a total of $4,025.64 By 1960, they had expanded the site to nine acres, and with 
Dorn’s support, the county had agreed to name the park after Jackie Robinson.65 

As the Valley Times reported,

A nine-acre recreational site in the Sun Village area of Antelope Valley has been 
named Jackie Robinson Park in honor of the first Negro to break into major league 
baseball. The Board of Supervisors approved a motion made by Warren M. Dorn 
who said the name was suggested by the Sun Village Women’s Club. ‘It is fitting that 
Los Angeles County honor Jackie Robinson, who was born and educated here and 
who began his athletic career at Pasadena Junior College and UCLA,’ Dorn said.66

This was to be the first park in the nation named in Robinson’s honor, and it 
made for a sharp contrast with Robinson’s own life history. In his autobiography, 
Robinson recalls white neighbors in his hometown of Pasadena calling the police 
on his family, signing petitions to attempt to remove them, and harassing him 
and his brother when they were outside their home.67 In contrast to the park now 
planned in his honor, Robinson grew up with only limited access to public accom-
modations. Pasadena’s Brookside Park had been gifted to the city by the family of 
Robert Owens, one of the most prominent Black landowners in the area during 
the 1800s. But the city segregated the park and limited Black residents to access 
its pool just one day a week, Wednesdays. Despite Betty Hill and Ethel Prioleau’s  
pool desegregation victory in Los Angeles, Pasadena maintained its segregated pool  
until 1947.68

But just because the county had agreed to support a park in Sun Village did not 
mean it would be created. To force the issue, Jessie Carroll argued to the county 
supervisors that five hundred families and a total of one thousand children in Sun 
Village had no opportunities for organized recreation. Her persuasion led to the 
county approving $171,205 in construction funds in 1962. The groundbreaking 
took place on November 19, 1963, and construction lasted nearly two years.69 The 
park, with community facilities, a children’s playground designed with aerospace 
themes, open fields, and a baseball diamond, was completed and dedicated on 
June 16, 1965. The Los Angeles City Council voted unanimously to declare the day 
Jackie Robinson Day, and Robinson attended the dedication in Sun Village.

Soon, the park was in constant use. A schedule published in the Antelope  
Valley Press in 1966 shows time slots stretching from 9:00 a.m. on Monday to 7:00 
p.m. on Sunday, filled with volleyball, table games, children’s story hour, sewing 
and knitting classes, softball, archery, swimming trips, and arts and crafts.70 Aerial 
photos taken in 1968 show the park as an oasis of greenery surrounded by tracts of 
desert dotted with Sun Village’s homes.

In a 1970 retrospective, the Sun Village Women’s Club’s leaders wrote, “We are 
few in number to some of the clubs that belong to the National Association of  
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Figure 9. Sun Village Women’s Club with Jackie Robinson and Supervisor Warren Dorn at 
the Jackie Robinson Park groundbreaking. Source: County of Los Angeles Department of Parks 
& Recreation.

Colored Women’s Clubs, Inc. but with a president like Mrs. [Jessie] Carroll and 
with the determined few we have, we intend to live up to our motto, “Building 
as We Climb.”‘ The park they built in Sun Village remains a vital community 
institution today.

SUN VILL AGE’S  CIVIL RIGHT S MOVEMENT

On June 27, 1956, the NAACP Board of Directors voted to charter the South Ante-
lope Valley Branch of the NAACP, along with branches in Roselle, New Jersey, 
and Milton, West Virginia.71 Of the twenty-four branches in Southern California, 
South Antelope Valley was the smallest. Records indicate that the branch had  
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69 dues-paying members in its first year, then subsequently 73, 61, 22, 35, 135, and 
112 in 1962. Its president was Lois Emma Prioleau Patton, the youngest child of 
Major George Washington and Ethel Prioleau.

As a child, she attended grade school in Los Angeles, and then started college 
at the University of Southern California in 1943, taking night classes so she could 
work as a clerk and typist during the day.72 In 1947, she married Patrick N. Patton, 
a Lockheed employee working on aircraft assembly at its Burbank plant. But their 
story soon came to resemble that of Daisy and Oscar Gibson. When Patrick was 
transferred to Lockheed’s Palmdale plant in 1954, the family attempted to move to 
Palmdale. Turned away, they purchased an acre in Sun Village.73

Following in her mother’s footsteps, Lois applied for a teaching position at 
Keppel Union School in 1957 and became the second Black teacher ever hired 
there. While teaching at Keppel, she continued to finish her bachelor’s degree, 
commuting to San Fernando Valley State College (now known as California State 
University Northridge), and eventually earning a master’s degree from the Uni-
versity of La Verne. And she founded the South Antelope Valley chapter of the 
NAACP, serving as its president during much of the 1960s.

Figure 10. Aerial View of Jackie Robinson Park, July 22, 1968. Source: County of Los Angeles 
Department of Parks & Recreation.
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Figure 11. Lois Patton. Sources: Lancaster Museum of Art and History, Patton Family.

One of the first activities of the SAV-NAACP was to support NAACP organizing 
in Little Rock, Arkansas. Patton and Freedom Fund Drive chairwoman Mrs. 
Edward Turley helped the branch raise money for the NAACP’s Freedom Fund. 
The chapter made the “Honor Roll of Branches Contributing to the Freedom 
Fund” in 1957 with a contribution of at least $100.74 The branch also had a youth 
council with reports of roughly twenty or more participants during the late 1950s 
and early ‘60s. NAACP Field Secretary Althea T. L. Simmons visited the youth 
conference in late May, 1962.75

The South Antelope Valley Press, the main newspaper covering the region dur-
ing these years, maintained a “news from” section with reports of activity from 
the area’s smaller communities—places like Llano, Littlerock, Pearlblossom, and 
Quartz Hill. The reports covered the social and economic lives of residents of 
these areas, from the important to the mundane. By 1958, Sun Village residents 
had gotten their community included in the section, and for several years Sun 
Village’s everyday happenings were included alongside that of other well-known 
and predominantly white areas of the valley. Maurice McGowan (also involved  
in the A.M.E. Church), wrote the first “News from Sun Village” columns, which 
were also written by Clifton L. Hightower, Mary Watkins, and Saleta Gibson. His 
earliest report in the paper covers a 1958 graduation ceremony organized by the Sun 
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Village Women’s Club for the village’s students who had graduated from Palmdale 
High School. The event was held in the First Missionary Baptist Church with Rev-
erend Edwards as a speaker. Other reports in the column illustrated connections 
between Sun Village and Los Angeles, as residents traveled down to the city for 
church conventions, or invited speakers up to make presentations in Sun Village.

While many of the activities covered in the “News From Sun Village” section 
were implicitly political, the section soon began to include the town’s much more 
explicit political work. The February 21, 1958, issue describes the Negro History 
Week organizing in progress, including a day of education and activities held at 
Reverend Edwards’s First Missionary Baptist Church. The day centered around  
a talk by Professor Frank Whitley titled, “The History of Negro Advancement as a 
People.” The next column on the page provides the first account of the South Ante-
lope Valley (Sun Village) NAACP—congratulating the group on its 1957 fundrais-
ing for the NAACP Freedom Fund and conveying a thank-you from the chapter’s 
president to community members who contributed. The next week’s “News From 
Sun Village” feature told of the remainder of 1958’s Negro History Week, including 
a program on the lives of singer Marian Anderson and diplomat Ralph Bunche, 
and the recitation of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poetry. In 1962, another Negro His-
tory Week report recounted a teach-in by South Antelope Valley NAACP leaders 
Walter Spiva and Patrick Patton at the Community Methodist Church in Lan-
caster. The paper reported that “topics of discussion were on national sit-ins, Free-
dom Riders, and the local problems of minority groups in the Antelope Valley.”76 

These reports illustrated how Sun Village’s community building was transform-
ing into a struggle to desegregate the region, a struggle which brought the local 
NAACP into the larger Civil Rights Movement.

In the organization’s 1960 appeal to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
Housing Chairman Patrick N. Patton described a three-part fulcrum of racial 
apartheid facing Black residents: education, employment, and housing segrega-
tion. He reported that Lancaster and Palmdale had been closed to Black residents, 
workers, and students.77 First, his memo noted how realtors worked with lenders 
to exclude Black purchasers from the market, explaining, “The realtors have an 
agreement among themselves not to sell to Negroes, they are also in an agreement 
with the financial institutions that they are not to approve a Negroes credit.” The 
memo noted that this forced some to move back to Los Angeles, but others who 
wanted to stay in the valley experienced racial steering, which also created segre-
gated schooling. “Every realtor refers all Negroes to a place called Sun-Village. . . .  
This condition causes all of the elementary school age Negroes to report to two 
schools which are located in Littlerock, Calif.” Finally, Patton noted that the sys-
tem was ingrained by restrictive covenants, meaning it would persist indefinitely 
unless changed. “We also know that in the sales contract that there is a clause stat-
ing that they can not resell to Negroes.” He added, “The intensity of this condition 
is becoming alarmingly worse.”
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Figure 12. Patrick N. Patton does flush riveting on a P-38 wing jig at Lockheed Aircraft  
Corporation in Burbank. Source: Housing Authority Collection/Los Angeles Public Library.

In response, the South Antelope Valley NAACP engaged in a decade-long 
fight to integrate education, secure fair employment practices, and end residential  
segregation, efforts that, while not fully successful, would transform the  
Antelope Valley.

The report’s focus on education, employment, and housing was mirrored by the  
organization’s work in the decade to follow. Starting with education, the South 
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Antelope Valley NAACP recognized that because effective racial segregation 
required both segregated housing and segregated schools, the work of segregating 
the Antelope Valley required the construction of schools within Black neighbor-
hoods. This would preclude Black students from attending schools in farther-away 
white neighborhoods, and allow them to be given worse educations if the schools 
were disparately funded. The Keppel Union School Board, faced with a growing 
Black population within one part of its mostly white district, tried just such a tactic 
to ensure that Sun Village’s children could not attend school in Palmdale and Lan-
caster. The proposal involved the use of a bond measure to fund the school’s con-
struction, but the bond required a public vote. The South Antelope Valley NAACP 
encouraged voters to reject the bond to prevent the advancement of segregated 
schooling. A report on their activities in 1963 described a first victory in this cam-
paign: “A proposed bond issue to build a junior high school in Littlerock (Keppel 
Union School District) failed this week. NAACP branch officials have opposed the 
proposed location of the school on the grounds that it would result in a de facto 
segregated school.”

The NAACP defeated the bond measure twice, and as a result, the board was 
pushed to respond to Sun Village residents who made clear that the plans would 
entrench segregation in the valley. As Althea Simmons noted in her 1963 West 
Coast Regional report:

The Citizens Fact Finding Committee, organized after the second defeat of a bond 
issue which will be used to build a school that NAACP claims would be a de facto 
segregated one, submitted a report to the School Board stating that: ‘ . . . ultimately 
the district must choose between a system of segregated schools, or spending extra 
money for transportation or build more tiny ‘half ’ (schools without cafeteria, library, 
multi-purpose room or sheltered play area) schools ringing the Negro area.’

The board chose segregation, attempting the bond again in 1964. This time it 
made the NAACP the villain of the campaign, and the tactic worked. The Superin-
tendent of the Keppel Union School District published a 2-column 18-inch appeal 
in the local press urging citizens not to “let NAACP deprive your children of an 
education.” That appeal had more sway than the NAACP’s argument that the dis-
trict’s plan would result in the de facto segregation of the region’s schooling. The 
NAACP lost the vote 653 to 254. The Board’s assurances that it favored integration 
and that it could use busing to promote integration in the future if needed did little 
to assuage civil rights concerns.78

These concerns were well-founded, and they extended beyond education into 
struggles to achieve Black economic power in a series of employment battles in 
the valley. While the Antelope Valley’s economy was growing through agriculture, 
aerospace, and defense contractor employment, the vibrant Los Angeles labor 
movement also took the opportunity to unionize workplaces across the valley. A 
1952 report by the California Federal of Labor noted that “due to the increased 
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building activity in the Antelope Valley area, the Council has established a branch 
office in the Palmdale-Lancaster area where many contracts have been signed, and 
the membership of the local unions has increased considerably by the organizing 
activities through the Lancaster office.”79

By 1956, the federation reported that “95 per cent of the building in this valley at 
present is union,” and reported the existence of Carpenters, Painters, Lathers and 
Teamsters Unions, as well as unionization campaigns by the Typographical Union, 
Butchers, Clerks, Barbers, Culinary Workers, Building Services, and Machinists 
(who were organizing at Lockheed, North American, Northrop and Convair).80 

By 1957, federation reports treated the region as a labor stronghold, writing that 
“Activities in the Antelope Valley area continue full scale, with organizing efforts 
by the several service trades as well as the building trades.” After noting that union 
representatives had roles in highway planning for the valley, the federation con-
cluded that, “This previously farm and ranch area is rapidly becoming an urban 
area, and is accepting the philosophy of organized labor readily. . . .”81

By the 1960s, however, the Antelope Valley remained a two-tiered economy 
that either excluded or subordinated Black workers. Organizing against this sys-
tematic economic segregation became an important part of the South Antelope 
Valley NAACP’s work. Herbert Hill, national labor secretary of the NAACP, was 
invited to Palmdale to speak about civil rights on September 27, 1963.82 He fell 
ill and was replaced by Max Mont, the representative for the West Coast Labor 
Committee of the NAACP and the West Coast Executive Director of the Jewish 
Labor Committee. Mont, on behalf of Hill, urged workers in the valley to report 
discrimination on the job to Hill and the NAACP’s Los Angeles office.83 This infor-
mation-gathering was put to good use, as the South Antelope Valley NAACP was 
able to pressure aerospace companies to promote Black employees. Noting that 
“The President’s Executive Order forbidding discrimination in hiring or upgrad-
ing by firms engaged in governmental contracts has not been implemented by 
effective enforcement procedures,” Simmons reported that NAACP branches had 
to individually pressure firms to hire and promote Black workers. Through this 
strategy, Simmons wrote, South Antelope Valley NAACP had been able “to get 
eight Negroes upgraded to lead men on the B-70 program” whereas previously 
there had only been one, and secured promotions from B to A mechanics for 150 
additional Black workers.84 Every job counted—Simmons’s reports to the national 
office sometimes included reports of single hires in important circumstances, such 
as a Black secretary being hired at a bank in Quartz Hill.

While the Pattons helped lead employment desegregation work through the 
SAV-NAACP, they, like the Prioleaus in the prior generation, made the work 
a family affair. One of the Pattons’ children, David, recounted how his parents 
involved him in a campaign against employment segregation in the valley when he 
was a junior at Palmdale High School. One evening his parents told him to apply 
for a job at the local supermarket, Shopping Bag. Lois and Patrick had just come 
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home from a Palmdale Chamber of Commerce meeting where the SAV-NAACP 
had issued a warning that they would organize a boycott of the local businesses 
unless they began employing more minorities. Shopping Bag’s hiring manager had 
been in attendance, and the Pattons wanted to see if the warning swayed him; like 
most businesses in the valley, Shopping Bag had few if any Black workers. David 
got the job.

Over the next several decades, pressure on the valley’s major industries to hire 
Black employees, promote and pay them fairly, and end workplace discrimina-
tion and harassment would continue. But these efforts would be exceeded by the 
larger fight against residential segregation that the South Antelope Valley NAACP 
fought through the 1960s. Their work included documenting their circumstances, 
attempting to break the color line in the Antelope Valley, and advocating for state 
and federal fair housing legislation, namely California’s 1963 Rumford Fair Housing  
Act and the federal 1968 Fair Housing Act.

The Pattons became the first family to break the Antelope Valley’s color line 
in 1962. Risking abuse and violence, and with the help of a Black realtor, the Pat-
tons purchased a home in Palmdale in 1962. Although few written histories of Sun 
Village or the South Antelope Valley NAACP exist, this moment is consistently 
reported in them and cited as a moment that began to change the balance of power 
in the valley. Lois would continue to serve in the SAV-NAACP, teach at Keppel, 
and sing in the church choir with Patrick.

But the Pattons’ individual success could not be scaled up in the face of broad 
structures of racial discrimination and economic inequality. The SAV-NAACP 
joined the statewide NAACP campaign to pass Byron Rumford’s Fair Housing 
Bill. The “Letters for AB 1240” campaign engaged local branches in efforts to push 
the state assembly to pass the measure. While branches in the city were securing 
community organizations’ endorsements and presenting at the UAW’s statewide 
labor conference, SAV-NAACP organized letters from Sun Village. Simmons’s 
1963 report about branch activities praised the chapter’s “commendable” role in 
the campaign.85

The fair housing campaign proved partly successful. Republicans gutted the bill 
through an amendment that exempted single-family homes; the final law applied 
mostly to large apartment buildings and public housing. But its passage on Sep-
tember 20, 1963, represented an important step along a trajectory of desegrega-
tion, strengthening past legislation and complementing efforts in other areas like 
employment. Immediately thereafter, in October 1963, Fred Carter, a consultant 
for the Fair Employment Practices Commission, visited the Antelope Valley to 
explain the Rumford Fair Housing Act and how it related to Black households  
in the area.

But opportunities to capitalize on the Rumford Act were short-lived. As the next 
chapter will describe, the law would be temporarily overturned by 1964’s Proposi-
tion 14, and it would take until 1966 for Proposition 14 to be ruled unconstitutional, 
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and 1968 for Congress to supersede Rumford with the stronger Fair Housing Act. 
Nevertheless, as the sixties progressed, Black residents increasingly dispersed 
through the Antelope Valley while continuing to press for social and economic 
advancement. These developments unsettled the valley’s decades-long spatially 
organized power structure, and necessitated a period of re-organization.

Amidst all the records of organizing against Jim Crow in the desert, an update 
related to policing appeared in a February 1963 compendium of NAACP West 
Coast Regional Branch Reports. Ten incidents of police brutality had been 
reported to the NAACP in Los Angeles. And three had been reported in the Ante-
lope Valley, with SAV-NAACP responding by requesting official investigations of 
the matters.86 While the monthly reports do not convey details of the incidents 
or counter-organizing, they show that this mechanism of subordination, which 
would come to be the main fulcrum of inequality in the valley, had always been 
present. In the next chapter, I trace the valley’s myriad efforts to preserve its social 
hierarchies, and to ensure that desegregation would not equate to desubordina-
tion. While not always successful, these efforts broadened conservative politics to 
touch on more spheres of life in the latter half of the twentieth century. Over time, 
these campaigns of violence and institutionalized discrimination would coalesce 
into policing. Policing would come to manage the valley’s transformation from a 
hierarchy based on spatial exclusion to one based on subordination amid inclu-
sion. Yet, as this book will trace, the institutions built by the SAV-NAACP and Sun 
Village Women’s Club would remain vital and present in the struggles yet to come.
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Redeeming the Right to Discriminate

Take a day and walk around
Watch the Nazis run your town
Then go home and check yourself
You think we’re singing ‘bout someone else?
—Frank Zappa, “Plastic People”

C OVENANT S

In 1946, Pastor Wesley A. Swift endorsed the Ku Klux Klan in a speech to the 
American Legion in Big Bear Lake, a small resort town near the Antelope Valley, 
where a series of cross burnings had recently taken place and from which five 
Black residents had recently been “run out.”1 Swift was a political figure who 
bridged the right’s pro-Nazi period in the 1940s and its Ku Klux Klan era in 
the 1960s, and whose ideas and disciples would shape the right’s violent and 
separatist strains from the 1970s on. As a pastor, he established a church in the 
valley where he developed the gospel of Christian Identity, today recognizable 
as Christian Nationalism.

‘“The Klan is here in Bear Valley to stay,” Swift told the veterans’ group. “We 
intend to form restrictive covenants, here and elsewhere, in order to hold the line 
of pure Americanism.”2 But the line of “pure Americanism”—a term he borrowed 
from the Klan—was breaking.3 Restrictive covenants would soon be rendered 
unenforceable, the Fair Housing Act would pass, and the valley would find it 
harder and harder to exclude Black residents.

And yet sixty-five years after Swift’s speech, legal scholar Priscilla Ocen would 
write that the Antelope Valley had invented a new form of the racially restrictive 
covenant, as Black tenants in the Housing Choice Voucher program were system-
atically ousted from their homes. V. Jesse Smith recounted this historical transi-
tion in a similar way: “In Sun Village they were blatant, they were open about  
it. It was quite explicit, we don’t want you here. In Section 8, they tried to do it 



48        Chapter 2

through legislation, and tried to use crime as a new form of segregation.” As Ocen 
writes, the system worked through “police officers and public officials enforcing 
private citizens’ discriminatory complaints,” a system that functionally “excludes 
Black women and their children from publicly subsidized housing in traditionally 
white neighborhoods.”4

My goal in this chapter is to explain how the valley traversed the path from 
the era of the old racially restrictive covenant to the era of the new. To do this, 
I focus on what happened after the Sun Village NAACP broke through the line 
of residential segregation that served as the basis for the valley’s system of apart-
heid. Although their wealth was the product of massive but temporary military 
investment, the valley’s white residents saw the prospect of racial integration  
as the biggest threat to their way of life. Civil rights and fair housing meant sharing 
the valley’s economy: Black residents could not be relegated to the valley’s worst 
jobs as easily as before, neighborhoods could not remain entirely white and reap 
property value gains based on that exclusion, and educational institutions could 
not rely on residential segregation to keep public schools segregated. When fair 
housing began to take hold, it did not just break the valley’s system of residential 
segregation; it represented a devaluing of white property and an abrogation of 
white property rights.

The 1960s saw the valley’s white polity win repeatedly in electoral efforts to 
oppose fair housing but suffer loss after loss as those votes were nullified by courts 
and, eventually, the 1968 Fair Housing Act. It is in this context that Wesley Swift 
proselytized an existential fight for white supremacy. His sermons assured listen-
ers that they were right to oppose race mixing, and his embrace of violence offered 
a different, and perhaps more promising, way of keeping Black residents out of 
white neighborhoods. In the years after the Fair Housing Act, the valley’s white 
polity sought to regain its position through institutional discrimination, symbolic 
claims to supremacy, and periods of intense violence, inculcated by leaders like 
Swift. Yet none of this was enough to restore the valley’s hierarchies.

Over time, though, these disparate, grasping attempts to reassert the valley’s 
hierarchies gave way to participatory forms of policing that allowed everyday 
residents of the valley to join in the work of surveilling, policing, and ultimately 
evicting their Black neighbors. Through these policies and practices, white poli-
ties transformed the right to exclude from a right expressed through market dis-
crimination to a right expressed through policing. Policing synthesized the mob 
violence of Swift with the policy violence of CREA, the California Real Estate 
Association. In this way white residents of the valley rebuilt the symbolic value of 
property and re-established their full sense of property rights. As the conclusion 
of the chapter argues, the rise of participatory policing highlights not only the  
role of policing in racial segregation but the value of policing as a form of prop-
erty, something to be used to denigrate and remove Black neighbors. Governing 
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housing through crime has become a key way to reestablish hierarchies threatened 
by desegregation in housing.

THE FOUNTAINHEAD

Wesley A. Swift was born in New Jersey in 1913, the son of Methodist minister 
R.  C. Swift. He was to follow in his father’s footsteps, and he became a Meth-
odist clergyman by the time he was eighteen. But in the early 1930s, he left the 
Methodist Church and New Jersey as well, moving to Echo Park in Los Ange-
les and eventually joining the nearby Angelus Temple, part of Aimee Semple 
McPherson’s Foursquare Pentecostal church.5 There he encountered British-
Israelism, a set of beliefs that mixed white supremacy with religious predetermi-
nation, as well as religious and political figures like Charles Parham and Gerald 
Winrod who espoused it.6 In time, Swift would transform British-Israelism from 
an obscure and fringe concept into what he called Christian Identity theology, a 
precursor to and influence on contemporary Christian Nationalism. Christian 
Identity espoused the idea that white Christians were locked in an apocalyptic 
struggle against Jews and their non-white allies in the United States and around 
the world—a formulation that has remained a powerful ingredient of right-wing 
politics in the decades after Swift’s passing.7 Over time, Swift began to expound 
on these ideas and develop Christian Identity into a popular and robust religious 
platform that would gain traction around the country and influence the Ameri-
can right for decades.

Although Los Angeles was a hotbed of Ku Klux Klan activity, Swift turned to 
the region’s fringes to establish his ministry and political base.8 By 1946, he had 
established the Church of Jesus Christ-Christian in Lancaster, where he would 
preach the ideas of Christian Identity for the rest of his life. The valley offered him 
a site in which to transform a religious strain of white supremacy into a playbook 
for violence. From the valley, he organized local Klan members into violence, trav-
eled to Los Angeles to extol white supremacy, campaigned with local antisemitic 
and anti-communist politicians, and taped sermons to be distributed around the 
country. Mentored by Gerald L. K. Smith, Swift bridged important eras of white 
supremacist politics, mentoring in turn key figures in the white power move-
ment of the 1970s and 1980s such as William Potter Gale, who founded the Posse 
Comitatus, and Richard Grint Butler, who inherited Swift’s church and moved it to 
Idaho, where he started a violent white separatist movement. But as important as 
Swift was, he cannot be fully understood outside the context of the valley’s larger 
fight for racial segregation.

Swift’s Big Bear Lake endorsement of the Klan was soon noticed by California 
Attorney General Robert Kenny, who began an investigation aimed at shutting 
down the organization. Although Kenny found that Swift had been purchasing 
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weapons for nearly a decade, he did not find grounds to prosecute or otherwise 
penalize Swift. But the investigation did reveal that a sheriff ’s deputy had been 
serving as a bodyguard for Swift and his mentor, Gerald L. K. Smith. The asso-
ciation of police and white supremacists was deeply revealing, but so too was the 
Swift-Smith connection.

By the 1940s, Swift had become a regular figure preaching at local churches; by 
the ‘50s, his sermons were advertised in local papers. The sermons were viciously 
racist. Charlotta Bass’s paper, The California Eagle, reported on one attendee, Ran-
ita Whitney, who was assaulted by Swift protégé William Potter Gale as she was 
thrown out of the event after standing up to Swift and denouncing his racism.9 
Meanwhile, Smith had been a devotee of Huey Long and developed his suprema-
cist ideas during his involvement with Long’s political movement. After Long’s 
death, Smith turned to recreating the America First Committee as the America 
First Party. He began a national magazine called The Cross and the Flag, and 

Figure 13. Reverend Wesley Swift, April 12, 1946. Source: Bettmann 
via Getty Images.



Redeeming the Right to Discriminate        51

eventually took over Father Charles Coughlin’s radio broadcasts. The two would 
pair up to push white supremacist politics in Los Angeles and beyond.

One key tactic that Swift and Smith employed was to intervene in national 
political issues. In the 1944 congressional elections, when liberal actress Helen 
Gahagan Douglas first ran for Congress in Los Angeles, Smith and Swift cam-
paigned against her. Local Democratic party organizer Alvin P. Meyers recalled 
their campaign telling voters “You can’t elect this woman that sleeps with a Jew,” 
referring to her husband, Melvyn Douglas.10 Douglas prevailed, but similar tactics 
would eventually help Richard Nixon defeat her Senate campaign in 1950.11

After the Douglas experience, Swift and Smith broadened their ambitions, 
contributing to McCarthyist Red Scare politics at the national level. In the 1940s, 
Swift founded the Anti-Communist League, and through it he helped instigate an 
investigation of Defense Department appointee Anna Rosenberg in 1950, accusing 
her of membership in the Communist Party’s John Reed Club. Swift and Smith 
travelled to Washington, meeting with Mississippi Congressman John Rankin 
and pushing testimony against Rosenberg in the Armed Services Committee. The 
effort ultimately failed when the evidence presented against her began to fall apart 
and the key witness recanted.12 The pair tried a similar playbook again in 1954, 
submitting testimony encouraging the Senate Judiciary Committee to reject Earl 
Warren’s appointment as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court due to his laxity on 
communism.13 Swift was reportedly the first person to testify at the committee’s 
hearing.14 Though their efforts proved unpersuasive, they gained news coverage 
and helped drag out Warren’s confirmation, presaging the contemporary pattern 
of contentious confirmation battles.

In 1946, Smith and Swift relocated to Lancaster, where they founded para-
military organizations the Christian Defense League and the California Rang-
ers. They used Lancaster as a home base of sorts, traveling first to Los Angeles to 
give speeches extolling antisemitism and white supremacy, and then across the 
country.15 Swift soon visited Utah, urging audiences to purchase guns and follow 
the lead of those in Los Angeles, where he claimed that twenty thousand men 
were ready to aid in a war against communists.16 His growing profile helped him  
raise $10,000 from various white Christian organizations in 1949.17 Throughout 
the 1940s, with help from Smith, Swift gave speeches in Northern California, 
Cleveland, Denver, and Minneapolis.

The pair continued to test their political power. In the 1950s, Smith and Swift 
became the beneficiaries of California State Senator Jack Tenney, the chair of the 
state’s Un-American Activities Committee. Tenney was using his state and local 
platforms to espouse antisemitism and anti-communism. He was perhaps the 
most prominent public figure broadcasting ideas of a piece with the Christian 
Identity movement. To support his re-election campaign in 1954, Smith organized 
a meeting of another of his organizations, the Christian Nationalist Crusade. Swift 
chaired the meeting, and the two invited Tenney to be its featured speaker.18 Over 
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six hundred people were in attendance. Tenney lost his party primary, but in doing 
so had grown Smith and Swift’s audience immensely.19

By the 1960s, Swift was a national figure. He had a weekly radio show in Los 
Angeles called “Crusade for Christ,” and spoke frequently at the Embassy Audito-
rium in Downtown Los Angeles and the Hollywood Womens’ Club. Wealthy busi-
nessman James Oviatt, a former member of the John Birch Society, gifted Swift’s 
“Christian Defense League” with office space in his downtown building, from 
which Swift sent mailers and fundraised.20 A 1965 investigation by Los Angeles 
radio station KLAC summarized Swift’s new stature as follows:

Swift’s church is not, we’ve found, the only source of extremist thought, but is gener-
ally regarded by those of the Klan mentality to be purest . . . the very gospel. His mix-
ture of biblical and historical distortion . . . fortune-telling and star-gazing, coupled 
with a smattering of legitimate conservative politics, and rolled from a silver tongue 
has become, as we said earlier . . . the fountainhead for extremist thought and action 
in California.21

While his public profile grew, Swift remained involved in the politics of the 
valley. In October of 1963, in Lancaster, Swift presided over the first meeting of  
the Christian Knights of the Invisible Empire (CKIE).22 At the meeting, where 
thirty-eight members were admitted to the group, Swift explained that the orga-
nization was for all intents and purposes the same as the Klan but was operating 
under a different name because the Klan had been outlawed in California.23 On 
November 5, CKIE met to discuss plans to burn down a television store operated 
by a Black businessman in Quartz Hill, just outside Lancaster. The shop, Wilson’s 
TV Sales Service, was burned down using Molotov cocktails five days later.24

Swift’s influence began to reach Los Angeles as well. Keith Gilbert, a Minuteman 
who had attended Swift’s sermons, led a cell plotting to assassinate Martin Luther 
King, Jr., when he visited the city in 1965 on a tour that would include a pub-
lic speech at the Hollywood Palladium. Gilbert’s associates were arrested the day 
before King was to give the speech. The arrests led police to Gilbert’s home, where 
they found 1,400 pounds of explosives that the group had stolen and planned to 
use to assassinate King while he spoke at the Palladium. Gilbert, already awaiting 
trial for the attempted murder of a Black man in 1964, escaped police custody.25 
He would eventually be convicted of stealing the explosives and spend five years 
in San Quentin before moving to Idaho to join Swift’s successor movement, the 
Aryan Nation, led by Richard Grint Butler.26

Other Swift associates carried his influence farther across the country. Rev-
erend Conrad “Connie” Lynch, of San Bernardino, whom Swift had ordained as 
a Christian Identity Minister and who served as a minister in Swift’s Church of 
Jesus Christ-Christian, left Southern California to fight the Civil Rights Move-
ment head on in the South.27 Founding the National States Rights Party, Lynch 
became a leader of the Ku Klux Klan’s prolonged violent campaigns against civil 
rights organizing in St. Augustine, Florida.28 The Washington Post reported that 
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Lynch’s speeches helped fuel nightly waves of Klan violence against the NAACP.29 
Swift also inspired J. B. Stoner, a Klan member who shadowed King throughout 
the South, leading rallies against the civil rights leader at his stops. As a young 
man he re-established the KKK in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and he later went on to 
serve in the leadership of the National States Rights Party. As the New York Times 
reported in his obituary, his philosophy was inspired by Wesley Swift.30 In 1958 
Stoner bombed the Bethel Baptist Church (led by Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth) in 
Birmingham, Alabama. Stoner would go on to serve on King assassin James Earl 
Ray’s legal team.

Over time, Swift would increasingly shift strategy to focus on his national 
reach. By 1964, he had turned over leadership of CKIE to William Potter Gale, 
a retired army colonel who had served in the Philippines and returned to the 
United States an active white supremacist. Gale would take Swift’s ideas around 
Christian Identity and fuse them with anti-tax ideas on the American right, 
founding the Posse Comitatus. Unburdened by the CKIE, Swift turned to record-
ing and distributing his sermons. Although he had traveled across the South to 
rally against civil rights and his acolytes continued spreading his ideas through-
out the region, mass-distributing his sermons proved to be a much more effective 
mode of influence. FBI files on Swift include numerous incident reports in which 
suspected white supremacists arrested in the South were found in possession of 
Swift’s tapes.

Sam Bowers, the leader of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, was reported 
to have “listened to Wesley Smith’s Christian Identity tapes in Mississippi.” Bow-
ers was one of the key perpetrators of the 1963 murders of James Chaney, Andrew 
Goodman, and Michael Schwerner. Bowers’s disciple in the White Knights, 
Thomas Tarrants, partnered with fellow Klan member Kathy Ainsworth to attempt 
a bombing of a Jewish synagogue in 1968. Ainsworth “had listened to Swift’s tapes 
in her roommate’s Mississippi home.”31 The two were confronted by the FBI, which 
killed Ainsworth and injured Tarrants, who went on to repent for his participation 
in the Klan. Swift’s long reach from Southern California to the Southern United 
States was a sort of perverse parallel to the SAV-NAACP’s efforts to fundraise for 
the Mississippi Freedom Fund. In the decades to come, Swift and his ideas would 
continue to carry weight on the American right, and his recordings continue to 
circulate online today.

FAIR HOUSING PREVAILS

While the Klan used physical violence to “hold the line of pure Americanism,”  
the California Real Estate Association used the law. In 1948 business and real 
estate interests had successfully stopped the first Proposition 14, which would have 
driven state funds towards public housing construction. It then passed Article 34, 
which added new barriers to building public housing anywhere in the state. Now, 
conservative forces in the Antelope Valley played those notes again in their 1960s 
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fights to preserve the right for property owners to discriminate against tenants  
and purchasers.32

As reported by the Antelope Valley Press, in 1963 CREA president L. H. Wilson 
gave a talk in which he declared, “It is time to launch a new crusade—a crusade 
for freedom to rescue the rights of the new ‘forgotten man.’ The cold war over 
discrimination has passed him by.”33 He continued, “Militant minorities have orga-
nized and vocalized for ‘equal rights’ . . . until ‘equal rights’ have almost become 
‘special privilege’ and this forgotten man lies neglected. He is the great, patient, 
passive majority, the working majority that pays for expensive government. He is 
the American small property owner.”

Wilson went on to introduce a campaign for a Property Owner’s Bill of Rights, 
intended to head off the Rumford Act (California’s 1963 statewide fair housing 
law) before it was passed. That the response to a ban on discrimination was to 
assert that property rights were being diminished is to concede that racial dis-
crimination was an essential part of the white conception of property rights. The 
rights CREA outlined included a number of unobjectionable and uncontested 
demands—the right to choose your own friends, for example—but also clauses 
starting that property owners should have the right to discriminate in the sale or 
rental of their properties. That the right to discriminate could not be forthrightly 
stated is an indication of the defensive nature of white politics by the 1960s. Yet as 
the Rumford bill came closer to a vote, its opponents’ complaints grew louder and 
clearer. Writing in the San Bernardino County Sun, David Lawrence suggested that 
banning discrimination was not just a diminishment of property rights, but actu-
ally constituted a confiscation of property itself: “The Constitution plainly says 
that no person shall be deprived of his property without due process of law, ‘nor 
shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.’ Do the 
suggested restrictions mean that if the government supervises the sale of property, 
it is, in effect, ‘seizing’ private homes?”34

The Rumford Act passed anyway. Not long after it did, CREA president Arthur 
S. Leitch spoke to a regional audience of realtors including more than two dozen 
from the Antelope Valley. On behalf of CREA, he warned that the state would be 
“set back 50 years” if the Rumford Fair Housing Act was allowed to stand, whip-
ping up support for a new Proposition 14 that would overturn it in defense of 
individual rights—not the right to purchase or rent housing, but to rent or sell 
it in a discriminatory manner. Proposition 14 had taken elements of CREA’s  
crude Property Owner’s Bill of Rights and turned it into legislative language 
securing property owners’ unfettered rights to discriminate.

In advocating for Proposition 14, CREA leaders repeated the association 
between discrimination and rights. In a letter to the editor responding to an earlier 
column published in the Los Gatos Times/Saratoga Observer in April 1964, Shelley 
Williams, the president of the Los Gatos-Saratoga Board of Realtors, wrote, “In 
your judgment, the CREA initiative places property values over human values. 
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In our judgment, owning and disposing of property, in a free society, is a human 
right.”35 These words illuminate the conjoined nature of racism and capitalism in 
the context of housing markets. The ability to dispose of property (that is, to sell it) 
is one of the characteristics that helps define something as property, and so when 
a realtor exalts that right and demands it be unfettered by anti-discrimination law, 
that represents the inscription of discrimination as a property right. Thus, to limit 
a property owner’s ability to racially discriminate was to diminish their property 
and its market value. Though Proposition 14 was often framed in non-racial terms 
or as a response to “forced” housing, its genesis illustrates that discrimination was 
fundamental to white property rights. Williams’s claim exposes the reality that no 
group that viewed the right to discriminate as of paramount importance could 
simply accept the loss of that right without a fight.

The South Antelope Valley NAACP countered CREA’s Proposition 14 cam-
paign with their own organizing. In May, the Southern Area Conference of the 
NAACP met in Littlerock to map out organizing plans. Ruby Williams, the Pasa-
dena NAACP leader, visited the Unitarian-Universalist Fellowship of the Antelope 
Valley to speak on civil rights,36 while campaigners took out an ad in the South 
Antelope Valley Press tabled for ‘No on Prop 14’ at the Antelope Valley Fair, and 
organized an essay contest whose prizes included a typewriter and personal letter 
of congratulations from Governor Edmund Brown.37 And in October, Sun Village 
NAACP held a voting workshop in advance of the November election.

The first Proposition 14 had ended in a 2–1 defeat of the pro-public housing 
referendum. Now, the second ended with CREA having nullified the Rumford Fair 
Housing Act by a 2–1 margin.38 The measure passed with 65 percent of the vote 
statewide, and 67 percent of the vote in Los Angeles County. But in Palmdale, vot-
ers approved the measure by an even greater landslide, with 79 percent in favor.39

CREA then turned to battling the legal challenges to Proposition 14 that rapidly 
emerged. The Antelope Valley Press reported that between its passage in November 
1964 and May 1965, CREA was fighting eight legal challenges to Proposition 14, 
and warning of a ninth. In July, the paper printed CREA’s opposition to comments 
made by the State Fair Employment Practices Commission that challenged CREA’s 
practices of including racially restrictive housing listings in its real estate listing 
services.40 As the legal challenges mounted, CREA floated new ideas like a new 
initiative more directly aimed at overturning the Rumford Fair Housing Act.

Ultimately, Proposition 14 was overturned by the California Supreme Court in 
1966. CREA reacted by petitioning the Supreme Court to review the ruling,41 for-
mally endorsing another initiative to repeal the Rumford Act in 1966,42 and urging 
the California Attorney General to weigh in with the court as well.43 Meanwhile, 
local realtors mobilized to stop fair housing legislation at the federal level. The 
Civil Rights Bill of 1966, which principally sought to defend civil rights workers 
from violence in the South, was effectively killed in the Senate over its fair hous-
ing provision (a national version of the Rumford Act).44 In fall 1966 Joe Rodgers, 
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head of the Property Owners Division of the Antelope Valley Board of Realtors, 
led a fundraising drive to support the National Association of Real Estate Boards 
(NAREB)’s campaign to prevent the fair housing provision from being raised in 
the next congressional session.45

Sun Village residents spent those years fighting for the right to live anywhere 
in the valley while also continuing to build Sun Village. In 1964, the Sun Vil-
lage Chamber of Commerce began recruiting investors to build $8,000–$10,000 
homes ($66,500 in 2020 dollars) in the subdivision.46 The low-cost homes were 
envisioned in circular plots with space for a children’s playground and swimming 
pool—amenities Black residents of the Antelope Valley had historically been 
denied. In 1965, after years of effort, Sun Village residents succeeded in getting Los 
Angeles County to install streetlights at thirty-seven Sun Village intersections.47 
Jackie Robinson Park opened to fanfare in 1965 and was running full schedules 
of public events soon thereafter. In a report to the Chamber of Commerce at the 
start of 1967, Daisy Gibson noted that Sun Village had built more homes in 1966 
than in 1965 and had very few vacancies. Other homes were being remodeled, and 
additional water mains had been installed to extend municipal services to new 
residents. The growing population of Sun Village, approximately two thousand at 
the time,48 needed improved roads. The Chamber planned to spend 1967 focused 
on that issue, and continuing to build up social services, including Head Start 
programs. At Jackie Robinson Park, the Chamber had gotten crosswalks installed 
to increase pedestrian safety, and begun adult literacy and math programs as well.

The period of community flourishing was not restricted to Sun Village. Begin-
ning as early as 1967, the Antelope Valley American Indian League (AVAIL), led 
by Marion Rawlinson, began organizing regional powwows, with participants and 
attendees coming from as far east as Daggett, as far north as Barstow, and as far 
south as Los Angeles. Events were held at “Totem Pole Ranch” in Littlerock, less 
than ten miles south of Sun Village.49 Reports on the events appeared in the Navajo 
Times in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and included description of aid efforts 
organized at the powwows for Native communities across the region.50 In 1968, 
Rawlinson would testify to the Public Forum Before the Committee on Urban 
Indians in Los Angeles, California, of the National Council on Indian Opportu-
nity, insisting that resources be immediately provisioned to support Native com-
munities in the valley and beyond.51

These steps, however, weighed against larger political headwinds against civil 
rights and social services. Although the courts had struck Proposition 14, its pas-
sage by overwhelming margins was unforgettable. In a February 1967 address 
to the Sun Village NAACP, Mrs. Tarea Pittman, the NAACP’s national Special 
Contribution Fund Director, decried “trouble” in the Antelope Valley and Cali-
fornia, warning of Governor Ronald Reagan’s cutbacks to social spending in high-
poverty areas and his call for the repeal of the Rumford Fair Housing Act. And 
she reminded her audience that the state’s electorate had voted overwhelmingly 
against civil rights in the Proposition 14 fight.52
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Pittman’s warnings were prescient. In October, at CREA’s statewide convention 
held at the First Methodist Church in Los Angeles, the organization announced 
its push to get the state legislature to repeal the Rumford Act and replace it with 
a commission which would supposedly remedy racial discrimination in housing 
through education and counseling. Governor Reagan keynoted the convention, 
opening his talk by reaffirming the “human rights” of all people “regardless of 
race, color, religion or creed.” Reagan went on to say, “Make no mistake about it. 
There are no such things as property rights in the connection used by some. There 
are only human rights and some of those human rights are the rights involving 
property. These rights affect all our citizens, regardless of their color, their race or 
their social status.”53 Reagan went on to reaffirm his opposition to the Rumford 
Fair Housing Act, situating it as an expression of a consistent principle of respect 
for property rights rather than a preference for racial discrimination, but spent 
much of his speech warning CREA that it would not be easy to repeal, only to claw 
back one inch at a time.

How far CREA and Reagan would have gotten with these efforts to repeal the 
Rumford Act or render it toothless is unknown. The assassination of Martin Luther 
King, Jr., on April 4 sent shockwaves through American society, temporarily 
demobilizing opposition to civil rights. CREA announced on April 7 that it would 
not pursue a new initiative to repeal Rumford. The fair housing provisions that 
had been stalled in 1966 were reintroduced and voted on within days. Although 
the Fair Housing Act passed by a large margin in the House, the Antelope Val-
ley’s congressional representative, Ed Reinecke, was one of fourteen Republicans 
from California’s congressional delegation to vote against the bill. Reinecke issued 
a statement reading in part:

I favor meaningful civil rights legislation but the time has come when we must stop 
kidding our minority populations. The new Civil Rights Bill, hastily strong-armed 
through the unusual house vote yesterday, contained many, many imperfections, 
particularly concerning the open housing clauses, which perhaps could have been 
purified in a House-Senate conference. . . . House members deserve the right to give 
the important matter their thoughtful consideration and suggestions outside the at-
mosphere of riot and unrest.54

President Johnson signed the bill on April 11. In the span of a week white prop-
erty owners saw their worlds turn upside down. Federal law now prohibited the 
use and disposition of property in ways that were fundamental to their established 
understanding of property itself. The Antelope Valley re-elected Reinecke in 1968, 
and Reagan appointed him Lieutenant Governor of California in 1969. Reinecke’s 
political career ended after he was convicted of perjury related to the Watergate 
scandal in 1974, but his vote against the Fair Housing Act was an indicator of the 
local politics of the Antelope Valley.

As the 1960s ended, CREA moved on to the new political touchstones of the 
right—its Make America Better program focused on fearmongering about urban 
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crime, poor schools, and high taxes.55 The Antelope Valley Board of Realtors made 
peace publicly with fair housing, blaming property owners and real estate agents 
for not getting the message that fair housing was the law of the land.

Other evidence seemed to confirm a change. Lynole Williams, who grew up on 
Edwards Air Force Base, recalled to me that in the 1980s Black children and fami-
lies from the base would come to the cities to buy groceries, shop, and eat. When 
they were mistreated or denied service in the cities, the Air Force would threaten 
local businesses with an informal boycott. “The military base basically told them, 
okay, you mistreat ours, they’re not coming shopping, they’re not getting gas . . . 
our people aren’t coming and they know that if our people aren’t coming . . . this 
little town is going to dry up.” The next decade saw more examples of progress. 
Bishop Henry Hearns was elected to the Lancaster City Council in 1990 and 
became the city’s first Black mayor in 1991.

WHITE POLITICS IN DISARR AY

Perhaps the greatest evidence of change came in the form of two news articles 
printed on page 2 of the October 11, 1970 edition of the Antelope Valley Press. Above 
the fold, the paper announced, “Dr. Wesley Swift, Noted Conservative Leader, 
Dies.” Swift had been in poor health and died of a heart attack while convalescing 
in Mexico.56 Below the fold, the paper reported, “Picture of Angela Davis Stirs 
College Controversy,” explaining that a poster in support of Angela Davis during 
her eighteen-month incarceration had been taken down by the administration of 
Antelope Valley College. The incident was part of a broader mobilization of radi-
cal and anti-war politics in the valley.57 Swift’s body was returned to Lancaster and 
his funeral service was held at Mumaw Funeral Home. That Swift was dead, and 
the Free Angela Davis movement was alive, suggested just how clearly the valley’s 
social order had shifted. The valley was no escape from Black civil rights struggle, 
and now more radical and internationalist demands had reached it too.

Nevertheless, Swift left three legacies. First, he had authored the religious foun-
dations of white nationalism that continued to influence organizations around the 
country decades after his death. Reports about Swift link him to a dizzying array 
of right-wing groups during his lifetime, to some degree a product of his penchant 
for fabrication but also a reflection of how deeply influential he was on the evolu-
tion of the right outside of the Republican Party.

Second, Swift served as a bridge between the Depression-era right and its more 
contemporary stewards. Through his mentor Gerald L. K. Smith he was influenced 
by Henry Ford and Father Coughlin; through his mentorship of Richard Grint 
Butler and William Potter Gale he influenced the next generation of the white 
supremacist, militia, and neo-Nazi movement in America. Gale’s legacy appears 
in sovereign citizen and contemporary militia movements today. Butler was a 
Lockheed employee in Lancaster whom Swift mentored into a Christian Identity 
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pastor, and who served as the head of the Christian Defense League from 1962 to 
1965. After Swift’s passing Butler moved to Idaho, founding the Aryan Nation orga-
nization and opening a new branch of Swift’s church. Butler spearheaded the white 
separatist movement that hoped to create a white homeland in the Northwest, 
building a compound that would become an international meeting site for white 
supremacists and a font for violent incidents around the country, including the 
notorious Ruby Ridge standoff.58

Third, he influenced his community at home, including the followers who 
attended his church, and the families and friends they influenced in their own 
lives. Whether they knew it or not, children born in the year he died went on 
to revive American Nazism in Lancaster in the late 1980s and early 1990s.59 To 
show how the valley got there, I trace the afterlives of the segregated system that 
produced Sun Village. These were to be seen in employment, education, and 
housing—spaces where the valley re-engineered hierarchy among less spatially 
separate Black and white communities. Disparate and disorganized but nonethe-
less powerful incidents and structures of discrimination arose in the 1970s and 
1980s. After the valley’s economy collapsed in the early 1990s, I describe two social 
processes that followed—the rise of white supremacist violence and the growth of  
racist policing—showing how they were synthesized into a participatory form  
of policing in the 2000s.

By the 1970s, racial discrimination was entrenched in the valley’s major 
employers. Defense industry employers were widely understood to be discrimi-
nating against Black employees and tracking them into low-level jobs. In 1977, the 
Antelope Valley NAACP pushed the issue far enough to secure a meeting with 
Edwards Air Force Base’s administration. Attorneys and advocates pressed the 
Flight Test Center on systematic and widespread discrimination, charging that  
the center’s workforce comprised only 4 percent Black workers (86 of 2,300 peo-
ple), who were completely shut out of top-level policy and decision-making posi-
tions. Other Black employees reported harassment and demoralization linked to 
being denied promotions over the course of several decades, while white employ-
ees enjoyed steady rises in status.60 At various times, papers reported concessions 
by the main defense industry employers, but the work was piecemeal and never 
appeared satisfactory.

The educational system was also a site of near constant battles over educational 
content, discrimination against Black students, and racist symbology. In the 1960s, 
public criticism of California’s textbooks mounted after the Congress on Racial 
Equality (CORE) criticized the state’s textbooks for their demeaning portrayals of 
African Americans, and blinkered portrayals of American history more broadly. 
New educational materials were written and proposed for adoption in Califor-
nia schools, intended to better integrate race into public education. Land of the 
Free was one such textbook, written by John W. Caughey, John Hope Franklin, 
and Ernest R. May. Alongside revising the portrayal of non-white peoples in 
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California’s textbooks, the work offered a more clear-eyed history of the country 
and its social struggles. Its appearance in California classrooms in the late 1960s 
was met with vigorous conservative efforts to remove it.61 While protests against 
the textbook originated in Los Angeles, they blazed in the valley.62

In the April 1968 edition of The American Teacher magazine, reporter Larry 
Tomlinson wrote a dispatch about the campaign to ban Land of the Free from 
schools in the Antelope Valley. Tomlinson noted that the valley had been “inun-
dated with propaganda against the text, much of it evidently coming from John 
Birch Society front groups or organizations which lean heavily toward the Birch-
conspiratorial frame of mind.” Tomlinson described a filmstrip and tape record-
ing, titled “Education of Indoctrination?” authored by an anonymous “Publius & 
Associates” of Pasadena California (JBS had used Publius as its pen name before). 
The materials lied about the contents of Land of the Free, attempted to portray 
it as biased, and labeled it responsible for trends of drug use and liberal social 
attitudes among college students. Tomlinson noted, “The filmstrip is widely avail-
able in Antelope Valley and its proponents [are] eager to lend copies to service 
clubs, parent groups and even teachers.” “Education or Indoctrination?” was given 
a showing and panel discussion at Antelope Valley College. Right-wing organizers 
targeted their outrage at the valley’s local school boards, and in 1967 the Palm-
dale Board of Trustees adopted a resolution calling the textbook negatively biased 
against the nation, and proposing that educational materials should instead pro-
mote loyalty and love for the country. The Board sent the resolution to Governor 
Reagan, “who wrote back that he would support state legislation to give districts 
the authority to reject state-adopted books.”63 This incident of manufactured out-
rage and censorship presaged coming battles in higher education as well. The next 
major incident occurred as even Los Angeles’s farthest peripheries became part of 
the Free Angela Davis movement.

Student mobilization in support of Davis reached Antelope Valley College in 
1970. It was only one part of a longer battle in the educational system. The year prior, 
students had joined the national Vietnam War Moratorium protests, and opposition 
to the war and the valley’s deep involvement in it continued to bubble up on campus 
afterwards. Though campus administrators appeared to manage these controversies 
as they arose, their removal of the Davis poster sparked reactions that could not be 
contained. The student government voted to invite Black Panther representatives to 
speak on campus, as a way to make up for the administration’s censorship. In a tell-
ing reaction, other members of the student government proposed inviting members 
of the American Nazi Party, for balance. Administrators considered whether they 
had to allow the student government to invite any guest speakers at all. Meanwhile, 
public backlash grew, with protests being mounted in opposition to even the con-
sideration of inviting a Black Panther speaker. At one, a mother of an AVC student 
was reported to have shouted, “If those black bastards come here, I’ll be on the front 
lines with a gun!” Finding that they could not legally bar the student government 
from inviting a Black Panther speaker, the administration instead took over the 
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event, and reorganized it so as to bury the Black Panther speaker amid speakers 
from CORE, the NAACP, and the Urban League.64

In the 1980s, Quartz Hill High School and the nearby Quartz Hill Elemen-
tary School adopted Confederate mascots and school symbols. The high school 
mascot, a Johnny Rebel figure carrying a Confederate flag and sword, was 
printed on clothing, stationary, and other school materials, while the elementary  
school labeled itself “Home of the Junior Rebels.”65 Until the late 1980s, the  
high school kept a homecoming tradition known as “slave day” in which “stu-
dents auctioned off other students to raise money for clubs.”66 By 1995, the issue 
rose to public prominence as students, community members, and the Antelope 
Valley NAACP led by Linda Thompson Taylor organized to persuade the school 
board to mandate changes at the high school, later focusing on the elementary 
school’s “Junior Rebels” iconography. The high school dropped the Confederate 
flag and changed its letterhead the following year, though the Johnny Rebel mas-
cot and Rebels school name lasted until a new wave of protest and scrutiny that 
had coalesced around the killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud 
Arbery finally toppled it in June 2020.67

Finally, in housing, the dynamic flipped from a more explicit and publicly 
understood form of racial segregation to one hidden in the rental process. In 
the 1980s, Investment Concepts, Inc. was alleged to have developed a system of 
racially discriminating against Black renters. Employees were asked to mark rental 
applications made by Black applicants with a smiley face, so they could later be 
denied. A whistleblower, Annette Caracciolo, refused, and claimed she was fired 
for it, sparking a group of employees to file the lawsuit. Perhaps most strikingly, 
the employees who filed the complaint after refusing to participate in the marking 
scheme stated that every lawyer they contacted in the Antelope Valley declined to 
take their case. The case was taken by Bert Voorhees, whose team was eventually 
contacted “by a little more than 100 Blacks and Latinos who [the company] turned 
down for housing.”

One mixed-race couple, the Reeses, recounted their experience when applying 
for housing in one of the company’s properties. When Anna, who was white, applied, 
she was told of several openings, but when she returned the next day with her hus-
band, Johnnie, who was Black, those openings suddenly disappeared. Investment 
Concepts settled for $1.1 million, the largest fair housing settlement in the country 
at the time, and a sum which included funds to fair housing groups for the purpose 
of auditing rental practices for evidence of similar discriminatory tactics.68

These types of racial discrimination served the ends of re-engineering anti-
Blackness inside the Antelope Valley. Before 1968, hierarchy was achieved by 
keeping Black residents outside Lancaster and Palmdale; after 1968 it needed to 
be achieved by making them unequal within Lancaster and Palmdale. As vicious 
as these tactics were, they were superseded by much more visceral and violent 
forms of white supremacy that emerged as the valley lost its economic engine and 
entered a period of sustained decline.
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The end of the Cold War marked the end of the valley’s empire-fueled prosper-
ity. The early 1990s saw a major recession in Southern California, driven by the 
decline in aerospace and defense industry activity. This marked a turning point in 
the valley’s economic relationship to the rest of Los Angeles County, transform-
ing it from an area that was wealthier than the rest of the county to one that was 
increasingly poorer. As William Finnegan described the recession,

Los Angeles alone lost more than half a million jobs, and property values throughout 
the region collapsed. Few places were hit harder than the Antelope Valley. Housing 
prices fell by as much as 50 percent, land prices by as much as 90 percent. Abandoned 
housing tracts began to dot the subdivided desert. Boarded-up shopping centers and 
bankrupt school districts followed, along with a wave of personal financial disasters 
so severe that USA Today dubbed Palmdale ‘the foreclosure capital of California.’69

Yet despite this economic collapse, the 1980s and early 1990s saw the valley’s 
population continue to grow. This growth included a slow but steady rise in the 
Black population of the Antelope Valley. As Finnegan describes it,

Between 1990 and 1994, Palmdale was the second-fastest-growing city in the United 
States, Lancaster the sixth. As a rule, the valley’s newest residents were poorer and 
darker than their predecessors, lived in more crowded lodgings—new home con-
struction having essentially stopped—and were more likely to rent. Still, the valley 
remained, in a county where whites were a minority, overwhelmingly white (68 per-
cent), home-owning, and dominated politically by conservative Republicans of the 
pro-growth, anti-tax stripe.70

Finnegan describes the contradictory trends of population growth and eco-
nomic decline as an environment in which “widespread white insecurity and 
downward mobility intersected with significant black and Latino upward 
mobility—an intersection that made for an altogether different kind of social fric-
tion.”71 Mike Davis described the public’s attitude as follows: “In their increasingly 
angry view, the landrush since 1984 has only brought traffic jams, smog, rising 
crime, job competition, noise, soil erosion, a water shortage and the attrition of a 
distinctively countrified lifestyle.” Davis described the valley’s older population as 
“frantically trying to raise the gangplanks” against those making an exodus out of 
Los Angeles.72

How the Antelope Valley tried to raise its gangplanks exemplified a social pro-
cess that has occurred throughout the nation. Governments turned to policing—
not just the policing done by law enforcement, but also a form of policing which 
enfolded residents into the work of surveilling, reporting on, and punishing their 
Black neighbors. For the valley, this participatory policing would become a way to 
empower its favored residents while also slowing or reversing the racial integration 
of its once white neighborhoods. This would be what Ocen would come to label 
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the new racially restrictive covenant, a system whereby policing could replace the 
mechanisms of segregation struck down by the Fair Housing Act.73

The valley arrived at that moment through two processes that began to occur  
in the 1990s. Locally, residents and government officials fruitlessly tried to make 
the valley fit the dream of a white middle-class utopia. Meanwhile, at the federal 
level, the governance of housing through crime control policy created a set of legal 
tools that would enable the mass and participatory policing of housing. All it would 
take was local leaders finding and implementing those tools to create a perfect 
storm, whereby valley residents might participate in policing the homes of their 
Black neighbors, to evict and repel them from the valley. In the balance of this 
chapter, I will trace these trends, first showing how both bottom-up and top-down 
movements to conserve white supremacy foundered, and second, how the policy 
apparatus of participatory policing grew in the meantime. Participatory policing 
synthesized the mob and the state in the service of redeeming racial segregation.

THE MOB

While earlier decades saw the valley’s social institutions and corporate actors 
trying to raise the gangplanks through discrimination, the 1990s saw a rise 
in violence by white youth. When the state could not ensure a white valley,  
they took that effort into their own hands. The process was documented by 
William Finnegan in his narrative nonfiction book Cold New World, which 
chronicles the social consequences of the valley’s de-development in the 1990s—
including the rapid growth of white supremacist groups among the valley’s  
youth, including the racist skinhead group known as the Nazi Low Riders. 
Finnegan described young people addicted to crystal methamphetamine engag-
ing in petty burglaries and forming gangs in an “apocalyptic” environment where 
they saw no economic future for themselves.74 As Kathleen Belew documents, 
what was happening in the valley was being repeated across the country as white 
power leaders sought to incorporate skinheads into their movement.75

The gangs rampaged throughout the valley in the 1990s. A group of Nazi Low 
Riders threatened to blow up a Lancaster coffee shop because it served minorities; 
a Latino individual was beaten outside a 7-Eleven; a group of white supremacist 
students stabbed a Black student at Antelope Valley High School; Black motorists 
were shot by three young white men in a racially motivated attack; and a homeless 
Black man named Milton Walker, Jr., was brutally murdered by three avowed white 
supremacists in 1995, at least one of whom was a member of the Nazi Low Riders. 
That final case was closed after a cursory investigation by the Los Angeles County 
Sheriff ’s Office but reopened two years later after a federal intervention discov-
ered witnesses to the case and evidence of racial motivation.76 In 1996, racially 
motivated hate crimes against Black men in Los Angeles County were reported 
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to have been 50 percent higher than in 1995, with a cluster of crimes located in 
the Antelope Valley. A summary of the report stated, “the increase ‘does not say it 
had become open season on African Americans’ but reflects increased hostility as 
blacks move to areas populated by other ethnic groups.”77

In 1993, two young white men from Lancaster planted a six-foot-tall, four-foot-
wide wooden cross in the front yard of Eleanor and James Pate (ages sixty-three 
and seventy, respectively). The cross was covered in “KKK” and white supremacist 
slurs and prompted an NAACP request to prosecute the incident as a hate crime. 
In 1994, “vile racist flyers exhorting their readers to violence in defense of a white 
and pure nation” were found throughout Los Angeles County, especially in San 
Fernando Valley, Santa Clarita, and the Antelope Valley. The fliers often contained 
anti-Black, anti-immigrant, and antisemitic sentiments and were made by groups 
like “White Aryan Resistance.” They encouraged readers to take action, join white 
supremacist groups, and donate money to such groups, and were distributed in 
grocery stores and shopping centers in the Antelope Valley and nearby areas.78

While it may be tempting to see these violent white supremacist youths as 
exceptional, alienated, or solely a product of the valley’s economic decline, they 
were also responding to the valley’s politics, echoing the ideas and attitudes printed 
in the newspaper and voiced by their political representatives. And whether they 
knew it or not, they were following not only in the region’s long history of white 
supremacist organizing, but also in the national trend of skinheads as the van-
guard of the white power movement in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Yet, white supremacist youth represented only one trajectory of young peo-
ple’s politics in the valley; a rich tradition of youth anti-racism also existed in the 
region. In the mid-1950s, a young Frank Zappa organized a high-school R&B 
band, The Blackouts, made up of white, Mexican, and Black youth from Sun Vil-
lage. The band practiced in Sun Village. They faced backlash from Antelope Valley 
high school students and local police when trying to play public shows, but as 
Zappa recalls, their heyday came in 1957, when they played at the NAACP Festival 
of Stars event at the Shrine Hall in Los Angeles.79 Zappa’s later music would offer 
fond reminiscences of Sun Village (“Village of the Sun”) as well as sharp critiques 
of white supremacy and authoritarianism, locating it not just in government but in 
everyday people (see, for example, his lyrics in “Plastic People”).

A generation later, Finnegan also chronicled resistance to the white suprema-
cist skinhead culture in the valley. These were the S.H.A.R.P.s: Skinheads Against 
Racial Prejudice. The young anti-racist youths embraced skinhead culture—its 
music, clothing styles, and working-class orientation—but insisted that this tradi-
tion be an anti-racist one. Finnegan chronicles their social lives and their repeated 
violent confrontations with their racist counterparts (the Nazi Low Riders) as they 
sought to define skinhead culture as anti-racist and protect their members. The  
S.H.A.R.P.s serve as a reminder that the valley’s white supremacy was never  
the product of white consensus, that some working-class people and youths  
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dissented from it at great risk, and that these lineages of struggle extended across 
local and national borders.80

Despite this contestation, white power politics persisted. It grew after the police 
beating of Rodney King in Los Angeles, and the subsequent uprisings in response 
to the acquittal of the officers. A Washington state cartoonist named Chris Britt 
drew a cartoon depicting a Ku Klux Klan member lynching a Black man while 
holding a newspaper with a headline about the acquittal of the men who attacked 
white truck driver Reginald Denny. Britt was part of a three-hundred-paper syn-
dication network, allowing his work to be picked up by newspapers around the 
country. It was published in an Iowa paper in September of 1993, generating sub-
stantial controversy, and then published again in November 1993 by the Antelope 
Valley Press. The publication provoked outrage across the Antelope Valley, cul-
minating in, among other things, a forty-person protest in Palmdale. The paper’s 
editor issued a rationalization of the cartoon and claimed not to have been asked 
to apologize, despite the protest.

THE STATE

The valley’s white supremacist politics extended beyond anti-Blackness and was 
implemented not just by the valley’s skinheads but also by its elected officials. In 
the same year as the Antelope Valley Press published the lynching comic, State 
Assemblyman William J. (Pete) Knight, representing Palmdale, targeted the Ante-
lope Valley’s growing Latino population by writing and distributing an anti-immi-
grant poem. Called “I Love America,” the five-stanza poem written in a mocking 
style tells the story of an immigrant who crosses the border illegally, goes on wel-
fare, asks friends to help invade an Anglo neighborhood, and jokes that Americans 
are crazy to support them with their taxes.81 Knight publicized the poem widely, 
and even read it into the California Legislative Record in 1993. Its lyrics included:

Write to friends in motherland, tell them come as fast as can . . .
They come in rags and Chebby trucks, I buy big house with welfare bucks . . .
Everything is mucho good, soon we own the neighborhood.
We have a hobby, it’s called breeding.
Welfare pay for baby feeding . . .
We think America damn good place.
Too damn good for white man race.82

Knight’s actions provoked local and regional opposition. Latinos for Social 
Justice, recently established in the valley, organized heavily in response, includ-
ing organizing a march for racial harmony to protest Knight.83 More broadly, 
the Mexican-American Political Association of California deliberated calling for  
a Latino boycott of home purchases in the valley in response to Knight’s actions.84 
Latinos for Social Justice, led in part by Richard Loa, would go on to organize 
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community events, rally voters against California’s anti-immigrant Proposition 
287 in 1994, and criticize gang policing of youths in the valley.85 But while Knight’s 
behavior generated significant opposition, it also roused a groundswell of support, 
which became evident when a local talk radio show covering the issue found its 
phone lines overwhelmed with calls in support of his views.

Knight was not alone in elevating right-wing politics in the valley. The Antelope 
Valley Springs of Life Church reanimated the media playbook of Wesley Swift in 
its campaign to produce and disseminate media in its anti-gay campaign of the 
early 1990s.86 It built a TV set and developed a weekly show advocating a Christian 
Right political agenda. The show featured guests including Pat Buchanan. A seg-
ment from the show called “Sexual Orientation or Sexual Deviation: You Decide” 
became a minor hit. The twelve-minute video was made by editing segments of an 
amateur gay pride parade video and was designed to stoke opposition to gay rights. 
The film was picked up by James Dobson of Focus on the Family, who shipped 
eight thousand copies around California, and it was screened in the Palmdale City 
Council as part of a successful effort to pass a resolution opposing a gay civil rights 
bill. Knight, who would go on to author California’s Proposition 22 (2000) restrict-
ing marriage to men and women, praised the video. Seeing the potential of this 
media strategy, the church doubled down, producing a slick twenty-minute video 
called “The Gay Agenda” with lurid scenes designed to shock, stoke homophobia, 
and prompt viewers to oppose even modest attempts to advance gay rights. The 
film caught fire, selling more than twenty-five thousand copies around the country 
and being rebroadcast on religious television shows including Pat Robertson’s The 
700 Club. The Los Angeles Times reported that the film was “widely distributed in 
Congress and the Pentagon during the debate over homosexuals in the military.”87

In 1994, State Senator Don Rogers, an Antelope Valley Republican, became 
the subject of another controversy when it came to light that he was scheduled 
to speak at the annual banquet of a white supremacist organization called Jubi-
lee. Jubilee was part of the Christian Identity movement, which endorsed white 
supremacy and believed non-Northern European races were “mud people,” the 
same phrase found on many of the fliers distributed throughout the valley in that 
year. Rogers was scheduled to speak alongside a former leader of the KKK and 
a member of the Aryan Nation, but refused to cancel the talk, claiming that the 
organization was composed of patriotic Americans simply “working to preserve 
and restore individual rights and freedoms.”88

It took until 1997 for the federal government to intervene in the valley’s white 
supremacist violence. Only thirteen hate crimes cases had been prosecuted in the 
Antelope Valley between 1993 and 1997. In 1997, the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
reported seventeen race-bias incidents in Lancaster, a figure that was surpassed 
by only six cities in the state, each of which had populations at least three times 
larger. Federal investigators told the Los Angeles Times they were targeting three 
groups in the Antelope Valley—the Nazi Low Riders, Palmdale Peckerwoods, and 
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Metal Minds. Local police estimated that the Nazi Low Riders had between two 
and three hundred members as of 1999, when two of them, Shaun Broderick and 
Christopher Crawford, beat a Black Wal-Mart employee outside the store.89

Federal authorities said they were “concerned that white supremacists [were] 
trying to frighten minorities away from the area’s working-class suburbs.”90 But 
Lancaster mayor Frank Roberts refused to acknowledge it was a problem. Roberts 
had first been elected to the city council in 1992, after serving, among other roles, 
as Dean of Administration of Justice and Criminology at Antelope Valley Col-
lege.91 Now mayor, Roberts turned the anti-gang crackdown from one focused on 
white supremacists to one focused on Black youth. In 1998 the city announced it 
had secured $1.5 million in funding for a Gang Violence Suppression program that 
marked the start of a decade of anti-Black politics articulated through the control-
ling image of the Black gang member.92 Two years later, a Black family in Palmdale 
awoke to find racial slurs and swastikas written in chalk on their driveway, and 
the tires on their car slashed. Later that day in Lancaster, a six-foot swastika was  
chemically burned into the grass at a park where a multi-ethnic celebration  
was about to be held.93

As the valley largely declined to police its white supremacists, it turned instead 
towards policing Black and Latino residents. Lacking their own police depart-
ments, the cities had contracted with the Los Angeles Sheriff ’s Department (LASD) 
for police services. The valley was an assignment with benefits and drawbacks—far 
from Los Angeles and not prestigious, but a place where law enforcement could do 
as it pleased with little oversight. The deputies sent to the valley were sometimes 
members of two of the notorious LASD “deputy gangs,” the Rattlesnakes and the 
Cowboys, which inculcated a culture of violence against Angelenos.94 As a 2013 
Department of Justice investigation would report, they sorted the valley by race 
and targeted Black and Latino residents for additional stops, searches, ill treat-
ment, excessive use of force, and property seizures. These findings are discussed in 
more detail in chapter 6, but these policing practices were designed to impoverish, 
incarcerate, and demean nonwhite residents. They reflected only part of the story 
of how policing came to remake white supremacy in the valley.

THE SYNTHESIS

So far I have drawn a distinction between the Antelope Valley’s citizens and their 
government, which took diverging paths to reassert white supremacy in the valley. 
This dual-channel approach is hardly new: the history of racial residential segrega-
tion in the United States is one of alternating forces and actors who substitute for 
one another depending on social, legal, and political circumstances. In the early 
Jim Crow era, Southern white society was able to keep neighborhoods segregated 
entirely through its own collective action—effectively discouraging its members 
from selling or renting to Black residents. But as that power waned, they turned to  
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local governments to pass legislation mandating segregation, what would come  
to be known as the municipal segregation ordinances.95 This classic example of 
substitution echoes through history. As the segregation ordinances were struck 
down by 1917’s Buchanan v. Warley decision, they were substituted for by restrictive 
covenants, and once those were defeated by Shelley v. Kraemer in 1948, they were 
replaced with real estate association rules that concretized segregation,96 exclusion-
ary zoning,97 and onwards through history. Even after the passage of the Fair Hous-
ing Act, the same pattern appeared. As Jeannine Bell documents, individual and 
collective violence rose to replace tools of segregation that the Fair Housing Act had 
eliminated.98 Conducted by individual white perpetrators in response to Black resi-
dents moving into white neighborhoods, move-in violence became the third most 
common form of “hate crime” in Boston during one 1980s study.99 Though the city 
coded these incidents as individual hate crimes, it is perhaps more accurate to think 
of them not as individual acts nor as hate crimes, but instead as a form of mass seg-
regationist politics expressed through violence. Between 1990 and 2010, Bell found 
455 of these incidents across the country, appearing as vandalism, harassment, 
verbal threats, cross burnings, arson, physical attacks, shootings, and homicides 
within days, weeks, or months of a Black family’s move to a predominantly or all-
white neighborhood.100 This violence was not categorically separate from the state. 
For example, in Campbell v. City of Berwyn (1993) a Black family that had moved 
to the nearly all-white Chicago suburb Berwyn experienced racial violence and 
threats to their home. In response, police initially offered protection but withdrew it  
quickly, abetting segregationist violence.101

There are two factors, however, that limit the usefulness of a substitution frame-
work for our understanding of the persistence of racial residential segregation. 
First, under democratic conditions, citizens and representative governments can-
not be neatly disentangled. Second, the trend towards increased citizen participa-
tion in governance blurs the lines between the very actors who may be substituting 
for each other. Historically, this has been analyzed through the concept of delega-
tion, whereby governments assign to individuals the power or authority to enforce 
the law or to enact power within its boundaries.102 This has been central to creating 
a deeply unequal society, as K-Sue Park notes, because state delegation moved “the 
racial violence of creating and maintaining property in lands and people—and  
the racial order that sustained the state—to private interests.”103

Since the 1960s, new forms of citizen involvement in governance have emerged 
and been theorized through the lens of participation. Consider participatory bud-
geting, whereby citizens are invited to help shape government budgets, or the 
many modes of audience participation in television shows and other media.104 
Law enforcement has followed these trends. One example might be “third-party 
policing,” which examines how governments induce non-state, non-criminal 
actors to engage in policing, such as landlords compelled to evict tenants based 
on police activity at their units.105 But most salient is the growth of Neighborhood 
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Watch, in which residents of neighborhoods engage in the work of surveillance, 
information sharing, and reporting to police.106 These schemes empower partici-
pating citizens while extending policing and police legitimacy farther than its for-
mal capacity would allow.

It is precisely this merger of state and citizen that has appeared in the Antelope 
Valley. Participatory policing is not about a substitution of one technique of seg-
regation for another, but rather a synthesis of actors and techniques. Governing 
housing through crime policy offered the valley a way to synthesize individual 
action with state power, working around the Fair Housing Act to re-segregate  
the region.107

In what follows, I trace the evolution of the region’s crude attempts to police 
housing in the early 1990s to a more sophisticated adoption of crime-free housing 
and nuisance ordinances that spread across the country in the 1990s and 2000s, 
formally putting the power of policing, eviction, and racial segregation in the 
hands of its residents. The development of crime-free and nuisance housing laws 
at the national level represented a merger of the war on crime with American 
housing policy and inaugurated a merger of civilian and police at the neighbor-
hood level. By facilitating individual participation in the policing of their neigh-
bors, these laws synthesized the individual and communal violence of the valley 
with the state violence of police and government agencies. Participatory forms 
of policing empowered, encouraged, and rewarded residents for surveilling and 
policing, and ultimately evicting, their Black neighbors. The synthesis began in the 
aftermath of the early 1990s recession and during the rise of Los Angeles’s regional 
gang panic.

Billy Pricer, a retired sheriff ’s deputy and pastor at Lancaster’s Springs of Life 
Church (the font of anti-gay media described earlier) was an early innovator of 
policing in the valley’s schools. After a 1990s gang-related shooting, Pricer set 
up a “gang information hotline” in his home, the first steps in building a private 
policing enterprise in the region. Pricer’s group, Operation Gangwatch, involved a 
heavy dose of citizen participation. It would answer calls, take down information, 
provide resources to callers, and pass on information to the Sheriff ’s Department, 
which boasted of having begun several investigations based on Pricer’s informa-
tion.108 His nonprofit United Community Action Network would raise funds from 
government and private grants. As George Salas, then head of Latinos for Social 
Justice, explained, the UCAN developed symbiotic relationships with the Sheriff ’s 
Department and the local school system. “One of the things we’ve been watch-
ing real closely,” Salas explained, “is the issue of the schools’ truancy program, 
and the Sheriff ’s Department doing sweeps and then turning in all the students to 
UCAN.”109 Salas noted the appearance of a conflict of interest; Pricer’s retort was 
that his funding was not dependent on the number of truant students (though 
one might claim that the panic itself was dependent on a perception of truancy). 
The city of Palmdale cut its funding to the group when it was learned that the 



70        Chapter 2

organization was spending half its income on its four staff members, two of whom 
were Pricer and his wife.

Pricer would soon take his punitive ideas to the Palmdale School Board, pro-
posing that students should be asked to participate in random drug tests. When 
his proposal was denied, he ran for the board, earning the most votes in the 1991 
school board election, and soon becoming board president. He withdrew Palm-
dale from statewide tests he deemed “anti-family values,” and developed a pro-
gram offering a $25 reward to students who turned in their classmates for crimes. 
Pricer’s local innovations around gang policing would resurface in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s.

Meanwhile, the Los Angeles Times described the valley in the aftermath of 
the recession in the terms it most feared, describing its rental neighborhoods as 
“so rife with crime, drugs, and violence that they resemble urban ghettos.”110 In 
reaction to the crash, Lancaster launched what it called “Operation High Des-
ert Storm.” Named after the first U.S. invasion of Iraq that was ongoing at the 
time, Operation High Desert Storm was the city’s housing policy for its poorest 
residents. It diverted state redevelopment funds marked for promoting low- and 
moderate-income housing towards purchasing and demolishing apartment build-
ings in disrepair. To its south, Palmdale launched a “Partners Against Crime” pro-
gram, which brought sheriffs together with city code enforcement to both police 
residents of poor neighborhoods and push building owners to either rehabilitate, 
sell, or forfeit their properties for demolition.111 In its reporting on these nascent 
programs, the Los Angeles Times noted that Palmdale was considering further 
steps, such as “a law making it illegal to loiter in areas with identified drug prob-
lems, another law forcing landlords to evict tenants involved in drug activity, and 
a possible program to send warning letters to owners of cars seen lingering in the 
area.”112 These strategies drawing together police, municipal code enforcement, 
and housing are part of the early history of what scholars and civil rights advocates 
now see as one of the biggest threats to fair housing in the country today—crime-
free and nuisance housing ordinances.

First pioneered inside the American welfare state, these ordinances and the 
enforcement mechanisms behind them allow cities, police departments, housing 
authorities, and individuals to deny entry to, surveil, regulate, police, and evict 
Black residents—reestablishing the racial hierarchies threatened by the civil rights 
revolution of the 1960s. These policies’ development, implementation, effects, and 
opponents will be the focus of subsequent chapters of this book.

Policing Public Housing
If you break the law, you no longer have a home in public housing, one strike 
and you’re out. That should be the law everywhere in America.
—President Bill Clinton (1996)
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With the overwhelming support of a Democratic congress, Ronald Reagan passed 
the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988 to broaden and deepen the war on drugs by 
increasing criminalization and criminal penalties for drug possession. In his sign-
ing statement, he declared that “drugs give a false high. They feel good only long 
enough to weave a web of addiction. And once trapped, the user is drawn into 
an existence from which nothing good could come.”113 Reagan ensured that this 
was true by engineering the immiseration of those he portrayed as victims of 
drugs. The law expanded the war on drugs and deepened its effects, authorizing  
local housing authorities to adopt leases allowing the eviction of tenants from pub-
lic housing on the basis of suspected criminal activity even if committed outside 
the home, and even if committed by a guest of the tenant.

Eight years later, President Clinton rebranded Reagan’s eviction law as an even 
crueler “one strike policy.” Instead of allowing housing authorities to evict tenants 
on the basis of criminal activity, Clinton’s 1996 Housing Opportunity Extension 
Act mandated their eviction. And rather than necessitate a conviction, Clinton’s 
legislation allowed eviction to occur based on the belief that a tenant had violated 
the law.114 In 2002’s HUD v. Rucker case, the Supreme Court blessed these prac-
tices, which had led to the eviction of sixty-three-year old Pearlie Rucker on the 
basis of her daughter’s possession of cocaine three blocks from Rucker’s public 
housing building.

During this period, Reagan and Clinton inaugurated not just the increased 
precarity of public housing tenants, a new pathway to their eviction, and ever 
steeper life consequences for even being associated with criminal activity, but 
also a reduction in the constitutional rights of public housing tenants. As Alexis 
Karteron describes, low Fourth Amendment standards for stops and searches, 
combined with broad powers to regulate conduct in public housing, combine to 
create a situation where “Fourth Amendment protections usually associated with 
the home are virtually unrecognizable in these places.”115

In the decades since Clinton’s statement, the power to deny someone a lease 
or evict them from their home based on criminal legal system involvement has 
spread from public housing into the private housing market, becoming one of the 
nation’s strongest tools of racial segregation. It now operates through two legal 
mechanisms, crime-free housing law and nuisance property law.

Crime-Free and Nuisance Housing Law in California
Crime-free housing ordinances originate from the 1980s-era turn towards increased 
criminalization and punitive governance of public housing.116 Though their lan-
guage can vary between jurisdictions, they are generally understood to give police 
power to influence or even decide who can or cannot live in a home, neighbor-
hood, or even city. They train landlords in conducting background checks, allow 
or mandate the rejection of rental applications based on past criminal history, and 
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empower and even mandate landlords to evict tenants who have even the most 
anodyne interaction with law enforcement.

When they are introduced to cities, news coverage often emphasizes the rela-
tionship between the ordinance and property values. But when Liam Dillon, Ben 
Poston, and Julia Barajas examined the circumstances present at the adoption of 
these ordinances, they found an association between increases in a city’s Black and 
Latino population and the subsequent passage of a crime-free housing ordinance. 
For example, “Among the 20 California cities with the largest increases in Black 
residents since 1990, 85% have approved crime-free housing policies . . . includ[ing] 
the fast-growing suburbs of Lancaster, Moreno Valley and Victorville. For com-
munities that saw the largest increases in Latino population, 75% have approved 
the policies.”117 Reviewing public comment and minutes of city council meetings 
in these cities, the journalists documented numerous references to a city’s chang-
ing racial composition as the reason that the laws needed to be implemented.

While crime-free housing laws encourage landlords to bar and evict renters 
entangled with the criminal legal system, another legal innovation at the inter-
section of policing and property is designed to ensure landlords comply with 
these pressures. Nuisance property ordinances allow the criminal legal system to 
force private landlords to evict their tenants or have their properties designated as 
chronic nuisance properties. Such a designation can make the landlord subject to 
fines, revocation of a rental license, or other penalties.

For example, Peoria, Illinois, passed a chronic nuisance ordinance that estab-
lished a blanket rule mandating the eviction of tenants in “chronic nuisance” 
properties—a definition triggered by three or more police calls tied to a property 
within a 365-day span (or two calls for “serious crimes”).118 Once these thresholds 
are met, the police department may compel a landlord to propose a solution (gen-
erally, eviction) that would abate the nuisance. There are no stated enforcement 
mechanisms against non-rental properties. The ordinance was only enforced as a 
result of police discretion or resident nuisance complaints about neighbors. Thus, 
despite evidence that more than ten thousand properties across the city would qual-
ify for nuisance abatement, the law was enforced only on roughly 1 percent of those 
properties, mostly located in neighborhoods with high rates of Black residency.

The creation of broad categories of vulnerability that are only enforced on a 
much smaller set of tenants is common to the expansion of policing power in 
public housing, crime-free housing ordinances, and nuisance ordinances.  
White homeowners in the city might implicitly understand that these statutes are 
unlikely to be evenly enforced, and that instead, broad regulations act as a vehicle 
for them to enforce those rules against others.119 Sometimes, however, cities are 
quite open about who they are for: the mayor of Bedford, Ohio suggested his city’s 
nuisance ordinance had solved its “Section 8 problem.”120 Regarding their nuisance 
abatement program, police officers in Peoria stated, “It says to the law abiding, 
good people in the area, ‘we have heard your complaints and we want to help you 
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stop the chaos.’ It says to the thugs and the miscreants, ‘You have dedicated your 
time to make life miserable for your neighbors, we will now dedicate our time to 
give you a taste of what that feels like.’”121

This type of participation in the policing of a neighborhood represents the 
redemption of the right to discriminate. Rather than directly discriminate against 
Black residents on the basis of color, it leans on the racial disparities in the nation’s 
policing and punishment systems to discriminate racially through the proxy of 
police contact. And by putting complaint-making power in the hands of residents, 
it empowers white neighbors to police their Black counterparts, knowing full well 
that their Black neighbors have less access or ability to rely on police. The effects 
are predictably devastating.

In Riverside, California, Terrance Stewart was enrolling at UC–Riverside when 
he found that all the housing options available to him were covered by the city’s 
crime-free housing program, which would deny him a lease based on his prior drug 
conviction. Stewart and his family were forced to move ninety minutes away.122 In 
Faribault, Minnesota, Selma Jones’s neighbors called the police eighty-two times 
to complain about legal, everyday activities such as a barbecue, children’s birthday 
parties, and children playing on a trampoline.123 Those calls triggered police vis-
its that found no criminal activity, but Jones was evicted by her landlord on the 
instruction of the police based on the city’s crime-free housing ordinance. Even 
baseless complaints that resulted in no finding of wrongdoing put her in violation 
of the ordinance’s ban on having too many police visits.124

To understand how much of a shift this represents in property rights, consider 
that during the height of the Jim Crow era, courts across the South rejected nui-
sance property lawsuits filed by white property owners that sought to prevent 
Black residents from moving nearby on the basis that race was a type of nuisance. 
Courts were generally loath to decide between a white landlord renting to a Black 
tenant and a white neighbor seeking to stop them. But they generally found that 
nuisance law should not be used proactively, and did not rule that race was a nui-
sance. Thus, in this instance, property rights could not be extended to include 
dictating the race of one’s neighbors.125

Today, however, cities across the country have created elaborate systems that 
effectively allow what those Jim Crow–era courts denied. They have found ways 
to preemptively exclude criminalized people and have sided with the nuisance 
property claims of white residents that allow them to functionally treat Black 
neighbors as nuisances. For white residents unable to leave what—in their parents’ 
generation—was a destination for white flight, policing serves to re-establish a 
racialized status gradient within a diversifying neighborhood. Here, policing is  
a form of political and racial subjectivity itself: to engage in policing is to occupy a  
superior social position.

In the next chapter, I return to the Antelope Valley to study the contemporary 
wave of Black migration through public housing’s successor program, Housing 
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Choice Vouchers. I show how the polity turned to policing as a means of accom-
plishing what a prior generation did before the Fair Housing Act. I show how 
policing is both a means of re-segregating the region, and a form of social citizen-
ship that imbues those who engage in it with psychic rewards of status and power.

As a result, in the Antelope Valley, policing itself became property.
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Apartheid’s Afterlives

We used to think this area was the end of creation . . . but it’s home now.
—Joe Davies

Harass? This is police city, man.
—Voucher tenant

In the dusk of the Cold War, when the nation’s military industries moved on 
to different technologies and different geographies, the valley saw its aerospace 
industry begin to wither. Although the valley had needed war, war didn’t need 
the valley. But local leaders believed that they could survive it, and that the region 
had outgrown its dependence on the volatile, contract-reliant aerospace industry, 
described as a “boom or bust” or “yo-yo” economy in the New York Times.1 Part 
of their self-belief may have been attributed to Ronald Reagan, who campaigned 
for re-election in Palmdale in 1984, touring a Rockwell International B-1B bomber 
hangar and intimating that his re-election would bolster defense industry spend-
ing in places like the valley.2 By the late 1980s, city officials told the Associated Press 
that they “see no end in sight to the population boom, which has been fueled by a 
steady stream of young families fleeing the sticker shock of Los Angeles basin real 
estate prices.”3 By then, Palmdale was ranked the fastest growing city in California, 
and Lancaster ranked fifth. A Palmdale city councilman explained, “Our biggest 
business is building homes. .  .  . Eighty percent of the people buying homes are 
moving up here and commuting.”4

In its early years of growth, the valley built housing in service of its economy. 
Now, as its economic fortunes shifted, it would turn that formula on its head, mak-
ing housing its economic engine. This chapter is about the costs of that transition 
for the valley’s white polity, for whom housing offered a solution as well as a new 
problem: a second major wave of working-class, non-white migrants, who arrived 
to fill that housing but whose presence was seen as a threat to its value. The prior 
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chapter traced the valley’s unfruitful search for ways to reassert racial hierarchy 
after the 1960s, and posited that, at a national level, policing became a powerful 
tool of neighborhood exclusion and eviction. Now, in the context of another eco-
nomic downturn, I show how a participatory system of policing was developed 
in the valley and deployed against incoming Black tenants.5 While the hostility 
was broad, it began to land on specific figures who would serve as stand-ins for 
whole populations. The trend started with public focus on gangs, but eventually 
transitioned to the figure of the “Section 8 tenant” in ways akin to the public dis-
gust aimed at welfare recipients in the 1980s. The cities of the valley devised an 
enforcement program in partnership with the Housing Authority of the County of 
Los Angeles and the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department to target voucher 
tenants for additional inspections. The program was both a partnership between 
agencies and jurisdictions, and a partnership of sorts between the government and 
its citizens, as valley residents were asked to participate in policing.

POLICING AS PROPERT Y

As I interviewed private homeowners and renters in the valley, I heard them couch 
their hostility to voucher renters in terms of the negative effects these tenants were 
presumed to have on property values, an echo of the older claim that racial inte-
gration would damage property values.6 But as local residents described both their 
attitudes towards voucher tenants and the actions they took against them, another 
relationship between policing and property seemed to emerge. The ways that these 
residents participated in policing, the functions that policing served, and the way 
it changed citizenship in neighborhoods all suggested that this wasn’t just a story 
of policing protecting property, but rather policing being property. It had become 
something possessable and wieldable, and in the process, it gave its owners value 
while remaining outside the possession of voucher tenants.

In this chapter I trace how policing was used in the Antelope Valley, how that 
usage fits a legal analysis of property, and what we might understand about the 
maintenance of neighborhood racial hierarchies by thinking of policing as prop-
erty. To do so, I first summarize three understandings of property—traditional, 
relational, and active.

The traditional view is that property is discrete, objectifiable, and immutable. 
It is accompanied by four traditional markers: usability, status, exclusion, and dis-
posal.7 First, if one can use a thing, that is an indicator that it might be one’s prop-
erty. The second metric is that something might be property if owning it confers 
a different status upon its owner. Third, something might be property if one can 
exclude others from its use. And fourth, something might be property if it can be 
given from one person to another.8

But as Claire Herbert and Jay Orne remind us, “property is not merely a rela-
tionship between a person and a thing, it is a complex social relationship that 
mediates our interactions with one another and with the state, often in unequal 
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and exploitative ways.”9 Following their argument, we can think of a second per-
spective on property: the relational. Nicholas Blomley, for example, argues that 
property is “an organized set of relations between people in regards to a valued 
resource.”10 As capacious as this definition is, it turns out that this relational view 
can still fit the four traditional markers described in the preceding paragraph. 
Cheryl Harris illustrated this in her analysis of how whiteness could be consid-
ered property.11 Whiteness, she showed, could be possessed, gave its holders social  
status, could be held back from some and given to others. The point is not just  
that narrow definitions of property are insufficient to capture how property 
works, but also, and perhaps more importantly, that race and property intersect in  
critical ways.

Third and finally, property is active. The traditional four metrics, as Carol Rose 
notes, require actions—possessing, using, changing, excluding, disposing—in 
order to be made real.12 These actions, Blomley adds, can include violence, and 
“this is particularly so when we remember that property is fundamentally con-
cerned with legally defined and policed relations between individuals.”13 If, as 
Blomley argues, property is centrally defined by the right to exclude, and exclu-
sion is backstopped by violence, then law enforcement—through whom the state 
enacts the legitimate use of violence—is a key actor in constituting property.

As this chapter will show, law enforcement officers were not the only ones 
engaging in the work of policing; residents were too. This participatory form of 
policing is useful for both police and non-police participants. It broadens police 
legitimacy, and expands the pool of labor involved in policing a community 
beyond the formal ranks of law enforcement. But for everyday people, something 
more is at stake.

To understand what people who participate in policing gain from it, we might 
turn to W. E. B. Du Bois’s observations in Black Reconstruction in America. There, 
he catalogs a series of public policies created by Southern states to induce unequal 
citizenship between whites of all economic statuses and their Black counterparts. 
The goal was to break solidarity between poor white and Black people whose 
shared interests—when recognized—might be a foundation from which a new 
South could be built. Du Bois noted that these produced the public and psycho-
logical wages of whiteness—social status elevations exclusive to whites alone. 
Here, the return to a traditional property analysis is clear: whiteness is a form of 
property in the sense that it is possessed by those racialized as white, excluded 
from those who are not seen as such, and provides its holders with status rewards 
lucrative enough to break other solidarities.

In making his claims about the public and psychological wages of whiteness, Du 
Bois includes examples of advantages offered to whites exclusively, including pub-
lic deference, access to segregated public resources like schools, leniency from the 
courts, and, most crucially for this analysis, policing.14 He noted that “the police 
were drawn from” the ranks of whites, giving them exclusive employment oppor-
tunities and the advantage of never having to experience policing by a member of 
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a racial group not their own. Nikhil Pal Singh identifies this as policing’s role in 
shoring up the “value of whiteness” or in turn producing and protecting whiteness 
as property.15

But today, as the ability to engage in policing has diffused in ways that make 
private participation in policing possible and popular, Du Bois’s mechanism mer-
its the corollary that the ranks themselves can engage in policing. This complicates 
a view of the relationship between policing and race that sees police as an external 
factor that affects racial experience. Participation suggests a different direction of 
flow between people and policing, but with the same outcome: drawing the power 
of policing into oneself is a way to elevate oneself over others, creating what Singh 
has described as “policed social relations.”16 This is what I believe played out in 
the valley as it developed its participatory system of policing. In what follows, I 
will trace how a regime of participation in policing was created, how the Ante-
lope Valley’s non-Black polity engaged in that policing, and how their actions fit a 
property framework.

Building from the previous chapter’s overview of national trends in crime-free 
and nuisance housing laws, this chapter will trace a two-part process of policing 
voucher tenants in the valley. One part is at the level of local policy, as the cities of 
the valley constructed a partnership across agencies and jurisdictions to marshal 
resources and information required to police voucher tenants. The other part is at 
the level of everyday people, as the policing partnership also included mechanisms 
by which individual residents of the valley could participate in policing through 
surveilling their neighbors and making formal complaints that lead to the punish-
ment or eviction of tenants.

In this way, the valley created a form of policing that fit the traditional mark-
ers of property described earlier. Policing became as usable for local residents as a 
tool in a toolbelt. Participation in policing conferred social status, especially rela-
tive to the subjects of policing. Policing is exclusionary in a narrow definition, as 
voucher tenants are functionally excluded from participation in policing or even 
asking for police services. And it is exclusionary in a broad sense, as it works to 
evict and push out voucher tenants such that they are excluded from the valley 
altogether. Finally, policing is disposable, or transferable, as neighbors appoint or 
rely on others to perform the work of surveilling and policing the block.

Thinking about policing as something that individuals acquire and do represents 
a shift in the conception of property and property rights. Residents I spoke to—
often but not entirely white—routinely spoke of voucher tenants as affecting their 
property in other ways, such as harming their property value or diminishing  
their sense of ownership of the valley itself. They imagined the voucher population 
as double, triple, or quadruple its real size, expressed fears that their community 
was being overrun, and despaired over the changes they and their leaders appar-
ently would not or could not stop. They were losing something they felt belonged 
to them and feeling the value of what they had left diminishing. In Darkwater,  
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Du Bois described this as not so much the fear of poverty, but the “death of their 
rising dreams.”17 The dream of a middle-class, economically self-sufficient valley 
was being burst by the reality that the valley remained derivative of Los Ange-
les. Once, the metropolis boomed, and the valley reaped the rewards; but when it 
entered recession, the valley felt it too.

The ability to police is something that the valley’s leaders gave to its residents to  
make up for these losses. The valley could have instead offered its residents  
economic assistance, jobs programs, or other remedies addressing the causes of 
the valley’s problems: the collapse of its major industries and the absence of new 
ones to replace them. But policing was nevertheless a powerful salve, a way of re-
establishing the value of longtime residents’ property—not just in the monetary 
sense but in the sense of meaning, rights, and powers that are bound up with 
property ownership.

Showing how policing resembles property in the valley is more than just an 
academic exercise; it points to something real about personhood and race today. 
Policing’s evolution into something akin to property is changing the nature of 
citizenship. Grace Hong notes how “subjectivity is defined by the ability to own,” 
fundamentally oneself. As Craig Willse mobilizes this point, it is one’s ability to 
own in the context of housing.18 If one is only free if one can own property, then 
freedom and property rights are coterminous in a regime of what Ananya Roy 
calls “propertied citizenship.”19 And when policing functions as a form of property, 
then engaging in policing may work as a form of increasing one’s citizenship or 
sense of personhood. Notably, as Willse reminds us, this is at the expense of those 
without or dispossessed of property.20 In addition to substantiating personhood, 
police as an institution and policing as a broader social practice also make race.21 
As Rinaldo Walcott points out, when either being “deputized” into the ability to 
police or instead subject to policing by others falls along lines of racial difference, 
the difference helps constitute what race means.22

This, then, is why a property analysis of policing is important. It can help us 
understand why people participate in policing their neighborhoods and commu-
nities, what this turn to policing represents in terms of alternative economic and 
social paths not taken, and how participation in policing obviates other possible 
solidarities between those living in the valley. To demonstrate how this process 
unfolded, I turn back to the 1990s to trace the fate of the valley after the decline of 
its Cold War industries.

REPERTOIRES OF RECESSION

When the recession first mentioned in Chapter 2 hit California in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, the valley faced the strongest test of its economic transition. The  
recession was driven in part by declining military investment, meaning that  
the valley was particularly vulnerable to it. At the time, Palmdale and Lancaster 
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were home to 225,000 people. They lost 40,000 aerospace jobs alone: one job for 
every six people. The effects were devastating, and helped explain why the region 
became the “foreclosure capital of the United States.”23

After the crash, the valley rebuilt itself along the same lines it had been pur-
suing before—mowing down the Joshua trees, paving the desert, and building 
cheap single-family housing. The Los Angeles Times estimated that Palmdale alone 
quadrupled its housing stock between 1980 and 1995.24 But although its leaders 
hoped to follow the path of Orange County—a similar commuter neighborhood 
that transitioned towards building its own local economy—it found no foothold 
to do so.

Elsewhere in the state, cities had been turning to incarceration as a means of 
creating local employment.25 But the valley struggled to join them. It had a long-
standing detention center, Mira Loma, but this had never been a steady site of 
activity or employment. In 1945, it was a vocational school where the California 
Youth Authority conducted job training for juvenile defenders. About a decade 
later it was repurposed into a medium-security facility, and continued that way 
until it closed in 1979. It was reopened again in 1983, this time repurposed for 
female inmates and called the “Mira Loma Female Honor Ranch.” That lasted 
only a decade, and it closed again in 1993. In 1997, U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement acquired Mira Loma for use as an immigration detention facility, 
which it remained until it was again closed in 2012.26 Plans to renovate it into a 
Women’s Detention Center failed and it sat empty. A mile to the north, Lancaster 
did manage to ride the prison wave, opening the California State Prison of Los 
Angeles County in 1993. The institution, which cost over $200 million to build, 
employs roughly 1,500 people, less than 5 percent of the aerospace jobs lost in the 
early 1990s recession.27

And so the valley again raced off its self-made cliff. In 1990 Palmdale had been 
the nation’s fastest growing city with a population of at least 50,000. Six years later 
its 27 percent foreclosure rate was the highest in the country.28 The result was a 
fundamental transformation of the valley. The Los Angeles Times reported on it 
in 1996 in a sprawling multi-page feature titled “Class Struggle Unfolds in Ante-
lope Valley Tracts.”29 Reporter Sonia Nazario’s descriptions and interviews hinted  
at the reality that the valley was enduring a prolonged economic restructuring, yet  
the class realities of the valley were obscured in the paper’s frame.

For example, while the report’s infographics documented a tenfold rise in 
Palmdale’s population, it only showed a 10 percent rise in the number of residents 
on welfare, belying the thesis of an explosion in welfare usage. Nevertheless, the 
report’s substance was about the threat of welfare recipients to the valley’s middle-
class way of life. The paper’s infographics also showed that 48.7 percent of welfare 
recipients in the valley were white, suggesting that public assistance was helping 
longtime white residents of the valley to survive its crumbling economy. Neverthe-
less, the paper interviewed middle-class whites about their fear of welfare-receiving 
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Black and Latino migrants. Finally, while the valley’s own economy had collapsed, 
the report framed economic decline as something brought to the valley, quot-
ing a resident claiming, “These are not problems created by Palmdale. They were 
brought to Palmdale.”

The paper documented dehumanizing rhetoric such as police referring to the  
freeway connecting Los Angeles to the Valley as “the Sewer from LA,” and  
the mayor referring to “families from hell,” but largely accepted the basic framing 
of the issue as the valley as a victim of Los Angeles, quoting one resident complain-
ing that “they have moved all the people on welfare from L.A. to Palmdale.”

Figure 14. Oda Hutchison, left, and her daughter, Carol Ann Wag-
ner, stand inside barred entrance to their home on 13th Street. Source: 
Bob Carey/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images.
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Local fear led to extreme acts of securitization. Raytheon quality assurance 
inspector Gene Mandel got the city to install barricades at the end of his street. He 
told the LA Times that he slept with a gun on his nightstand. Carol Ann Wagner 
and her mother Oda Hutchinson had a “heavy black iron cage” built around their 
front door, virtually imprisoning themselves within it. The scenes described in the 
paper were reminiscent of Octavia Butler’s fictional Los Angeles suburb Robledo, 
walling itself off from those down below.30

Alongside these tactics, one could see the valley turning to policing as a solu-
tion. The Antelope Valley Mall imposed bans on three or more youths walking 
together or any customer sitting on a mall bench for more than fifteen minutes. 
And the cities began to create gang policing programs, such as a school anti-gang 
probation officer, and a Gang Violence Suppression program in partnership with 
the Hard Core Gangs Unit of the Sheriff ’s Department and Billy Pricer’s gang hot-
line. Praising the coordination between agencies, “Lancaster spokeswoman Anne 
Aldrich explained, ‘This is a really big deal for the Antelope Valley. . . . Coordinat-
ing the efforts of all of the different agencies that have been working independently 
against gangs will make all their efforts more effective.’”31

Ultimately, the paper reported white residents seeking to sell their recently 
purchased tract homes at significant losses. Susan Kerpan, a UCLA administrator 
who had moved to the valley for its affordable housing, was an example. She pur-
chased a home for $110,000, but by 1996 had stopped making mortgage payments 
and had listed the property for $79,500. The $30,000 discount attracted no offers.

Skipping forward just a few years, however, we find Palmdale and Lancaster in 
another building boom. They expanded outward and westward—away from the 
older nucleus of 1950s-era homes built by the war economy. New styles, larger plots, 
whatever it took to convince Los Angeles residents that the move would be worth 
it. This time, the housing boom was induced by changes to mortgage banking that 
incentivized the construction and selling of mortgages even to buyers who could 
not actually afford them, using tactics like interest rates that started small and bal-
looned later. The schemes caught on like wildfire. Craig, a construction worker I 
interviewed in 2015, told me he moved to the valley to work in the early 2000s hous-
ing construction boom, experiencing both its rewards in terms of plentiful work 
and risks in the form of a housing market that threatened to quickly price him out:

Back in the early 2000s I was delivering roof tile when the housing market was sky 
high and in 2001 or 2000. . . . I can’t remember exact what year we bought this house, 
but this house, it was like $190,000 and the prices were going up. Like every week  
the prices were going up. If we wouldn’t have qualified for this house I think our—the 
most I qualified [for] was like $195,000 and this house was $190,000 something. If we 
wouldn’t have qualified for this one houses this size would have been $200,000 after. I 
was busting off my ass off, man, I was working 60–70 hours a week.

In the meantime, lending banks chopped up and sold these subprime mortgages 
to other banks and financial institutions. The financialization of the boom helped 
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get thousands of Angelenos situated in the desert. It also ensured that when the 
unpayable payments began coming due, the consequences would be widespread 
and devastating. Once again, the Antelope Valley became a foreclosure hub: at the  
peak of the 2008 foreclosure crisis, Lancaster and Palmdale occupied two of  
the top three spots in the ranking of California cities by foreclosure rate. This 
marked the third time in twenty years that the valley was devastated by economic 
crisis and waves of foreclosure, and the combined effect was to invert the valley’s 
relationship to Los Angeles—where it had once been Los Angeles’s prideful supe-
rior, it was now its inferior.

It is into these circumstances that Housing Choice Voucher tenants were 
moving. As the program grew nationally, the valley saw its total number of resi-
dents in the voucher program grow from roughly five thousand in 2000 to just 
over ten thousand in 2006, and over fifteen thousand in 2016. As theorized in the 
introduction, they came because the economic structure of the voucher program 
gave them little choice—they were made into agents of the spatial fix that allowed 
Los Angeles to offload its priced-out tenants into spaces that would economically 
benefit from their presence. The price that the county would pay to landlords on 
behalf of voucher tenants (the fair market reimbursement rate) was calculated 
over the entire county. That meant that it was too paltry to convince landlords 
in wealthy areas to accept it, and so generous that landlords in struggling neigh-
borhoods often affirmatively searched it out. Because Antelope Valley rents were 
roughly 20 percent lower than rents in the rest of Los Angeles County, the geogra-
phy of available rental units for voucher tenants skewed towards the valley.

Like so many others, Craig purchased his home in the valley at near the maxi-
mum of his credit range and just as the market was beginning to peak. This made 
him especially vulnerable to the recession. When the housing market eventually 
crashed, Craig’s own fortunes took a downturn, as he no longer had much work 
delivering roof tile. His family lost ownership of their home in 2009, but, as he put 
it, “we’ve just been here, they haven’t foreclosed yet.” He compared his situation to 
that of the average Section 8 renter, speculating that those renters would be more 
attractive to landlords because their rents were guaranteed by the government 
while his ability to make rent depended on getting a steady income.

Say they foreclose on me and I gotta move out. I got no—I went bankrupt, I got 
no credit, I got really nothing. I work and my wife works, but someone that has a 
house that’s gonna rent it out to me; would they rather rent it out to me when they 
don’t know me from Adam, or they’ll give it to some guy that has Section 8 because  
they know they’re gonna get the money from the government?

Craig knew that his economic position put him at a disadvantage compared to 
voucher tenants, whose rents would be paid on time every month. To a landlord 
his economic precarity would make him look like a risk. But the idea that he too 
could sign up for a voucher never came up. Perhaps he knew, as I did, that, for lack 
of funds, the waiting list was closed.
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Between 2011 and 2014, I interviewed forty voucher tenants in the Antelope 
Valley. Many voucher renters I spoke to came to appreciate the valley after they got 
there—I did too—but almost none that I spoke to said they had wanted to move  
to the valley when they got their voucher. People did it because they needed a  
place to live. When they received their voucher from the Housing Authority of 
the County of Los Angeles, either they were given a list of landlords willing to rent 
to them, or openings were taped to the walls of the housing office, or they checked 
a website marketing listings to people with vouchers, or they set out on their own 
to find a landlord willing to rent to them in the limited time tenants have to secure 
housing. One way or another, tenants found that they definitely could use their 
vouchers in the Antelope Valley, but that it would be harder to use the voucher else-
where. Even so, they became segregated within Lancaster and Palmdale, pushed into 
its older east side and steered away from the newer, wealthier, and whiter west side.

Voucher holders being steered to older homes on the valley’s eastern side meant 
that they were moving into the homes that had originally been built for the white 
workers staffing the aerospace economy of the nascent Antelope Valley.32 These 
had been homes built at the request of the military and its defense contractors, and 
with the kind of federal financial backing that was never made available to Black 
families. What started as a form of public housing had become so again, and in so 
doing extended the military’s role in shaping Black Los Angeles’s geography.

The system was ripe for exploitation by landlords, because voucher tenants 
were desperate to find places that would take them before their vouchers expired. 
Some used the opportunity to overcharge tenants. Andrea told me, “Get a news-
paper or go online to Craigslist. The ones who take Section 8 [charge rents] much 
higher than the ones who don’t. It could be actually the same identical house. You 
know how they do them in tracts? This one is $1,600, but this one that doesn’t 
take Section 8 is $1,100, or $1,000.” Others placed tenants in uninhabitable homes. 
Jordan recounted such an experience, explaining, “the landlord rented me a house 
that was just burned down and we didn’t know anything about it. You know, we 
were in desperate need of a house. They moved us in, but then, like, a month later 
we started having all these problems. The city came out and said that the house was 
condemned. It wasn’t livable, they should have never rented [it] out.”

NOTHING START S RIGHT AWAY

Racial backlash theory in the social sciences generally defines the term as “the 
politically and electorally expressed public resentment that arises from perceived 
racial advance, intervention, or excess.”33 The concept suggests an acceptable status 
quo ante in which backlash is not present; this is then disrupted by social change. 
One voucher tenant I interviewed, Nate, reflected on the contemporary politics  
of the valley in a different light: “Nothing starts right away, so it must be something 
that’s been lingering along going out here, and people that’s been out here since 
the late ‘70s, ‘80s when it was unincorporated, pretty much ran the town. So, you 
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probably have generations of people who have those type of racist views that instill 
it in their kids and their grandkids and their grandkids.”

From this perspective, the backlash concept obscures more than it illumi-
nates. As the prior chapter recounted, there was no moment of ‘normalcy’ in the  
valley whose disruption led to backlash. Indeed, the violent enforcement of  
the valley’s hierarchies has been the metronome of the region’s twentieth-century 
history. So if the backlash was always there, then the term itself loses coherence. 
Instead, we might say that what the valley experienced was a long struggle over 
its social hierarchies, a struggle whose terrain shifted from location to location: 
employment, housing, schools, gangs, and more. To see these fights together is to 
see that, although the terrain of the struggle had shifted to the voucher program, 
the stakes remained the same.

In 2015 and 2016 I returned to the valley to interview forty-three local residents 
about their views on the voucher program. I chose neighborhoods with high rates 
of voucher tenancy, and walked door to door on Saturdays and Sundays in the 
summer to conduct interviews.

In August of 2015 I interviewed two of the older tenants in my study, Linda 
and Dorothy. We sat at a small table in Linda’s kitchen and they told me about 
their long histories in the valley. Linda’s husband had been a flight test engineer at 
Edwards Air Force Base. After he died, she sold real estate. “It was just wonderful. 
Everybody sold real estate. It was great until about the last of the ‘80s, I would say. 
You could just see, I mean cars would roll off the freeway. Well, why wouldn’t they? 
They didn’t have to pay a dime down on a house.” She lived in one of the neigh-
borhoods built in the 1950s, and which had recently seen a relatively high rate of 
voucher movement (by this I mean it’s likely that one or two tenants were in her  
vicinity). She hated the program, and like Nate had speculated, she anchored  
her understanding of it in the fight her community had lost fifty years prior.

There was a community east of Palmdale called Sun Village. In those days, most  
of them lived there. Now the people who were here then, the black people, they were 
high-class people. I mean they didn’t go around selling drugs and getting in jail for 
the most part, at least the ones I knew. And the children, not many, were here in 
school but the ones that were, were very nice. Then came—I think the riots in LA  
in 1966. That was the first indication I had of how horrible it really was. . . .

Well, I can just tell you that for the first time a black family moved into this neigh-
borhood, there went the neighborhood. And that was about 1988, I think. I know 
[that] was not the first family. We had a lovely family, they owned a religious book-
store. . . .

I think it was a law passed that there had to be a black family in every block. They 
were gonna put a Black family in every block in Lancaster. That started during the 
‘60s. This was the NAACP. And they did it.

From the historical injury of civil rights, everything else followed. The destruc-
tion of her neighborhood was not triggered by the decline of the aerospace economy, 
but by the mandated placement of Black families on every block. Crucially, this 
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was not Linda’s memory, because it never happened. It was instead, a backward-
facing fantasy that justified her contemporary views. It illustrates what Camilla A. 
Hawthorne and Jovan Scott Lewis describe as “the ongoing production of race and 
racisms via the production of space,” as Linda’s contemporary racism is infused by 
a past comity with Sun Village and the breaking of that comity by civil rights law.34

Dorothy had arrived in 1958, during the boom years of the valley. Her husband 
was a trucker. But when I asked her about the voucher program, her reply turned 
sharp and bitter. “I’m here fifty-ish years, tried to make it at home and how do you 
think I feel when I see some of these people that their Humvees sitting in their yard 
and not in their garage at the Section 8 houses over there, and $300.00—$400.00 
for a $2,500.00 a month house? To me, that is a problem.”

I don’t know if the neighbor Dorothy was referring to was actually renting 
their home using a voucher. But as a thought experiment, we can assume she was  
correct in order to reverse-engineer the set of conditions under which she would 
accept the tenant’s presence. In this case, perhaps if a voucher tenant drove a 
sufficiently cheap car, or hid it so as not to offend anyone, their presence could 
be accepted.35 But another interviewee, Ashley, opposed the voucher program 
“because when you see someone who’s able to buy a lobster because they don’t 
have to pay rent. . . . I don’t get lobster.” Add “no lobster” to the list of acceptable 
conditions for voucher residents. Yet another local resident surmised, “They’re just 
kinda—I don’t know. They feel entitled, I think.” Add to the list, “don’t make people 
feel like you feel entitled.” Dorothy claimed, “They’re living in better houses than 
we are.” As my interviews continued, it became harder to see any correct way to  
be a Black voucher tenant in the Antelope Valley. One voucher renter I spoke  
to named the futility of trying to fit in: “They don’t want you next door for some 
reason. No matter how gracious you are.”

Late one afternoon, I was walking down the street after conducting an unre-
markable interview with a woman at her door. As I walked away, her partner, who 
I will call Michael, arrived home, and learned of the interview. He got back into 
his car and drove down the street to catch up with me, eager to make his views 
known too. We did his interview in the road through the rolled-down window 
of his car. Unsurprisingly, Michael spoke extensively and energetically about his 
attitudes towards voucher tenants. When I asked him about his attitude towards 
the voucher program he explained, “It’s not the Section 8 woman that lives there. 
That’s fine and all that.” But as he continued speaking, this sympathy quickly 
melted away.
	 Michael:  But it’s all the fucking riff-raff they bring with them. All the 98s that 

come up here from LA and hang out in the yard and fucking barbecue, 
couches, all that shit in the front yard.

	 RK:  What’s a 98?
	 Michael:  �Ninety-eight is security code for blacks . . . it’s not like saying black. 

You know what I mean? . . . It’s a neutral term.
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	 RK:  �So you’re saying that the tenants can be good but there’s other people 
that come in with them—

	 Michael:  �Tenants can be okay, like it’s just the momma and the little couple of 
kids or whatever, that’s fine. But that’s not what you get. You get all the 
cousins staying overnight, you get the drug dealing, all the bullshit. 
I’ve seen them. Go down to the Section fucking 8 office and watch 
them. . . . Watch it. Watch what happens. You can see them all. They’re 
all the same size. They all eat the same. Go ahead.

	 RK:  And this is based on your personal experience—
	 Michael:  It is the fucking reality! My experience is reality.

Michael started by dividing voucher tenants into good and bad—the good 
mothers who unfortunately can’t be tolerated because of the bad people around 
them. But within a few sentences, he communicated what he really thought  
and the evidence he used to substantiate his intolerance—go to the Section 8  
office and look at the tenants. His comments reveal how central surveillance is 
to producing racialized emotions of hostility and superiority that undergird the 
policing and punishment of Black tenants.36

Michael continued to unravel his analysis of Black mothers, who are often the 
face of the voucher program. He commented on their cooking and their dietary 
practices, suggested they were “professional” welfare recipients, and claimed that 
voucher holders simply “wait about four years and then squeak out another one, 
so they can always stay on the program.” These comments are echoed by other 
respondents who commented on voucher tenants’ sexual practices, number of 
partners, manipulation of pregnancy or disability to qualify for welfare or hous-
ing support, and parenting practices. One explained the program by saying, “If a 
woman gets pregnant and has a child she has everything paid for. Her boyfriend 
lives in the house. They get [a] free house. Free rent. If she goes to college they get 
more money, and they have another child, more money and they get this, that and 
the other.” In another interview, a respondent echoed the welfare-queen myth, 
stating that they opposed the voucher program because “my friend goes and gets 
her welfare check and she sees people pulling up in their Escalades to go collect 
bills.” It was Pete Knight’s anti-immigrant song described in the previous chapter, 
but now sung in the key of anti-Blackness.

These attitudes on excess are consonant with many of the other local residents 
I spoke to, and with a half-century of how policymakers have thought about poor 
people, poor Black people, and poor Black women and mothers in particular. Just 
as policymakers have used these ideas to dismantle the welfare state and fuel mass 
incarceration, the Antelope Valley searched for ways to materialize its opposition 
to voucher renters.

During my conversation with Linda and Dorothy, they summarized the stakes 
of their opposition to the voucher program. Linda explained, “I’m last of the origi-
nals here in this neighborhood, and so for a long time I said well, they’re not gonna 
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run me out. I’m gonna stay.” For them, and increasingly the valley at large, staying 
would come to mean fighting back.

TURNING ON TENANT S

Lancaster Mayor Raymond “Rex” Parris, Jr., was born in Palmdale in 1954, the 
third of Raymond and Jeanne Parris’s four sons. But his father left the family when 
Rex was eleven, and Jeanne, a waitress, was left to raise the boys alone. The house-
hold sometimes relied on welfare assistance to get by.37 But as he described in 
a phone interview in 2019, the family had other support too, like someone who 
helped by “taking us to the snow and doing stuff like that you do with kids.”

When we spoke, Parris recounted to me a time in the early 1960s, before his 
father left, when “an African American family moved next door to us.” He spoke 
proudly of his parents’ reaction: “And my parents were the only ones to go over 
and meet them, you know, bring the traditional pie or whatever [it was] you do to 
welcome people when they moved in. . . .” He told me, “The rest of the neighbors 
were really upset. But I think they were more upset about the impact it might have 
on home values.”

Parris’s memory of his neighbors’ opposition to integration being based on 
home prices is instructive. Then and now, home prices are not just marked to real 
values of material, labor, and land, but also to relationships. The racial exclusivity 
of a place like Palmdale would give each home within it additional value, at least 
for other whites seeking the same. Break the promise of segregation, and you’d 
break the housing market.

As a young person, Parris suffered from severe social anxiety, but he overcame 
it in high school, running for freshman class president and remaking himself as R. 
Rex Parris.38 After briefly becoming addicted to drugs and dropping out of high 
school to work full time, Parris went on to enroll in junior college, then UC Santa 
Barbara, and eventually Southwestern Law School. He would return to Lancaster 
to begin what would become a wildly successful personal injury firm. The firm 
became the launching pad for public service, and, eventually, a political career.

But as he rose to personal and political success, Parris would come to occupy 
the role of his neighbors rather than his family in the valley’s new battle over inte-
gration, voicing hostility when a new generation of Black tenants arrived in the 
valley. He wasn’t the first to oppose voucher tenants, nor was he the only mayor  
in the Antelope Valley to build an infrastructure to oppose it. But he made himself 
the face of the campaign, directing the construction and coordination of a massive 
anti-housing voucher campaign, arguing for it in public venues, and defending 
it when challenged. If the valley was a modern-day Newburgh, NY, site of early 
opposition to welfare, Parris was its Joseph Mitchell.39

To achieve his business success, Parris bucked convention. Defying the infor-
mal regional agreement among personal injury lawyers not to advertise, he 
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purchased billboard advertisements targeting motorists driving into the Antelope 
Valley on Highway 14 and kept a steady cycle of them for years.40 They drowned 
out his competition and helped him land lucrative cases. Alongside his class action 
suits, he pursued cases advancing social and economic justice. In 1994, he repre-
sented a Black security director at Palmdale High School, George Jenkins, whom 
the school yearbook had portrayed as “Buckwheat” from the 1930s television show 
“Our Gang.” Despite being alerted to its racial offensiveness and asked to change 
or remove it, the school published the material anyway, leading to the employee 
being targeted with racial slurs, harassment, and ridicule.41 In 2000, Parris and 
his brother sued Michelin Tires for providing training seminars to auto accident 
investigators that encouraged them to mislabel crashes caused by defective tires as 
driver error.42

By the mid-2000s, Parris had turned his attention towards anti-crime mea-
sures, starting volunteer associations and organizing anti-crime meetings in Lan-
caster. The crackdown on voucher tenants started as early as 2006, when there were 
only about 3,500 voucher-holding families in the Antelope Valley. Then, Lancaster 
passed a nuisance ordinance, and by 2007 was beginning its first steps toward 
using policing to govern voucher tenants. Quoted in the Los Angeles Times, Parris 
justified what was already known to be a racially discriminatory scapegoating of 
voucher families. “Our community is dying,” he said; “the reality is we’re going to 
have to suffer a certain amount of injustice to fix this.”43 A community town hall on 

Figure 15. A billboard advertising Lancaster Mayor R. Rex Parris’s namesake law firm. 
Source: Kim Stringfellow © 2017.
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neighborhood issues like vouchers was reported to have amassed three thousand 
attendees; at its conclusion members declared a “war on gangs and crime,” which 
they vowed to enact through “limiting the number of Section 8 tenants in the 
Antelope Valley.” Bishop Henry Hearns, now Lancaster’s first Black mayor, largely 
supported the voucher crackdown, noting that after they failed to bring in their 
trash cans, he personally confronted and then arranged to have evicted a neigh-
boring Black family he suspected was using a voucher. The next year, Lancaster’s 
City Council passed a crime-free housing ordinance that fined landlords if they 
did not evict tenants who had been the subject of more than five police calls.

It was into this environment that Parris launched his mayoral campaign. Focus-
ing on issues of crime during yet another period of economic unraveling (this 
time nationally), Parris easily won Lancaster’s mayoralty in April 2008. He quickly 
made gangs his public antagonists, passing a measure through the city council that 
would mandate neutering pit bulls and Rottweilers, portrayed as the favorite pets 
of local gang members. As Parris explained, “I want gangs out of Lancaster.  .  .  . 
I want to make it uncomfortable for them to be here. Anything they like, I want 
to take it away from them. I want to deliberately harass them.” When asked why 
gang members wouldn’t simply adopt other breeds, he responded, “If they move 
on to cats, I’m going to take their cats.”44 Parris found flashy ways to place himself 
between Lancaster and the specter of gangs. When the Mongols motorcycle gang 
booked a local hotel for its annual summer gathering, Parris had the hotel pad-
locked for failure to pay back taxes.45

In a way, the strategy was a victim of its own success, running out of steam 
after Lancaster and the LA County Sheriff ’s Department coordinated a mass arrest 
of suspected members of the Mexican American Lancas 13 gang. Accompanied 
by a televised press conference, Parris and Sheriff Lee Baca declared victory over 
gangs.46 The Antelope Valley Press splashed its front page with “AV reaches turn-
ing point in war on crime.”47 The city erected a billboard thanking Baca. And, to 
put icing on the cake, Arizona State University’s Herman Goldstein Center for 
Problem Oriented Policing gave Lancaster and the LASD its 2010 Award for Excel-
lence in Problem Oriented Policing.48 The center published the submission packet 
that accompanied the nomination, and within it was included maps of crime and 
Section 8 housing, illustrating how police and city leaders thought of the rental 
assistance program as intertwined with crime.49

Now, having declared victory over gangs, Parris’s focus would shift to low-
income renters.50 As the campaign of security against crime ran out of road, it 
would be transformed into a campaign of security of property, placed in the hands 
of valley residents themselves. Mark Neocleous suggests that this association of 
security and property masks “an underlying insecurity at the heart of the bour-
geois order—the insecurity of property—which is deeply connected to the ques-
tion of class.”51 Indeed, as the property value and class position of valley residents 
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became more unstable, the commitment to security, and by extension policing, 
only increased.

In a 2008 City Council meeting, Parris announced that it was “time to go to 
war” against Section 8. “Make no mistake,” he told the audience, “this City wants 
to limit the number of Section 8 units that are placed in this community.” To legiti-
mize efforts to stop voucher renters, Parris asked the Housing Authority of the 
County of Los Angeles for data on the “impact” of voucher renters on the city. 
When told that no such data existed, he echoed the neighbors of his childhood, 
explaining, “I’m more interested [in] what the neighbors think. I mean, we’re 
assuming that these homes are having a detrimental impact on the morale of the 
neighborhood, for lack of [a] better word, for the character of the neighborhood.”52 
But as Parris told me years later, there was simply no evidence that voucher tenants 
had a detrimental effect on the valley: “There was one and a half percent of this, 
actually, people who were creating problems. That was all, yeah.”

Nevertheless, by 2009, Parris was publicly expressing frustration about the 
city’s inability to curb the program. In the City Council’s March 24 meeting, he 
had the following exchange with the lead administrator charged with carrying out 
city policies, City Manager Mark Bozigian,

	 Parris:  I am tired of working with these people. I want to see those numbers 
drop. I want us to be proactive in dropping those numbers. . . . I want 
us to set the goal in this City of how many thousands of Section 8 we 
are going to get rid of, and then we can at least start being, be account-
able to ourselves as to whether or not we are moving in that direction. 
What I [am] unwilling to do is talk about this anymore. We know as 
much as we need to know. Let’s figure out what the number, this is the 
number we will reach, and then we will be able to evaluate if we are 
doing things in a direction that is moving us into a successful conclu-
sion. . . . And I think we should be absolutely honest and transparent, 
or whatever word you want to use, to the entire world: we are going 
to get rid of this many, this number, Section 8, from our community, 
and that is what we will devote all of our efforts to until it happens. 
When can I have that number? When can you present something to 
the Council that this will be the goal of the City?

	 Bozigian:  We could do that right now. Our goal, initial goal, is to get down to the 
County average, which is half of what we’re at right now.

	 Parris:  So now we know that the goal of this City is to get rid of half of the Sec-
tion 8, right?

	 Bozigian:  Yes.53

Lancaster began trying a series of strategies to achieve its goal of reducing the 
voucher population. One idea that Lancaster and Palmdale jointly explored was to 
split from the Los Angeles County Housing Authority, escaping their jurisdiction 
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and allowing them to limit the number of voucher tenants who could move to 
the valley from Los Angeles. The strategy was the reverse of a quiet trend hap-
pening in Los Angeles, where tenants under the City of Los Angeles’s Housing 
Authority were “porting” their vouchers to the County’s Housing Authority to give 
them more access to available rental units. In 2008, Lancaster established a Section 
8 Commission to look into the feasibility of creating its own housing authority. 
Ultimately, the strategy was dropped, because it was too expensive and adminis-
tratively complex to create a new housing authority, and because departing from 
HACoLA would mean forfeiting tens of millions of dollars in other forms of hous-
ing assistance funding.54

Another idea was to find ways to limit the supply of rental housing available 
to voucher tenants. If it could not find practical ways to prevent voucher rent-
ers from choosing to move to the valley, it could restrict the ability of property 
owners to rent to them. The strategy responded to a widespread understanding 
that real estate speculators were purchasing homes at low cost, and renting them 
through the voucher program while waiting to eventually flip them when the  
market rebounded. As Parris told me by phone, “Certainly, you know, far more 
houses were being purchased for the purpose of renting them out than living in 
them .  .  . it was both companies and individuals .  .  . I know there’s companies 
doing it. [I] never actually identified them, but I did identify some of the individu-
als, and, you know, they were friends of mine.” Parris named an example, saying, 
“I think they own close to a thousand rental properties. They did most of it with 
Section 8, I guess.”

To curb these practices, the city passed a Rental Housing Business License ordi-
nance in 2007 that made all owners of rental properties acquire licenses from the 
city.55 To acquire a license, property owners had to agree to be subject to inspec-
tions by the city. With the license system in place, the city looked into the via-
bility of capping the number of business licenses issued for rental properties. A 
one-year moratorium on business licenses for single-family homes was proposed 
in 2009, but not enacted. Since business licenses for single-family homes would 
be used almost exclusively for renting homes either on the private market or to 
voucher renters, this strategy would have created a one-year moratorium on most 
new Section 8 rentals in Lancaster. The city would later return to this strategy 
of supply-side enforcement through the municipal code structure. This reveals a 
novel mechanism for local governments to restrict voucher renters from moving 
in. Rather than pass discriminatory policies that could be read as such and be 
struck down by a court, this strategy simply shrinks the possible supply of rental 
property by making business licenses a necessity and then capping them to restrict 
growth. For a city so dependent on its homeowners to consider curtailing their 
economic power during an economic crisis suggested just how important limiting 
vouchers was to its leadership.
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Lancaster and Palmdale also considered a plan to steer voucher renters away 
from the valley and towards other locations in Los Angeles County. As Parris told 
me, “I was deliberately saying things to discourage people from moving up here on 
Section 8. I thought we were getting our unfair share of them.”

Parris’s statements were one thing, but Lancaster’s Section 8 Commission asked 
HACoLA for permission to make presentations to voucher renters, and included 
police and code enforcement officers in the planned presentations as well. The 
presentations were intended to “inform them of what the cities expect from them 
as residents of both cities.”56 The content of the presentations was a stream of nega-
tive information designed to persuade renters not to rent in the area. One example 
included emphasizing high costs of home heating and cooling that voucher rent-
ers might not consider when looking at the cost of renting in the valley. Although 
the matter was discussed seriously, HACoLA ultimately declined the requests. The 
cities also asked HACoLA to “produce an ad campaign to dissuade voucher par-
ticipants from moving to the Antelope Valley by falsely suggesting that there were 
no jobs, no services, and that the cost of living was high.”57 This too was declined.

A final strategy floated by the city in its efforts to restrict voucher renting was 
to direct enforcement through schools. In 2010 the mayor proposed to HACoLA 
that the city could begin a program whereby voucher renters with children would 
have their vouchers revoked if their children missed school. The plan was brought 
up multiple times. In an October 26, 2010, city council meeting, Parris formally 
proposed it to a HACoLA administrator. HACoLA responded by saying it had no 
authority to terminate the vouchers of parents whose children were truant. The 
city also pushed for state legislation that would empower HACoLA to terminate 
parents of children who missed school; HACoLA’s response was that it had no 
interest in such legislation. “Some district attorneys’ offices actually bring child-
neglect charges,” Parris argued, implying that the practice could be seen as a prec-
edent to follow.58 In 2011, Lancaster officials asked State Senator Sharon Runner 
(R-Lancaster) to write legislation that would allow housing authorities to termi-
nate vouchers based on children’s missed school.59 Runner filed SB 660 in Febru-
ary 2011. The bill received a negative analysis and did not pass.60

This series of dead ends might appear to be failures, but the message they sent to  
the valley was clear. To private renters and homeowners, it kept the issue alive  
in the papers on a regular basis, constantly focusing attention on the tiny percent-
age of valley residents using the voucher program. It put those residents in con-
stant fear of eviction. As avenue after avenue proved fruitless, the city consolidated 
its efforts around policing as a way to govern and remove voucher tenants and 
restore the lost social status of private renters and homeowners. As mentioned 
earlier, pastor and community activist V. Jesse Smith described the role of polic-
ing as part of a transition in strategies of racial segregation: “They just changed 
the way in which they were going to go about segregating people of color. In Sun 
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Village they were blatant, they were open about it. It was quite explicit: we don’t 
want you here. With Section 8, they tried to do it through legislation, and tried to 
use crime as a new form of segregation.”

THE POLICING PARTNERSHIP GROWS

The turn to policing began with Lancaster, Palmdale, the County of Los Ange-
les, and the Housing Authority creating a new enforcement program focused on 
voucher tenants. But it evolved into a form of participatory policing that enfolded 
residents of the Antelope Valley into the work of policing their neighbors.

The seeds of the enforcement program date back to a 2004 Memorandum of 
Understanding between Lancaster and the Housing Authority that enabled their 
cooperation in investigating tenants. The agreement was expanded in scope and 
budget 2006 and 2009. Palmdale also participated in the program. In 2009–2010, 
Parris expanded the Memorandum of Understanding undergirding this relation-
ship such that Lancaster paid $121,266 for expanded investigations of voucher 
renters. This was matched with $284,000 from County Supervisor Mark Anto-
novich. This funded the salaries of inspectors and analysts whose job was to visit 
the homes of voucher renters to perform spot inspections of units for violations of 
HACoLA rules and city laws. This enforcement staff was given office space in the 
Los Angeles Sheriff ’s Department stations in the Antelope Valley (there is no local 
police force in the Antelope Valley: rather these services are contracted out from 
LASD). LASD officers accompanied the inspectors on their visits. HACoLA used 
its administrative time to liaise with the cities’ enforcement program, providing 
the inspectors with names and addresses of voucher tenants in the valley. As Gary 
Blasi, Professor of Law at UCLA and a key figure in the effort to end the policing 
of voucher tenants, explained, “They were basically supplying them a target list 
once a month. Like, these are the people you should be harassing now. I don’t 
know what else they told them, but they told them anywhere they lived. They knew 
everything about them, because they had their files.”

The inspection regime was brutal. “Anywhere else in the county, if they were 
going to do an inspection, they were civil about it,” Blasi said. “They would make 
an appointment to come talk to you and that sort of thing. They didn’t sur-
veil you as [the Antelope Valley fraud inspectors] did. I mean, literally, they did 
stakeouts on people to see if some guy showed up.” The system was not confined 
to trying to find reasons to evict tenants based on purported violations of their 
rental contracts; it extended to terrorizing them as well. Speaking about fraud 
inspectors’ practices of parking near voucher tenants’ homes to surveil them, 
Blasi surmised,

He was probably there to signal that people were being watched. And that’s the  
way that stuff works. It isn’t what they actually do, so much as what they commu-
nicate that they’re going to do. So you have this anxiety all the time, and it’s very 
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stressful. Particularly when he talked about Child Protective Services, and the impli-
cation that not only we’re going to evict you and make you homeless, but we’re going 
to take your kids away from you.

As Smith recalled, sheriff ’s deputies also asked people about their voucher 
status during police stops, including young people the deputies suspected of 
being children of voucher holding parents. “They stopped them right on Lan-
caster Boulevard and asked them, we know your parents are on Section 8. If 
you don’t tell us what we want, if you don’t give us what we’re looking for.  .  .  .” 
Smith elaborated that deputies would try to get children to answer questions in 
a manner that could implicate them in gang activity, which could then be used 
to jeopardize a parent’s voucher through the crime-free rules. Smith explained, 
“They were using any way possible to get them out of Section 8. If they can get 
their Section 8 vouchers revoked, they would use the kids to do it. That literally  
would happen.”

But the cities also extended their policing of voucher tenants beyond the new 
investigatory staff and sheriff ’s deputies detailed to this work. They began to make 
a concerted effort to involve residents of the Antelope Valley in the policing of 
their neighbors. This participatory policing had several advantages: it expanded 
the number of people surveilling and filing complaints about voucher tenants far 
beyond the government’s capacity, it satisfied angry residents and gave them a 
sense of empowerment (rebuilding the lost morale Parris referenced earlier), it 
allowed for discrimination to run rampant as long as it was being done by every-
day citizens, rather than the government, whose role was simply to accept and 
investigate complaints, and it offered the possibility of evicting voucher tenants 
and resisting the integration of once-white neighborhoods.

In newspapers and online, people spread the word about the HACoLA Fraud 
Hotline, a number that anyone could call to report a voucher tenant’s suspected 
violation of Housing Authority rules. Around this time local residents started a 
Facebook group called “I Hate Section 8,” in which they would discuss the pro-
gram, denigrate its participants, encourage policing, and doxx suspected voucher 
tenants. Even on a mundane website like city-data.com, where people generally 
carry on unremarkable discussions about their cities, ask and answer each oth-
er’s questions, and share trivia, threads could become singularly focused on the 
voucher question. Posters discussed where to live in the valley that would have no 
Section 8 tenants, bemoaned the waiting list being reopened, discouraged their 
peers from renting their property to voucher tenants, and encouraged each other 
to report Section 8 tenants to the program’s fraud hotline, even without proof. A 
user employing the name of Palmdale’s lead voucher fraud inspector, Gary Brody, 
replied to comments about the voucher program with reassurances that he was 
leading the efforts to police voucher tenants and encouraging angry residents to 
be patient as the system worked to remove them.61 As a voucher tenant named 
Andrea described, these ideas were present in the media as well:

http://city-data.com
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But [it’s] the whole culture of the Antelope Valley. You can go to the AV Press any day 
of the week and you might see something, if you feel like somebody on your street 
is on Section 8, call this number and you think they’re not complying. So that starts 
with them. Then you hear the city officials talk like that. Then you hear—when I say 
hear, you see them on T.V., you hear them in the newspaper. So that’s what kind of 
culture we live in.

The results were predictable. In 2008–2009 for example, 414 calls were made 
to the fraud hotline regarding voucher tenants in the Antelope Valley, 40 percent 
of the total 1,084 calls made across the entire county in the same time period. It 
was a remarkable number given that the valley was home to just 17 percent of the 
voucher tenants in the county.

A staff report from Lancaster’s Section 8 Commission to the City Council 
summarized the results of these efforts. Fueled in part by neighbor calls, the 
report noted, “Code Enforcement, County Housing Investigators, the Los 
Angeles Sheriff ’s Departments tasks forces, LAN-CAP, Community Oriented 
Policing Services team, (COPS); and Target Oriented Policing team (TOPS) 
and High Impact, Parole Officers, and Probation Officers have been working 
as a unit going house-by-house, block-by-block, and neighborhood by neigh-
borhood to eliminate all disorderly tenants. This strategy is working and many 
citizens in several neighborhoods are beginning to feel the effects and see the  
positive change.”62

THE WAGES OF POLICING

What accounts for such enthusiastic participation in the policing of one’s 
neighbors? By creating pathways for individuals to participate in policing, the 
Antelope Valley was making policing into a form of property, something that 
would be used, and which could increase the status of its user. Policing restored  
the right to discriminate that was so diminished by the Fair Housing Act. And 
that right is one with powerful implications for the symbolic value and meaning 
of property. Being able to police elevated the status of those who possessed that 
power. Actually engaging in policing took that process farther, because it also 
diminished the status of those being policed. As Nick Blomley argues, prop-
erty is not just about our capacity to use something; things are made property 
through their use.63 Its not just that residents could engage in policing, or that 
they used it to protect property values, but that policing had become a form of 
property. This perspective does not rely on the stated attitudes of white resi-
dents (though they were overwhelmingly hostile to voucher tenants); rather, it 
explains their actions by considering what was at stake for them. In what follows, 
I show how local residents came to participate in policing and the effects it began 
to have on the neighborhood.
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The “war on Section 8” was a war to regain property by dispossessing  
voucher tenants. The city paired the creation of enforcement capacity targeted  
at voucher tenants with legal moves empowering residents to file complaints 
against their neighbors. This moved the locus of discrimination down from  
the city itself to the individuals enforcing city rules. The system, according to The 
Community Action League (TCAL)’s complaint, originated “after Lancaster’s 
mayor specifically asked the City Council to —[l]ook into a means for making 
it very easy for neighbors to file nuisance lawsuits with the assistance of the City 
against . . . Section 8 housing.”64

The city’s nuisance ordinance provided “enhanced penalties where there are 
multiple calls to the police or public safety entities for service—even where there is  
no actual criminal activity.” The ordinance defined nuisance as: “Anything which  
is injurious to health, or is indecent, or offensive to the senses, or is an obstruction 
to the free use of property, so as to interfere with the comfortable enjoyment of 
life or property by an entire community or neighborhood, or by any considerable 
number of persons.” This broad definition is not unique to Lancaster, but clearly 
can be used maliciously by anyone seeking to punish a neighbor based on a subjec-
tive interpretation of the code. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the munici-
pal code was also amended to state that if a rental unit was the subject of five nui-
sance complaints in one year, both the tenant and the landlord would be subject 
to fines and other penalties, which the landlord could avoid by evicting the tenant.

In sum, the city had created a system for local residents to police voucher 
renters. It both set up a way for individuals to make complaints that result in severe 
enforcement and encouraged the creation and use of neighborhood watch pro-
grams under the broader context of this policing. To really bring it all home, the 
city created a “Good Neighbor Guide” which informed residents of the munici-
pal codes, gave them examples of complaints they could make, and walked them 
through the process of making a complaint. The cover illustration depicts a clearly 
African American figure standing in the middle of a home, surrounded by a 
racially diverse group of figures each holding on to a piece of the building (for 
example a roof, or a wall). The illustration nominally portrays the neighbors as 
helping to build the home, but given the guide’s content and context, one might 
also interpret the image as the neighbors collectively dismantling it. The guide told 
residents, “When a problem landlord, tenant or homeowner becomes responsible 
for five or more nuisance calls within a 12-month period, each additional call will 
entail a stiff penalty of $1,000. When a neighborhood has a persistent problem, 
residents now have the ability to hit the property owner where it hurts, in the pock-
etbook.”65 This helped to ensure that the changes were not just made in the law,  
but that local residents opposed to Section 8 knew about them and knew that they 
should take advantage of the new codes. It made policing usable, fitting the first 
marker of property.



98        Chapter 3

Some local residents were clearly empowered by the city government’s hostil-
ity towards vouchers. Jim is a retiree who had moved to Lancaster after leaving 
the Navy in the mid-1970s. In my conversation with Jim he explained how reas-
sured he felt by Parris’s election and his efforts to give citizens more abilities to 
police their neighbors: “When we got R. Rex Parris in office that was the change up 
time because he stood up to the mongrels. He stands up for what he believes—he’s 
against Section 8 himself and bottom line is he’s got the Sheriff ’s department work-
ing with him where—I got a Deputy Sheriff on speed dial on my phone. I call him 
every time I’ve got a problem on the block. I don’t put up with no crap.”

One can easily read this in the language of property by seeing how acquiring 
more ability to police translated into increased status for Jim. This participation 
may generate its own empowerment, or what Du Bois called “wages.” Here we can 
begin to see the fulfillment of the status marker of the property definition.

The city and its residents fueled each other, with city officials engaged in racist 
and anti-voucher speech and implementing vicious tactics to evict tenants, and 
local residents supporting the city ever more while feeling empowered to take the 

Figure 16. The City of Lancaster’s  
Good Neighbor Guide.  

Source: City of Lancaster.
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law into their own hands. They did so by surveilling neighbors they believed were 
using vouchers, dispatching police and city agencies to visit their homes for pos-
sible infractions, and directly confronting voucher tenants to assert their prefer-
ences and control over the neighborhood. The actions are legible from the lens of 
policing as property.

When private residents interacted with voucher tenants, it was from an assumed 
social position of superiority, rather than as neighbors. Patricia, a middle-aged 
Black tenant, explained, “When I came up here, people don’t speak to you .  .  . 
they’re really disrespectful. When you do speak to them, they try to figure out why 
you’re speaking to them . . . they treat people however they want to treat them, they 
talk to them however they want to talk to them.”

Andrea described her neighbors in a similar light: “My neighbors haven’t been 
aggressive towards me or my family, but they’re not very friendly. . . . Just—they’re 
very cold if you speak to them. Many of my neighbors turn their head. I’m like, 
oh my God. What was that about? Did I do something wrong?” John added that 
one local resident overtly told him of his resentments. The local resident stated 
that while he paid $1,600 for his home, he knew John only paid $400. His state-
ment that “I could pay your rent” suggested a superiority over John and other  
voucher tenants.

These interactions demonstrate two processes occurring at once; the denigra-
tion of Black residents of the neighborhood is tied to the assertion of a superior 
social status of private renters and homeowners. But the ability to weaponize these 
feelings through policing allowed local residents to further elevate their social sta-
tus while diminishing that of voucher tenants. This is one reason why residents 
might participate in policing. Through participatory policing, local residents are 
enfolded into the act and practices of policing by their local government. It rep-
resents a synthesis between the mob and the state, in which the state empowers 
residents to act in ways that it knows are racially discriminatory but which it can 
claim to simply neutrally respond to and enforce. Local residents are empowered 
to participate in this policing because it furthers the ends they are invested in—
removing Black residents from the neighborhood and asserting their superiority 
to them.

Local residents used their ability to police to surveil the neighbors who they 
believed were voucher renters, using crude race-class shorthand. The surveillance 
practices themselves delivered a first blow to voucher tenants, making them feel 
watched and unsafe in their homes and neighborhoods. Alicia explained her expe-
rience as a voucher tenant. At the time of our interview, her neighbors did not 
know she was a voucher renter. Nevertheless, she explained: “They stare. They call 
the police for anything. Not on me but my neighbors across the street. . . . They  
call the police on them like if they park their car in front of the mailbox, they call  
the police. That’s ridiculous. They have too many cars in their driveway, they  
call the police. That ain’t your business.”
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Another voucher tenant explained that they experienced surveillance by neigh-
borhood watch, rather than just individuals acting alone: “There’s something 
like—what is it? Not the policemen, the watchers. So for any little thing, they want 
to make a complaint, you know. They must want to get rid of us. They pretty much 
disagree with a lot of us that are on Section 8. You know, like I said, that’s because 
they think that we’re minimal or less of a person. . . .”

As these tenants attest, the purpose of surveillance is to generate opportunities 
to file complaints, call police, and otherwise trigger moments of state intervention 
that might result in the eviction of voucher tenants. Only a small number of local 
residents actively investigated which of their neighbors might be using a voucher. 
But by sharing this information with neighbors either informally or through the 
neighborhood watch, they effectively expanded the effects of surveillance much 
farther. These activities helped some residents reassert a feeling of control over 
their surroundings and laid the groundwork for further policing.

In multiple cases, respondents being interviewed at their front doors would 
point out the homes on their block which they knew were rented to Section 8 
tenants and describe something about the tenants who lived there—whether they 
were noisy, how recently they had moved in, why a rental unit might be vacant, 
and so on. Jim explained in detail the various strategies he employed to identify 
voucher tenants:

	 RK:  And how do you know when a house is Section 8?
	 Jim:  How do I know? First place, I know every owner of every house in this 

block and I’ve got their number. And when someone rents a house and 
moves in, I ask them.

	 RK:  Okay. You ask the renter or the—
	 Jim:  I ask the owner. Is this Section 8 or are you just renting it out?
	 RK:  Oh, okay.
	 Jim:  And you can always go to the courthouse and find out if it’s a Section 8 

rental or not.

Jim later explained that he not only worked hard to know when and where 
voucher tenants were living in his neighborhood, but that he actively worked to 
organize his community to be aware of and assist in monitoring these tenants. This 
type of information sharing was not uncommon. Russell, a retired-by-layoff former 
aerospace employee who had been transferred to Lancaster by his former employer 
in the 1990s, explained how he benefited from these surveillance networks:

	 Russell:  We have a neighborhood watch here, one guy, and he always knows 
what’s going on all hours of the night.

	 RK:  Oh, okay. So he kind of keeps an eye on things?
	 Russell:  Yeah. Makes the complaints.

Russell was effectively giving his policing power to a neighbor, perhaps someone 
like Jim. The act fits the marker of property known as disposal—the ability to give 
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something away suggests that it was one’s property. Russell did not need to go 
to the same lengths as Jim to discover voucher renters because he actively ben-
efited from one of his neighbors’ efforts to collect that information and share it 
among local residents. In this way, residents like Jim had an outsized effect on the 
neighborhood, as their information diffused through networks such as preexisting 
friendships between longtime residents or organizations like the neighborhood 
watch. These networks provided Russell with enough information to allow him to 
stand at his doorway and point out the homes within eyesight he claimed to know 
were rented by voucher tenants—adding the tidbits of information he knew about 
the renters as well.

In some cases, this surveillance and coordination operated through the local 
neighborhood watch, which served as both an information exchange and a tool of 
intimidation. Jim explained that they played a symbolic function: “I’ll do anything 
I can to keep the signs up because that’s a good preventative.” Although he was 
frustrated by the scope of territory that required surveillance and disappointed 
that public participation was inconsistent, Jim remained adamant about doing 
his part, saying “I walk my block once a day or twice a day,” and added that he 
would always watch the houses of those who made a good effort to participate 
in the neighborhood watch. In an interview conducted down the street, another 
respondent referenced him as a source of information about voucher tenants, an 
active monitor of the block, and a person who could be relied upon to call the 
sheriff or the city’s code enforcement office. Another older resident on a different 
block expressed thankfulness for the good people on her street that monitored the 
“comings and goings,” again suggesting that while only some residents engaged in 
very active surveillance efforts, their work had wide effects and was appreciated 
by others.

Returning to markers of property, something is property if its possessor can 
exclude others from its use. By watching supposed voucher homes, local residents 
could then call the local office of the Los Angeles County Housing Authority 
(which could investigate or evict voucher holders for violation of program rules), 
the city’s code enforcement hotline (which could investigate or fine the property 
owners renting to voucher holders for violating city rules), and the police (who 
could make arrests and issue citations). Even if no formal punishment occurred, 
the inspection or police visit itself was a form of punishment for the tenant and 
could also function to intimidate them. Deploying these agencies constituted an 
important part of fighting back against vouchers and provided a sense of agency 
to local residents.

According to Russell, the motivation to make these calls was the promise of 
evicting unwanted neighbors: “Yeah, well I heard someone tell me that if you rent 
to someone and there’s five complaints about them then they’re evicted, and you 
can’t rent no more.” Russell’s version was near the truth; it closely resembled the 
terms of the nuisance ordinance adopted by the city and described earlier in this 
chapter. One striking aspect of Russell’s comments is how well he understands 
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the city’s new municipal codes, despite relying on a neighbor to make complaints. 
Whether his knowledge was a product of his social network informing him of 
these rules, online forums and message boards where opposition to Section 8 is 
discussed, or the Good Neighbor Guide that the city distributed widely across 
Lancaster, he knew exactly how many calls were required to evict a voucher tenant 
and place maximum pressure on his or her landlord.

Just a handful of local residents I spoke to volunteered to me that they made 
these calls, but they indicated that they made the calls in high volume and often 
on behalf of others on their block. Jim spoke with pride about the power afforded 
to him by this dynamic: “I got the Section 8 people thrown out because I was call-
ing Code Enforcement every day. Every day Code Enforcement was over at that 
Section 8 house.” Returning to the exclusion marker of property, to get someone 
“thrown out” of their home is to exclude them from the neighborhood, and by 
extension to exclude them from democratic participation in that neighborhood, 
including the ability to engage in policing if they wished.

But what was tacitly understood about this system of policing is that although 
the law is written in a facially neutral manner, it is really only meant to work in 
one direction—private renters and homeowners policing their subsidized and/or 
Black neighbors. Voucher tenants themselves stated that they did not want to call 
the police for service because they believed that doing so would mark them as a 
potentially problematic tenant in the eyes of HACoLA. It was rational not to want 
to increase the chances that they might lose their voucher, but that means that 
voucher tenants were excluded from possessing policing in the ways their neigh-
bors possessed it.

Later in his interview, Jim detailed one incident in which he called the code 
enforcement hotline to inform the city that a neighbor had violated housing  
code when fixing part of her home. The tenant begged him not to file a complaint, 
but he said he did so anyway in order to send a message to others that violations 
would not be tolerated. When confronted by neighbors who claimed he was being 
too harsh, he recounted telling them to, “Take your neighborhood watch and 
shove it. Next time you see somebody messing with your mailbox, call a sheriff. 
Don’t call me to call the sheriff.” Here, Jim revealed his role as a local resident who 
made complaints on behalf of many of his neighbors and illustrated how seriously 
he took this informal role—either he would be allowed to enforce it as fully as he 
desired, or not at all. When other respondents stated that they were glad someone 
was making complaints or that they knew someone was keeping an eye on things, 
they were likely referring to a small number of individuals like Jim, who played 
this communal role.

In his 1985 study of Canarsie, Brooklyn’s, resistance to racial integration, Jona-
than Reider found that, although “a larger minority of the community approved 
of, or tolerated, vigilante-style actions, many residents, probably a majority, were 
only vaguely aware of them.”66 Rieder argues that the actions of these vigilantes had 
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an outsized effect on the neighborhood because they intimidated Black families  
who rightly suspected they could be next, and because they shaped the broader 
public’s perception that anti-integration violence was representative of the  
neighborhood’s character.

The actions of respondents in the Antelope Valley seem to fit this schema—few 
were actively hostile to voucher tenants, but they enjoyed a large base of social 
acceptance or approval of their actions. One key difference, however, is that in 
1980s Canarsie, anti-Black hostility was expressed through moments of criminal 
violence, while through its structure of policing, the Antelope Valley had cre-
ated an environment of virtually constant harassment, but this violence had been 
endowed, embraced, and emboldened by the law. Because it imbued white rent-
ers and homeowners with the status benefits of being able to police their Black 
neighbors, they had every reason to keep it going, regardless of whether even the 
perceived threat of Black residency remained convincing.

In a lecture at UCLA in 2012, David Shorter discussed his experiences being 
stopped at checkpoints as he drove to conduct fieldwork with Yaqui communities 
in Mexico.67 Shorter noted how checkpoints have a Janus-faced nature to them. 
Every checkpoint is a place where a soldier both checks you and themselves. Peo-
ple passing through checkpoints are checked both for the presence of unallowed 
physical objects, and for their docility and willingness to cooperate with the rituals 
of degradation that occur at the stops. Meanwhile, and perhaps more importantly, 
the officer conducting the search is simultaneously checking that they remain 
capable of asserting power, status, or dominance over passersby. In her work on 
anti-immigration attitudes, Cristina Beltrán has called the capacity to enact cru-
elty a form of citizenship in the United States.68 Here, too, the processes Shorter 
and Beltrán discuss are in operation. The capacity to enact cruelty, violence, or 
eviction against another is valuable not only for its effect on its target, but also as a 
measurement of one’s own personhood.

To understand the full consequences of the imbrication of policing as an enact-
ment of social citizenship, I turn to Black voucher tenants to understand how they 
experienced, understood, and survived these forms of policing.
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Unmaking Home

I don’t know if things changed or if I’ve changed after being out here so long. 
When I first came out I saw things. At first, I saw the beautiful landscape and 
grass. The more I lived here I saw—started seeing the dirt.
—Andrea

Outside the Housing Authority offices in the summer of 2015, Andrea agreed 
to speak with me. Usually I recruited interviewees at my little folding table on a 
grassy patch of the parking lot, and offered to call people at a time of their choos-
ing. But Andrea wanted to talk now. She walked me to her car, where she sat in the 
driver’s seat, leaving the door open so that I could stand beside it. It was going to 
be a long conversation.

“If I had known beforehand I never would have moved here,” she said. “It’s 
very racist.” Thinking back to her early days in the valley, she recalled seeing Con-
federate flags in the neighborhood. “And I kind of didn’t even know what they 
were. I had to do a little research. Like what’s that about? . . . Are these patriots? 
What’s that about?” The longer she stayed, the clearer things became. “And then 
I moved closer into the city of Lancaster and there was a skinhead meeting at the 
local Walmart, which I didn’t know about, but my boys knew. I said hey, can you 
run across the street to Walmart? They said mom, we can’t go today. It’s Wednes-
day, and it’s dark.” Not understanding their meaning, she asked, “What does that 
mean? It’s right across the street.” To which they replied, “Mom, the skinheads is 
out. Like that’s them.” At this point it clicked: “Oh my God,” she recalled thinking. 
“For real? At that time, I heard about stuff in the paper about crosses being burned, 
and people that’s running for election who was part of the skinhead movement. I 
said ‘oh my God, it’s racist out here.’”

Years later, the skinheads had receded, but the city’s hatreds had not. As public 
ire turned to the voucher program, and the policing program lurched into action, 
Andrea got a knock on her door. She had been expecting her annual compliance 
check the next day, so the arrival of an inspector that day was a surprise. Perhaps 
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it was a strategy to catch tenants unaware. Andrea recalled, “So when the man 
knocked at the door I could see his badge, and I’m like ‘Why are you here? I have a 
reinspection tomorrow.’ I was expecting him, but the next day. He goes ‘Oh, you’ve 
been selected for reinspection—I mean for a compliance check.’”

It is unclear whether the inspector had been hired by the city or was from the 
housing authority, but at the moment, it was a distinction without a difference. He 
was accompanied by armed officers. Andrea asked him,

‘Why are all these police here?’ My heart was beating so fast it was about to bust out 
of my chest. He said, ‘They’re with me.’ And I said, ‘Well, you can come in. I don’t 
have nothing to hide, but they can’t come in. They don’t have a warrant and they’re 
not coming in here.’ He told me ‘If they don’t come in, then you’re going to lose your 
Section 8. They go where I go.’

What can anyone really say to a person flanked by armed sheriff ’s deputies? 
Andrea nevertheless pushed back once more—asking why they needed all these 
deputies just for her and her children. The official’s response was telling: “Well, 
that’s up to us to figure out.” The inspector had made it clear that he wanted to 
evict her, and was here to figure out how to do that. And so they began to enter 
and search her home. As Andrea described it, “They came in with shotguns. They 
came in in vests. They came in in riot gear, and they held guns on us like we were 
wanted criminals.”

Room by room they went. “They went in my drawers. They held guns on 
my kids. They went in my kitchen drawers.” They were finding nothing, so they 
kept going. They went to her son’s room, and rifled through his drawers. Andrea 
recalled, “They pulled out an ID and some money and said bam—threw it across 
the table at me and said ‘Hah, who is this?’ That’s what the officer said. ‘Yeah. We 
got her. Who is this?’”

From her seat in the car on that hot day in Palmdale, Andrea conveyed the 
glee that she remembered in the officer’s voice: he thought they had found some-
thing that would substantiate her eviction. If Andrea was harboring a resident 
who wasn’t on the lease, even if it was her child, she could be evicted and have her 
voucher terminated. But she had all the documentation she needed to defend her-
self and her son. “I said that’s my son. He’s on my contract, and that’s a little change 
from his Walmart job. What?” When they checked her voucher contract, the offi-
cer said “Oh yeah, yeah. She’s right.” You can still hear it on the recording, the  
dejection she attributes to the cops when they realize they have nothing on her.

That she had survived this eviction attempt could only be partial comfort. 
Speaking to me that day, long after the raid was over, she described the short 
and long-term consequences her treatment has had on her life. That day, the raid 
wasn’t just happening in her home. It was a public spectacle for the neighborhood. 
She despaired that, “as if things weren’t bad enough, I got all my neighbors on 
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the line, mostly white, and they’re looking at us. All I know is after that day they 
never spoke to me again. They never said good morning—ever. Ever again.” The 
immediate violence of the raid was accompanied by the slow violence of its social 
aftermath.1 The inspection might not have succeeded in finding a reason to evict 
her, but it did succeed in degrading her in front of her neighbors. Perhaps it had 
been instigated by one of them calling the housing authority or city.

That day, Andrea was at risk of being evicted for having an unauthorized 
tenant—her child. The unauthorized tenant rule states that no one who is not on 
the lease can live in the voucher tenant’s unit. Visits are permitted, but stays of an 
extended length would subject tenants to termination of their voucher. The rule, 
however, is weaponized to prevent tenants from even having the semblance of 
another person present, because someone complaining to the Housing Authority 
can just assert that the rules are being broken, triggering a more formal investiga-
tion. It is one of the easiest ways to evict voucher tenants.

What Andrea experienced, an unannounced inspection of her home conducted 
by a government official and often accompanied by armed police, is perhaps  
better understood as a home raid. Home raids are an important mechanism of 
urban governance, have persisted throughout the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies, and are enacted against Black residents, particularly women, across both 
private and public housing. Though they are enacted upon the home, their target 

Figure 17. Lancaster Sheriff ’s Deputies, LA County Housing Authority investigators, and pa-
role agents search Section 8 apartments and homes in Lancaster, March 29, 2007. Source: Photo 
by Michael Robinson Chavez/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images.
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is the person who occupies it. In the prior chapter I explored policing’s property 
function—namely, increasing the social status of those who might wield it. Here, 
the policing of housing functions to decrease the social position of those subject 
to it—taking away key elements of privacy, safety, autonomy, family, and more that 
are tied to home and that help to substantiate one’s personhood.

THE HOME R AID’S  PL ACE  
IN URBAN R ACIAL GOVERNANCE

While the policing of Black homes stretches back to the slavery era, one early 
manifestation of the home raid appears in the post–Civil War era. Kidada 
E. Williams documents the night riders, vigilante collectives abetted by law 
enforcement that raided Black homes in the South to kill and terrorize Black fami-
lies out of their homes.2 They targeted Black men for the worst of their violence, 
and Williams notes that some slept away from the home to protect their families 
and selves. It would not be long until these extra-legal practices were absorbed into 
public policy.

Saidiya Hartman traces an early manifestation of the home raid as public policy 
to New York’s 1901 Tenement Act, ostensibly passed to support the poor by attack-
ing problems of unsanitary and uninhabitable tenement housing.3 As Hartman 
documents, its most manifest effects were to increase the surveillance of Black 
homes and the arrest of young Black women.

This occurred because the act “identified the diseased home as the incubator 
of crime,” and as a result sought to increase state power to enter and assess homes 
for their unsafe or unsanitary conditions, both in terms of physical conditions and 
overcrowding.4 Rather than use economic redistribution to solve those issues, the 
state sought to police the home into a proper condition.

Thus, over time, as Hartman traces, the act mostly managed to 1) create a public 
and legal association of Blackness and prostitution, 2) criminalize vagrancy and 
define it as a product of prostitution, and 3) create an easy means for police to enter 
Black homes and charge tenants with prostitution. These charges no longer needed 
proof—all that was required was suspicion, based on officer testimony. And a wide 
variety of noncriminal activity was recoded as criminal. As Hartman notes, “any 
young woman residing in a tenement who invited a man into her home risked 
being charged with prostitution.”5

Just as the legal bar to charging a tenant with a violation of the Tenement Act 
was virtually nonexistent, the police power to conduct searches under the act’s 
auspices was equally unbounded. The key mechanism used to enact the Tenement 
Act was the “jump raid,” a practice by which officers knocked at a door and then 
broke in when a resident answered. The widespread employment of jump raids 
physically and symbolically degraded Black homes, created a statistical association 
between Blackness and disorder through the circular logics of the law and its 
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enforcement, and contributed to racial segregation and dispossession as land-
lords faced fines for their tenants’ violations of the law. Ultimately, poverty was 
not addressed nor were building conditions repaired, but Blackness was policed 
and punished, and the practice of the raid was strengthened. When the tenements 
were torn down to be replaced with public housing, the raid reappeared as a way 
of governing its residents.

The jump raids’ successor in mid-century public housing was the “midnight 
raid” of the 1950s and 1960s.6 These followed the legal and social templates of the  
Tenement Act and its enforcement. States passed regulations that mandated  
the searches of welfare recipients’ homes to ensure their compliance with the rules 
of the Aid for Families with Dependent Children program. Because only single 
mothers with children were eligible for AFDC, the state had a nominal interest 
in ensuring compliance by certifying that the women who received this aid were 
indeed single. The regulation came to be known as the “man in the house rules,” 
and evidence of a man’s presence (not just a male person, but even shoes, a coat 
in the closet, etc.) could immediately disqualify a mother from AFDC.7 Because 
AFDC recipients often also lived in public housing, women faced a termination 
of benefits and housing.8 The state’s inspections took place at all hours, earning 
them the “midnight raid” moniker. Though those specific practices were stricken 
in 1968’s King v. Smith ruling, the basic dynamic echoes into the present.9 Raids on 
public housing tenants, including raids flagrantly in defiance of Fourth Amend-
ment protections, continued after King v. Smith.10

In 1984, police killed Eleanor Bumpurs while evicting her from from her 
home in New York City public housing.11 Four years later, the Chicago Housing 
Authority and the Chicago Police Department coordinated massive raids of public 
housing properties, with armed officers bringing drug-sniffing dogs into homes 
without warning or warrants.12 The raids were portrayed as exceptional, and chal-
lenged by legal aid groups as unconstitutional searches, but after these highly vis-
ible moments, as Beth Richie documents, Chicago police continued to raid homes 
in public housing as a punitive and exploitative practice, using raids as occasions 
to threaten, steal from, sexually assault, and extort tenants.13 As Richie notes, these 
practices were all the more possible given the impending demolition of buildings 
they raided: broader structural abandonment empowered specific violence against 
tenants. Today, public housing authorities continue to employ these practices from 
Indiana14 to New York City.15

Home raids have also been a key historical part of the racial and urban gover-
nance of Los Angeles. Kelly Lytle Hernández traces the 1927 LAPD home raid of 
Clara Harris, during which officers murdered her brother Samuel Faulkner, and 
the protest movement that arose in response to it. As she notes, the LAPD preyed 
on South Central, “collecting pay-offs, conducting raids, and harassing people.”16 
Despite the social movement that grew in response to the killing, police continued 
to invade homes to, among other things, enforce evictions spurred by development 
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and business interests. Marques Vestal illustrates how these processes contin-
ued by illuminating the 1938 case of George and Cora Farley, who resisted being 
evicted from their home as part of the city’s effort to expand the roads connecting 
their subdivision to other industrial areas nearby. George Farley killed the police 
officers who attempted to evict him and his wife.17 The story has been turned into 
LAPD mythology—a story of valiant officers who sacrificed everything to enforce 
the law, rather than a story of the police role in unjust evictions. The story of the 
Farleys echoes through LA history; in 1979, LAPD officers Lloyd O’Callaghan and 
Edward Hopson killed Eula Mae Love at her home over a delinquent water bill.18

The raids were an important ingredient in reshaping early Los Angeles for capi-
tal and white interests. Operation Hammer, an outgrowth of the mass arrest style 
of policing implemented during the 1984 Olympics, illustrates the ongoing con-
tinuities of LAPD’s degradation of the home. In 1988, “88 LAPD police officers 
raided two apartment buildings located on the corner of 39th Street and Dalton 
Avenue.” The raids were an occasion to deface the homes. Police “caused massive 
property damage, including smashing furniture, punching holes in the walls, and 
destroying family photos.” To assert their dominion over the homes of South Cen-
tral residents, “police sprayed graffiti messages such as “LAPD Rules” and “Rollin 
30’s Harlem Crips Die.”19 In the valley, too, police routinely used battering rams 
to break down front doors of suspected parole violators or gang members, and 
boasted of going to the homes of suspected gang members to give them “early 
morning wake up calls.”20

The home raid is an important tactic of urban governance because it  
stretches the gap in how home is experienced between people at different ends of 
the nation’s social hierarchies. It is among the many tactics that help widen a spec-
trum of experiences of freedom as it relates to housing.

On one end is a set of policing practices that make home unfree. For example, 
law enforcement uses no-knock home raids with impunity, killing Breonna Taylor 
and Amir Locke in recent years, and subjecting Anjanette Young to a humiliating 
search of her self and home, despite not being the target of the search. As a report 
on Young’s case describes, Chicago police are able to conduct no-knock raids 
of homes without oversight or accountability. House arrest programs often use 
camera surveillance to enforce their rules, subjecting individuals to having their 
homes and private lives filmed. As Susila Gurusami shows, re-entry programs, 
managing people post-release from prison, routinize the pernicious inspections of 
homes as part of probation officers’ powers.21 And both the valley (as seen in the 
previous chapter) and the City of Los Angeles use nuisance property law to man-
date evictions in majority Black and Latino neighborhoods.22 For tenants exposed 
to these practices, this is an unfree, carceral form of housing.

On the other end of this spectrum, the right has increasingly asserted a vision 
of home centered around the capacity for violence. This trajectory builds on Oscar 
Newman’s 1970s-era theory of defensible space, which argued that public housing 
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failed because its architectural design encouraged crime and that increasingly 
atomized and inaccessible housing would naturally help defend against crime. 
Today, the home is not just a place to be defended but a platform for violence. 
The policies and practices discussed earlier in this book are complemented by the 
nationwide rise of neighborhood policing applications like Nextdoor and Citizen, 
as well as technological accompaniments like video doorbells. In addition, legisla-
tion to increase the powers of homeowners to “protect” their dwellings has spread 
across states, often anchored in what is known as the “castle doctrine.” Dating to 
British common law, the doctrine permits someone to use deadly force to stop 
another person from intruding into their home. It envisions home as a place that 
can be defended, and that is permitted to be defended with violence.

The castle doctrine is being used to justify extreme violence that in other con-
texts would likely be prosecuted. In Texas, for example, Joe Horn saw his neigh-
bor’s home being burglarized and called the police. Because Horn was safe inside 
his own home, the police advised him not to engage the burglars, reassuring him 
that police had been dispatched. Nevertheless, Horn told the police that he was 
going to kill the men. Defying a 911 dispatcher’s entreaties, he left his home and 
shot them to death. Horn was white; the men he killed were Colombian. Whereas 
leaving your house to kill other people might in other times and contexts be eas-
ily recognized as murder, Horn faced no consequences because of Texas’s broad 
application of law around the castle doctrine.23

Just a few years after the Horn incident, Marissa Alexander fired a warning shot 
to defend herself from domestic violence in her Florida home. Her stand-your-
ground defense, however, was rejected, suggesting to many the racially conditional 
nature of the castle doctrine. In this way, raids—who can summon them, who is 
subject to them, who can defend themselves against intrusion—widen the gulf 
between the empowered and disempowered when it comes to the meaning and 
rights attached to their homes. They make Black homes indefensible spaces by 
eroding the meanings, rights, and possibilities we might attach to the meaning 
of home itself. In that sense, this chapter will argue that the home raid is about 
devolving home into something lesser—mere shelter.

This chapter is based on the experiences of tenants across the Antelope Valley, 
including both plaintiffs in The Community Action League et al. v. City of Lancaster 
and City of Palmdale (hereafter TCAL v. Cities) complaint as well as forty tenants 
I interviewed between 2011 and 2015. I focus on seven tenants: five I interviewed 
between 2011 and 2015 (pseudonymously named Maxine, Barbara, Keisha, Andrea, 
and Shirley) and two whose testimonies appear in TCAL’s litigation (plaintiffs 
Sheila Williams and Jaquinn Davis). I supplement these extended narratives with 
additional information from other interviews. These accounts reflect what tenants 
across the Antelope Valley experienced while the multi-pronged policing regime 
outlined in the previous chapter was at its peak. It was an effort to surveil and 
police them, but also to degrade the status of their homes through the raid, to 
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transform their homes from something reliable, stable, and safe, into something 
permeable and tenuous.

This happened through many avenues. As we have seen, neighbors could pick 
up the phone and call the city, complaining to the nuisance hotline, or call the 
housing authority, complaining to its fraud hotline. Or city inspectors, empowered 
to police tenants, could choose to initiate inspections. Or the housing authority 
could do so, seeking to verify that tenants were complying with program rules. 
Regardless of which avenue was pursued, there were two possible ways in which 
a tenant could lose their housing: 1) either the landlord would evict them, forcing 
them to find another landlord willing to accept their voucher, or 2) the housing 
authority would terminate their subsidy, leading to their eviction if they could not 
come up with the entirety of the rent on their own.

Tenants describe government agencies relying on three housing author-
ity regulations to generate evictions.24 The first is the unauthorized tenant rule, 
which stipulates that only the authorized voucher tenant and the members of 
their household specifically on the lease may inhabit the home, and that violation 
would open a tenant to punishment or voucher termination. The second is a set 
of crime- and drug-free housing rules, the contemporary implementation of the 
long process of moving the war on crime into the realm of housing described in 
chapter 2. The third is the anti-fraud rule, which commits tenants not to deceive 
the government by participating in the program when their incomes are above 
its limits. By initiating queries as to whether these rules were violated based on 
small pieces of evidence that can be interpreted subjectively, neighbors, city 
investigators, police, and housing authority staff can initiate lengthy and difficult 
administrative processes that put the burden of proof on tenants and put them 
in jeopardy of having their voucher terminated. In total, between June 2007 and 
July 2010, the Housing Authority received 904 fraud hotline complaints, began 
1,377 investigations, and terminated at least 496 tenants in the Antelope Valley. 
For comparison, in the rest of the county 1 in every 100 voucher tenants had their 
lease terminated, but in Palmdale, that fraction reached 1 in every 12, and in Lan-
caster, 1 in every 22.

This pressure affects tenants’ lives at multiple levels. Their selves, romantic rela-
tionships, family relationships, and social lives all became eviction liabilities in the 
eyes of city and housing authority inspectors. At a broader level, however, the real-
ity is that their status as Black women made them evictable; the specific justifica-
tions inspectors used were essentially pretextual—a way to justify evicting people 
who the valley long ago decided were not to be allowed.

In cataloging the effects of the Tenement Act and jump raids, Hartman noted 
that Black families tried to stay under the police radar in order to avoid arrests 
and prosecutions—sometimes splitting up families by sending a daughter to live 
elsewhere. At every instance, the valley's system of policing housing produced 
similar incentives. Tenants were pushed to become atomized—to not socialize 
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with others, to not have family over, to not pursue love or friendships, to not be 
too visible, and to not present themselves in a manner that fell outside the subjec-
tive expectations of neighbors and governments.

In this chapter, I detail the aspects of life that are turned into eviction liabili-
ties by neighbors, police, housing and other social service agencies, and the local 
government. We might take home to be a place where one can expect some level 
of safety, a space to be yourself, a refuge for romantic relationships, or a foun-
dation for family relationships and community support. The policing of housing 
destroyed these expectations, devolving the places tenants lived into something 
that no longer was home.

HOME AND SAFET Y

Sheila Willliams’s experiences were recounted in TCAL v. Cities. For her, the safety 
that a home offers was obliterated by the policing of voucher tenants. Rather than 
a space protected from violence, the valley used “protection” as a way to police and 
potentially evict her.

Williams was a Black single mother and preschool teacher who had been living 
in Lancaster since the early 2000s. She had always been careful about revealing her 
voucher status to others, but that fear was heightened as public hostilities, particu-
larly from city leaders, escalated, and word circulated that other voucher renters 
were being evicted. By October 2009, those trends reached her door.

“Sheriff ’s deputies came to her home one day while she was at work, alleg-
edly responding to a call about a potential burglary. There was no burglary; Ms. 
Williams’ son and his friends were at the home.” The deputies determined that 
the home was a Section 8 unit, so rather than leaving once it was clear that there 
had been no burglary, they called a city-funded housing investigator named  
Allen Mullins and flagged the home to the Department of Children and Family 
Services. Mullins and the deputies searched the entire home. Her son called her 
at work to tell her about what was happening. She came home immediately, but 
by then the deputies and investigator had left. But her home had essentially been 
marked. Her neighbors, having seen the raid, now saw her with suspicious eyes.

Not long after, she received a notice terminating her voucher, presumably the 
outcome of the raid on her home. But she successfully defended herself in an 
administrative hearing at the Housing Authority. But Williams had only survived 
the first round. Soon after,

A marked Lancaster City car, with what appeared to be a HACoLA staff person in 
it, began driving past her home at least two to three times per week. Sometimes it  
parked in front of her home for a period of time. Ms. Williams felt she was un-
der constant surveillance, and the presence of the City vehicle made her family 
even more suspect in the eyes of her neighbors. In addition, after the investigation,  
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Ms. Williams found that her landlord no longer wanted her as a tenant because the 
City was monitoring the property closely, and the landlord had apparently been fined 
under Lancaster’s nuisance ordinance. Thus, the landlord began sitting outside of 
Ms. Williams’ home and monitoring Ms. Williams’ family.

Williams had done nothing wrong. But the false report about a burglary was a 
sufficient opportunity to push her out of the valley. The report served as the oppor-
tunity, not so much to protect her, but for multiple government agencies to coor-
dinate with each other, search her home, invade her privacy, frighten her family, 
degrade her status publicly, and attempt to terminate her voucher. Williams’s case 
is a reminder that voucher tenants in the Antelope Valley not only experienced 
specific forms of policing targeted at them, but also the broader climate of racist 
policing in the valley at large.

HOME AND PERSONAL PRIVACY

Maxine is a mother of two living in East Palmdale whom I interviewed in 2011. 
She had moved there from Los Angeles in the mid-2000s. Maxine described a 
broad climate of hostility to voucher tenants that had blanketed the valley. “It’s 
been splattered all in the newspaper. If you read the newspaper you’re always hear-
ing, okay, this is going on with housing, and they’re trying to hire more investiga-
tors to go in to find out who else lives there.” Maxine explained, “I have a gut feelin’ 
that these people in Lancaster are very racist. The harassment alone would drive 
a person away from the community. I never had problems like this when I was in 
LA.” Maxine explained that her comportment as a tenant was irrelevant, saying, “if 
you took a survey, if you went up and down the street and nobody knew I was on 
housing and you asked them how am I, they would say, oh she’s a good neighbor. 
But at the same time, because I know I am on housing, when I read about housing, 
well, you know, it’s like they don’t want me here.”

That rejection manifested not only through neighbor interaction but also 
through how voucher tenants were policed, and how Black residents were policed 
more broadly. Over the course of the interview, Maxine described persistent police 
harassment that substantiated her feelings of alienation. During one incident,  
she and her son were pulled over for a speeding ticket. Minutes after being issued 
the ticket they were pulled over again by the same police officer down the street, 
this time for a broken light. She was frustrated by what she perceived as a mali-
cious second stop. She explained, “They do harass you a lot. You really have to be 
careful about what you do around here.”

Although her landlord wanted to rent to her, she noticed that “the housing 
program itself seems like they don’t want you on housing. It’s kinda weird, it’s like 
a catch-22. So out here they make it a practice to try to get people out of here. They 
look for things.”
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This “looking for things” translated into a broad practice of pretextual 
investigations that appear as though officials decided they wish to evict a tenant and 
then looked for charges that could be used to facilitate that eviction. The practice 
is inherently bad faith, but because of the power imbalance between tenants and 
government actors, and because the burden of proof is routinely placed on tenants 
to prove they are not in violation of the law, the strategy is brutally effective.

Given these circumstances, the idea of home as a place of refuge from scru-
tiny becomes even more important. Under these circumstances, Maxine felt it was 
important that her status as a voucher-user was hidden. “You might not even want 
your company to know you’re on a housing program,” she offered. “You might not 
want anybody to know. I know I don’t.”

That self-protective desire to remain unknown serves as important context 
when considering the ways a tenant’s personal privacy is shattered by the regula-
tion of the voucher program. Consider Barbara’s experiences, for example. Bar-
bara had been living in Lancaster for just over a decade when I interviewed her by 
phone in 2011. She recalled being visited by the police for a noise complaint while 
she was moving into her current rental. She asked the officer, “How am I supposed 
to have loud music playing when I don’t even have any furniture or anything?” 
When she asked the officer where the complaint originated; he responded that 
a neighbor had called it in. Since she moved in, the same type of police visit has 
happened three times. Through these visits, Barbara has become hyper-aware of 
all the ways she can be evicted. As was the case with Andrea, one of the easiest 
ways to evict voucher tenants is through the unauthorized tenant rule, which can 
be exploited through complaints to claim that temporary guests or visitors were 
in fact long-term guests in violation of the rule. The effect is to force tenants into 
simply never having guests.

Even Barbara’s own clothing made her suspicious in the eyes of inspectors. 
“When I first moved up here,” she said, “they came to my house and brought the 
housing authority with them to my house, because they were saying that a man 
lived in my house.” The unauthorized tenancy of a man in the house would be 
prima facie grounds for eviction and termination of the voucher. But as Barbara 
explained, “Well, a man don’t live in my house. I’m actually a lesbian. So yes . . . 
that’s my stuff.” For Barbara’s case to be persuasive, she needed the property own-
er’s support, something not always guaranteed. “And so my owner had to tell them, 
‘Yeah. She’s a lesbian. I knew when I rented to her. This is how she came to me. This 
is her appearance when she came to me.’”

In this case, the state’s presumption of heteronormativity meant that it inter-
preted the presence of male-presenting clothing in her closet as prima facie evi-
dence that she was harboring an unauthorized tenant in her home. Even when 
she explained that the male-presenting clothes were in fact part of her own ward-
robe, it was not sufficient to be believed. Barbara had to convince her landlord 
to testify on her behalf so she would not be evicted because of the clothes she 
wears. The level of power this gives the landlord is significant. If a landlord held 
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discriminatory views, or even simply wished to rent to another tenant, he or she 
might just as easily have declined to offer that testimony.

While it was Barbara’s closet that became the subject of scrutiny, for Shirley 
it was other personal possessions and the appearance of her home that brought 
suspicion on her. Shirley is a late-middle-aged Black former tenant. She was one 
of the only people I spoke to who had been evicted. She moved to the valley after 
her Housing Authority caseworker suggested that she could find a better home  
for her family there than in Los Angeles. Her life was initially unremarkable by 
most measures, but as anti-voucher sentiment grew, Shirley explained, things 
began to change. “They had a sign on [a prominent street] saying ‘We don’t want 
Section 8 here, we don’t want Blacks in this area again,’ saying all types of stuff for 
a long time before they took that sign down.” Shirley soon found herself subject 
to the ire of a white neighbor who was convinced that her family was responsible 
for his car having its side view mirror broken (Shirley speculated that it had been 
broken by a passing car). He began calling the city and housing authority to com-
plain about her, which she believed resulted in a fraud investigator doing checks of 
Shirley’s home for program compliance. “They kept coming back and kept coming 
back,” she recalled.

Those investigations often involved detailed examinations of a tenant’s home, 
with the subjective perception of an inspector determining whether a tenant’s 
home crossed unseen boundaries of appropriateness. Shirley explained,

And they’d come in there and raid your house and all of this and then he’s going to say, 
he’s going to tell me, ‘Well, how’ve you been living like this, like you’re living out of a 
magazine?’ Because I had everything so neatly and clean and . . . what am I supposed 
to do? Have stuff all over the house? Then that would have been a problem. Then that 
would have been a problem because now, oh, the new thing is your house can’t be 
dirty. If your house is dirty, I think two times or three times, you lose your voucher.

Shirley must, therefore, calibrate the appearance of her home so as to not appear 
too dirty, which would appear to be disrespecting or even materially damaging the 
landlord’s property (something the housing authority very much seeks to avoid), 
nor to appear too clean, suggesting that a tenant who could maintain a very clean 
home must not be in economic distress severe enough to truly need the voucher. 
The same care applied to objects in her home, such as a purse.

Shirley had been told by a friend not to have valuable items like a designer 
purse in her home. The presence of such an item would suggest that a tenant was 
committing voucher fraud, if they had an income sufficient to afford a luxury 
good. But as detailed in the next section, it could also affect romantic relationships.

HOME AND REL ATIONSHIPS

Shirley explained to me how she now thought about nice items in her home. 
“So I’m dating a guy, and he bought me a designer bag. That’s my business.” She 
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bristled at the idea that a city or housing authority inspector could hold the pres-
ence of a designer bag against her as evidence she was committing fraud. Someone 
had suggested getting rid of it, but Shirley resented the notion. “I say, yeah. I’m 
not going to go trade [it in]. Is you stupid? Come on now, that’s stupid. . . . Any 
purse a woman gets . . . guess what . . . she’s going to continue to use it. Why would 
she just throw it away?” It was not a choice she should have to make. The unspo-
ken mandate to dispose of nice items if they might catch the suspicious eye of a 
city or housing authority inspector further reveals the ways that these inspections 
degrade the meaning and status of voucher tenants’ homes.

Keisha is a middle-aged mother who has been using a voucher since 2007. Dur-
ing our conversation she explained her feeling of being spied on by neighbors and 
explained that her sister had experienced similar surveillance. Her sister was in 
a relationship, and her boyfriend sometimes visited her home or spent the night. 
It was unclear which party took note of this—aggrieved neighbors, city inspec-
tors, or the housing authority—but they responded by attempting to terminate her 
voucher. As Keisha explained, “So they had a car sitting in front of her house for two 
weeks watching her house and it got to the point where my sister and her boyfriend 
were like ‘hey I don’t live here, this is my lease right here, you want you could follow 
me to my house, this is my girl, like I spend the night here, I stay here, this is my 
girlfriend’s house, you know?’” That the boyfriend had to bring a lease to confront 
an authority engaged in surveillance reveals the extent to which tenants felt they 
needed documentation to enjoy any semblance of normality associated with home.

Telling this story jogged another memory. Keisha went on to describe the expe-
rience of a friend who lost her voucher simply because her boyfriend possessed a 
copy of her address when he was pulled over by police. Police found drugs in the 
car, and because he used her address, the housing authority attempted to revoke 
her voucher. As Keisha explained, “I mean, she said he didn’t live with her but 
she let [him use her address]. But they never said you can’t, that’s just like if I 
have a uncle that’s homeless and he says, ‘Hey can I use your address for a mail-
ing address?’ That doesn’t mean he necessarily lives with me because he used my 
address as a mailing address, you know?”

As this chapter will show, valid reasons to allow another person to use one’s 
address can become eviction liabilities if they are read as evidence of unauthor-
ized tenancy, or in combination with the program’s drug-free rules. As each of 
these anecdotes suggests, tenants find their romantic relationships scrutinized by 
the public–private regime of voucher regulation, and this scrutiny can turn those 
relationships into eviction liabilities.

HOME AND FAMILY

Jaquinn Davis, a Black single mother, moved to Lancaster in 2010 in order to find 
a better quality Section 8 rental. Her son had asthma, and the unit they were rent-
ing in Los Angeles had mold. After their move, her son was bullied in elementary 
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school in Lancaster. Other tenants I spoke to described this bullying in detail. They 
cited their children’s experience being called “Section 8 moocher[s].” Another par-
ent recounted how her child was told “if it wasn’t for Martin Luther King, Jr., they 
wouldn’t be here” (in the Antelope Valley), and one parent reporting that a group 
of children chose to dress as Ku Klux Klan members as a prank on career day. 
Yet another recounted that she was pleased her son could now walk to school, 
but worried that his repeated experiences of police harassment put him in danger 
when walking back and forth unaccompanied by her. Another tenant referred to 
her children as having to figuratively “fight their way through school.”

So Jaquinn decided to re-enroll her son at his old school in Los Angeles, where 
he had been on the honor roll. They commuted to Los Angeles every weekday, 
taking the Metrolink train to Downtown Los Angeles where Davis’s mother would 
pick up her son and take him to school, while she went to work at a beauty salon. 
She paid a heavy price for these sacrifices.

The Department of Public Social Services, from which she also received some 
support, opened an investigation into her family, believing that she was commit-
ting fraud by lying about residing in Lancaster. She had to prove to the fraud unit 
that she was genuinely commuting with her son for his school and her work. She 
was asked to, and did, provide a letter from the school confirming her son’s com-
mute from Lancaster, as well as “rent receipts, utility bills, train stubs, and a dec-
laration” explaining her circumstances. The documentation satisfied DPSS, and 
they closed the case. But when they had initially flagged her case, they had also 
contacted officials in Lancaster, suggesting that she might be subleasing her Sec-
tion 8 unit as part of the fraud it had once suspected. Now, having fought off one 
investigation, she would now need to deal with another.

In June 2011, she was visited by Inspector Mullins, who asked for permission to 
conduct a compliance check. Davis relented, fearing that to not give consent would 
be to risk her voucher. Davis asked why the search was happening, and Mullins 
replied that it was because DPSS had told him she was subleasing the unit rather 
than living in it. Davis explained that she had been cleared of the entire thing, 
and pulled out all the documentation from DPSS proving it. But Mullins replied 
that he already had all copies of it all. Knowing that she had been cleared, he was 
going to investigate her anyway. “Mullins conducted an inspection of the entire 
home—pulling out bureau drawers and looking through closets. Mullins expressed 
surprise that Ms. Davis’ home was clean and well-kept, as though he expected oth-
erwise. Unsurprisingly, he found no evidence that she was subletting the home.”

Still, the next month, HACoLA summoned her to its Palmdale office and asked 
her to sign a copy of the Housing Authority rules, a sort of attestation that she had 
read them and could not claim ignorance if she violated them somehow in the 
future. Staff never explained why she had been called in, why she was receiving 
this warning and degrading experience, or what rules she might be breaking.

Davis was in an impossible situation; doing what was best for her child’s 
health and education meant being exposed to a series of government agency 



118        Chapter 4

investigations aimed at evicting her and terminating the public assistance she was 
receiving. Circumstances were heavily arrayed against her: government agencies 
could collaborate to punish her but would not collaborate to accept her innocence.

Other tenants spoke of their fear to help or even host family as visitors. Barbara 
explained, “I’m afraid, you know, if I have family visiting and they [inspectors] 
decide they want to come over, they might see a family member’s toothbrush,25 
or they might see a family member’s car. And you know, their whole assumption 
will go into ‘oh you have an unauthorized tenant.’ Do you understand what I’m 
saying? They just pick at that. So you know, I follow the rules. I don’t want them 
kinda problems.”

Under these circumstances, no tenant could feel safe having family over. 
Barbara recalled telling family, “You can’t be here more than that many [a few] 
days. . . . They could terminate me!” As harsh as it might be to say this to family, 
Barbara feels trapped. “if they terminate me, how can I pay $1,650 for rent? If they 
kick me out, where will me and my kids go? How will we live?” The sentiment, of 
course, extended to social relationships more broadly. Maxine explained, “You’re 
scared to have company because you don’t want somebody pulling up saying, ‘Do 
they live here?’”

Finally, the unauthorized tenant rule was not the only mechanism by which 
family members were turned into a jeopardy. Crime and drug-free housing rules 
accomplished the same ends by making it such that family members with criminal 
legal system entanglements were liabilities for tenants. Barbara explained, “For 
instance, if I have a son that went to prison, and my son got out of prison, and 
I’m his only family, do you know, my son could not come to my house because 
he’s on parole?” Thus, even after a child has served time and been released from 
prison, parents still feel they cannot invite them into their homes for fear of a 
housing inspection that might evict them. Like the contexts of welfare and child 
services, where one’s criminal background or drug use might render one ineligible 
to receive support or retain custody of one’s children, in the voucher program a 
child’s infractions may jeopardize a parent’s access to housing.26

HOME AND AID

But this wasn’t the end of Barbara’s precarity. Mail addressed to the unit’s prior ten-
ant was still arriving in her mailbox occasionally, and there was little she could do 
to make it stop. She explained, “When the tenant’s stuff comes in my mailbox, I just 
put it ‘return to sender’. Because if they catch anybody else’s address and they’re 
not on your voucher, they will terminate you.”

Barbara’s fear of mail addressed to someone else comes from family experience; 
her sister was evicted because a housing inspector found a piece of mail addressed 
to someone not authorized to live in her home. “She was a lesbian also, but she had 
a girlfriend. And the girlfriend just happened to be there. And the girlfriend [was] 
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using her address for a mailing address. The girlfriend didn’t live there, but they 
took her voucher because of that. Just because of that.”

Even though the girlfriend did not live in the home, the fact that she used the 
address to receive mail functioned as sufficient proof for the voucher holder to be 
evicted. In this case, mail addressed to someone other than the registered voucher 
renter is a cause for belief that the tenant is engaged in voucher fraud through har-
boring an unauthorized tenant. The personal relationship is thus transformed into 
an eviction liability. This anecdote reveals not just the depth of inspection that ten-
ants are subject to—the contents of one’s mailbox—but also the types of survival 
methods for poor communities that are rendered off-limits to voucher tenants. 
Mail addressed to someone other than the voucher tenant could arrive because 
a tenant is housing an unauthorized tenant, but it could also arrive for a number 
of other reasons. It could be misdirected, or it could be addressed to the previous 
resident. Or, as described earlier, the tenant could be receiving mail for another 
person as a form of social support, such as to assist someone during a period of 
homelessness or insecure housing.

DeAndre, an early-middle-aged father, relayed knowledge of a case in which 
his friends were evicted after they knowingly violated the housing authority’s rules 
by opening their home to someone in financial distress. “I know two friends of 
mine that were incarcerated because extra people were in their house,” he said, 
noting that voucher fraud could lead to criminal penalties. “You know, I’m not 
saying [the Housing Authority] weren’t right, but I’m just saying . . . sometimes the 
economy is so bad, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.” Los Angeles County is 
the center of the homelessness crisis in America, and housing family members or 
close friends is a common strategy for weathering financial crises. Although this 
mode of caregiving is denied to voucher renters, some choose to prioritize it over 
and above the rules imposed by the program.

A SEC OND BANISHMENT

Towards the end of her section in the Community Action League’s lawsuit against 
the cities of Lancaster and Palmdale, readers learn that “Ms. Ross is seeking to 
relocate to a home outside the Antelope Valley.” It was the inevitable result of the 
process of expulsion initiated by the valley’s people and its politicians. What Ross 
and tenants across the valley experienced was a sustained effort to devolve the 
places they lived in into something that no longer was home.

It wasn’t only Michelle Ross who was forced out of her home. After a few 
months of harassment from her landlord and the housing authority, knowing that 
if her voucher was terminated she and her children would be homeless, Sheila Wil-
liams left her job, pulled her children from school, and moved out of the Antelope 
Valley. And while the third plaintiff in TCAL v. Cities, Jaquinn Davis, had not lost 
her home yet, she reported fearing that she would be evicted soon. Tenants I spoke 
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to largely had not been evicted, but they expected it, and they spoke of life in the 
Antelope Valley in ways that illustrated that their homes were no longer such; 
they had been devolved into mere physical shelter. Tenants’ circumstances should 
be understood in the context of how they arrived in Lancaster and Palmdale—
racially banished from Los Angeles by its twin systems of segregation and scarcity. 
Now, in the desert, they faced a second banishment.

Before our conversation ended, I asked Shirley if she believed she had a right 
to privacy, given the depths to which her home was inspected. “No. No.” She 
said, “The only way you have a right to privacy, you hit the lottery and get up out  
of here.”

The lack of privacy Shirley spoke to reflected the larger process by which ten-
ants could not rely on their homes to be a refuge from racism. It weighed heav-
ily on tenants. Maxine explained, “How could you rest, how could you sleep at 
night, how could you relax? Even if you did what you are supposed to do, it’s a 
very uncomfortable feeling that somebody could be down the street watching you, 
watching who goes in and out.”

And Andrea still felt the effects of the raid on her home. “I think differently 
about the knock on the door now,” she said. “I’m terrified. Like are they going 
to take my children? I don’t have children now. So why am I still so scared that 
it’s bam, bam, bam on the door? . . . Is this the police?” Noting the gulf between 
the rights attached to her home and those afforded to others, Andrea remarked, 
“They’ve got to have a search warrant, but for me they don’t.”

Knowing that peace of mind was not possible, tenants nevertheless tried to 
find ways to minimize the scrutiny of their neighbors and the city. As Barbara 
reflected on her life in the valley she described herself as withdrawing from her 
surroundings. “Now I just don’t play any music, I try to keep the peace. No music, 
no company. Not that I had a lot of traffic anyways. I just try to stay to myself. It’s 
been a few months since the cops have been out here.”

Maxine explained her strategy to treat the valley as housing, but to pursue life 
back in Los Angeles. “Everybody I know and associate with don’t live out here,” she 
explained. “So I have to travel for my associations, have to travel to go to different 
events, and I come back home and this is where I sleep. And when I’m involved 
with different activities, it’s never here, it’s always away. I have to pack up and 
leave.” These strategies can be read in several ways. At one level they are pragmatic 
ways to preserve shelter in the face of eviction. We might also think of them as 
forms of labor that are used to sustain one’s ability to care for family, what Guru-
sami calls motherwork.27 But we can also think of them as a form of resistance, a 
type of refusal, non-cooperation, or disengagement from a system of injustice.28

Finding ways to remain in the valley was not the only way tenants resisted—they 
also chose to leave it. Lakisha, a younger voucher renter, described her thoughts 
about leaving as she considered the impossibility of home in the Antelope Valley:
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	 Lakisha:  I’m gonna be honest and tell you the truth. I’m thinking about moving 
back to the city about—maybe next year—a year or two.

	 RK:  How come?
	 Lakisha:  I’m thinking about it. First of all, I miss my family and it get lonely up 

here. . . . Like I don’t even know nobody. I stay to myself.
	 RK:  Yeah. Yeah, that’s hard.
	 Lakisha:  And that’s the best way to be.

MERE SHELTER

In Neglected Stories: The Constitution and Family Values, Peggy Cooper 
Davis shows that family was a central motivation for passing Reconstruction  
legislation and the Fourteenth Amendment.29 Her historical account of legislative 
speeches and debates over these bills and amendments showed that Reconstruc-
tion legislators understood that the systematic violations of the integrity of the 
family that occurred during slavery would persist without constitutional protec-
tion. These texts surfaced an interpretation of freedom that required the autonomy 
of the family. As I read Davis’s work, I saw home appear regularly throughout the 
speeches, testimonies, and records of the time.

In 1866, speaking about the homestead provisions of the Freedmen’s Bureau 
Bill, Senator Thomas Eliot remarked that, “Slavery cannot know a home . . . where 
man and woman . . . are parted and sold at that owner’s will, there can be no such 
thing as home. Sir, no act of ours can fitly enforce their freedom that does not 
contemplate for them the security of home.”30 Senator Jacob Howard, speaking 
in defense of Congress’s right to enforce general citizenship rights on behalf of 
freedmen, again included the home as a central component of what constituted 
freedom. He asked, “Is a free man to be deprived of the right of acquiring property, 
of the right of having a family, a wife, children, home? What definition will you 
attach to the word freeman that does not include these ideas?”31

The frequent inclusion of home in the argument that freedom requires guar-
antees of personal and familial autonomy is revealing. Freedom needs a place in 
which to exist and grow. Or, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore has insisted, freedom is a 
place.32 Such a place could be a city, town, or neighborhood, but as bell hooks 
shows, it could also be a home. hooks defines homeplace as a place of refuge from 
and resistance to racial oppression; a site, regardless of its physical form, of “radical 
political dimension.”33 She identifies the homeplace as a place to restore dignity, a 
space of healing and affirmation, a space that affords the opportunity to grow, and 
perhaps most importantly, a place of political possibility.

Reflecting on the era of the jump raids in New York City, Hartman observed that 
“The black interior fell squarely within the scope of the police.”34 The contemporary 
experiences of tenants in this chapter illustrate the continuity of this dynamic and 
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the urgency of reversing it, and they are reflected in the experiences of subsidized 
tenants in cities like Houston, too.35 Policing practices have increasingly created 
what tenants and scholars are identifying as carceral housing.36 But considering 
the definitions of home developed above, one might say that the policing of home 
is antagonistic to home itself. As it eliminates the role that home plays in family 
liberty through casting family members as unauthorized tenants and forcing them 
apart, as it pierces the privacy of the home with surveillance to enforce its rules,37 
and as it enters it without restraint and turns family objects within it—like Shir-
ley’s purse—into liabilities for eviction, policing devolves home into something 
akin to mere shelter. As hooks warns, “when a people no longer have the space to 
construct homeplace, we cannot build a meaningful community of resistance.”38

Yet despite the manifest attacks on home and person whose full scope and real-
ity exceeds what is captured in this chapter, a community of resistance did exist in 
the valley and did work to halt and substantially beat back the policing of hous-
ing. Among the tenants I spoke to, many loved things about the Antelope Valley 
despite how unwelcome it made them feel. For some, the valley was quieter than 
the places they lived in before; for others, it was safer, or slower-paced, or had 
more space. There were things that made home in the valley worth fighting for. In 
what follows, I turn to an account of that fight.
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No longer will there be unannounced compliance checks. No longer will sev-
en or ten sheriff ’s deputies show up at a Section 8 residence, armed and ready 
to invade the home. That is now finished.
—V. Jesse Smith

One day, all the news articles about the policing of voucher tenants and com-
munity activism against it disappeared from the Antelope Valley Press website. It 
seemed that the paper had been bought by a new owner, who deleted the online 
archives and re-started the digital edition from scratch. One could be forgiven for 
the creeping suspicion that it benefited the powers that be to get rid of all the bad 
press. Thankfully, Pharaoh Mitchell had kept physical copies of the Antelope Valley 
Press editions that chronicled the multi-year fight against the policing and evic-
tion machine targeting voucher renters in the Antelope Valley. He showed them 
to me one day after a lengthy interview about his experiences leading The Com-
munity Action League (TCAL) in the fight. To remember what happened is to 
work against agnotology in the valley, what Du Bois called “deliberately educated 
ignorance,”1 or the effort not to know that is so central to maintaining things as 
they are.2

This chapter traces the struggle of Antelope Valley organizers to understand 
what was happening to voucher tenants and create a social movement capable of 
stopping that harm.3 Organizers came together under the banner of The Commu-
nity Action League to raise public awareness and pressure public officials. TCAL 
found allies in Los Angeles’s activist legal community who developed a parallel 
strategy of litigation that would break apart the policing partnership that existed 
across city agencies. If the policing partnership was a three-legged stool between 
the cities, housing authority, and county government, the legal strategy was to 
knock out each leg. While TCAL’s litigation focused on the cities, the Department 
of Justice’s Civil Rights Division intervened as well, securing additional settlement 
terms that effectively knocked the County Sheriff ’s department out as well.



124        Chapter 5

In all, the campaign successfully dismantled the policing partnership, a dimin-
ishment of policing in a region where it had only escalated for years prior. The 
campaign also successfully restored vouchers to many tenants who had them ille-
gally stripped away and secured financial restitution to tenants. The movement 
also triggered broader investigations into racist policing across the Antelope 
Valley and a new settlement designed to remediate those practices. Not all these 
efforts were successful, and this chapter will explore how police reform was short-
circuited. Nevertheless, this movement against the policing of housing built new 
social sinews connecting the valley back to activist lawyers in Los Angeles, remade 
and extended the legacy of fair housing work in the valley dating back to Sun Vil-
lage, extended the legacies of public housing tenant activism, and overcame the 
voucher program’s atomization of tenants with shared interests and problems.

BEC OMING AWARE OF THE PROBLEM

V. Jesse Smith is a pastor, organizer, and union leader in the Antelope Valley. He 
became a leading member of the effort to undo the policing of voucher tenants 
through his work as an associate pastor at Solid Rock Bible Church in Lancaster. 
“Members kept coming up to me,” he explained, “talking about how their homes 
were being invaded by the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department, and that . . . 
it was maybe seven, eight [officers] showing up at their house, because they were 
on Section 8, with their guns drawn, knocking on doors, going into their homes, 
supposedly looking for drugs and looking for ex-offenders. Literally they were 
stopping their children, asking them, ‘we know your parents are on Section 8, you 
better tell us what gang division you belong to,’ and stuff like that.”

The reports were shocking. “I was listening to them, I was like, this can’t be 
happening. I went and set up a meeting with the Mayor, he didn’t want to meet 
with me. . . . They had set up this commission which was the Section 8 Housing 
Commission. He’d given the decree, ‘I want you to run this commission with an 
iron fist.’ If you go back and read the archives and the newspapers, that’s what his 
edict was. You’re going to run this commission with an iron fist, and we’re going to 
target Section 8 residents.”

Meanwhile, Pharaoh Mitchell was part of a small group of community activists 
working on other criminal justice issues, including the misconduct by the Sher-
iff ’s Department described earlier. Mitchell said, “We saw that [Smith] took up 
the fight for Section 8, and was talking on behalf of Section 8 clients. So we said 
immediately we had to meet with him.  .  .  . We met with him, and we formed a 
group. And we didn’t know what the name wanted to be, so I said, ‘Let’s go ahead 
and name it The Community Action League.’”

Through TCAL, campaigners were able to create a single point of contact for 
organizing the voucher campaign. TCAL would soon become an organizing force 
in the Antelope Valley, bringing awareness about the issue and public pressure 
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on the region to cease its practices. As TCAL member and longtime activist 
Emmett Murrell described the group, “TCAL saw themselves as one of the groups 
that was determined to show that . . . we could compete against these forces that 
pretty much dominated . . . the culture, but also [give people] hope for the type of  
justice we felt that had to take place. If we were going to alter and change that cul-
ture we had to be able to, we had to have a vehicle that we could all rally behind. 
Poor people needing a good place to stay and some of the things that were going 
on within the community at the time were just unacceptable. I think the politi-
cians at the [time] were equally as hard on us. [They] were trying to combat what 
seemed to be a wave of the future.”

In this way, the voucher fight became a way to struggle over broader  
conditions in the valley as well. “When it came to the police harassment, the unjust 
arrest,” Murrell explained, “the two became merged as an equally dangerous issue. 
Section 8 itself became the foil that was going to determine where we were going 
to go and how we were going to get there.”

At the local level, TCAL connected multiple struggles against the valley’s racist 
practices. And regionally, TCAL became the node of connection between local 
activists and lawyers in Los Angeles who could support tenants’ struggles. Their 
first connection was a law professor at UCLA named Gary Blasi.

ORGANIZING LEGAL SUPPORT  
FOR VOUCHER TENANT S

Blasi had been teaching a fact investigation clinic at the law school, a type of course 
where law students gained skills in building real-world evidence that may support 
a legal case or the needs of a client. In the fall of 2010, students in the course had 
worked to dissuade the Los Angeles County Housing Authority from changing its 
administrative rules to make it more difficult for tenants with prior drug convic-
tion histories to access housing support. The clinic was successful in its efforts, but 
as Blasi tells it, “towards the end of that class . . . I heard this story about one of 
the Section 8 tenants who was up in Lancaster and what had happened to them.”

Alarmed by these reports of evictions, Blasi began reaching out to other orga-
nizations that might be able to help. Prominent among those was Neighborhood 
Legal Services and one of its lead lawyers, Maria Palomares. Blasi and Palomares 
began to work together, and Blasi made the work the subject of the next semester’s 
fact investigation clinic. Next, they connected with TCAL. Per Blasi,

TCAL agreed that at least Maria and I would become their lawyers for purposes of 
doing this investigation, and we got in our retainer agreements and stuff from them. 
And yeah, we just basically set about doing the work, but meanwhile as I was learn-
ing more, I was thinking I don’t have a litigation clinic, but this is exactly what the 
fair housing laws and civil rights laws are for, is to stop this kind of stuff. I mean, this 
was not subtle.
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As Mitchell describes it, the formalized partnership between TCAL, Blasi, and 
Neighborhood Legal Services was “what got all the balls rolling.” As they gathered 
evidence over the next few months, it became clear that the case would require liti-
gation. Neighborhood Legal Services had been representing some evicted voucher 
tenants, bringing four cases to Superior Court 2005 and 2007, and winning three.4  

Although the win rate suggested that the strategy could be successful, it would 
be difficult to pull off at a large scale. And other strategies, like tenants fighting 
the termination of their voucher benefit in the housing authority’s administrative 
hearing system, would be just as unlikely to succeed at scale. Despite a handful of 
key legal protections, poor tenants face enormous obstacles to the enforcement 
of their housing rights.5 Tenants may not always know their rights, may not have 
access to lawyers or legal aid, may not file cases in time, and face a civil legal sys-
tem that reproduces race and class inequalities.6 And the federal government does 
not recognize voucher tenants’ rights to organize (though it does recognize this 
right for public housing tenants).7 Most importantly, the climate of intimidation 
and hostility towards tenants affected their calculation about fighting back. One 
tenant described their concerns: “Okay, I can stand up for myself, and I’m going 
to sue them all. They knew they violated my civil rights. Then I thought about the 
other side. [I’ve got] kids to take care of. I cannot afford for those police to come in 
here and cause trouble. You know, is Section 8 going to kick me off?” In this way,  
the distance between tenants’ rights and the remedies that would make them 
whole was simply too great.8

A better approach would be for a community group to sue the government on 
behalf of tenants. To pursue this course of action, there needed to be significant legal 
resources to gather and manage the volume of information that would be involved 
and staff the tasks required to mount litigation. Blasi built a small legal team with 
Palomares, Catherine Lhamon of Public Counsel, and other lawyers around the 
state with experience in fair housing who could help manage the case. This group 
would lead one track of litigation aimed at breaking up the policing partnership 
between the Housing Authority, the cities of the Antelope Valley, and the LASD.

In September of 2011, organizers held a Section 8 Community Forum,  
where Section 8 tenants and local residents spoke out about their treatment in  
the valley by the city, housing authority, and the Sheriff ’s Department. The Ante-
lope Valley Times reported one such testimony from Jerome Reynolds, who told 
the story of an early morning raid on his family’s home, based on a tip that drugs 
were being sold out of the house. “The Sheriffs came 8 cars deep and emptied 
everybody out of the house. . . . The Sheriffs never did find no drug parapher-
nalia and later apologized.”9 The forum showed how common these experiences  
were and how much more work had to be done to grasp its scale.

Not long after the forum, Blasi caught a lucky break. The head of the Depart-
ment of Justice’s Civil Rights Division at the time, Thomas E. Perez, was visiting 
UCLA, and Blasi was able to secure a meeting with him to describe what was 
happening in the valley. As Blasi recalls,
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He was kind of noncommittal then, but the later conversations I had with him, or 
actually from people in his office, made clear that he had gone back to DC, and had 
put some really cracker jack people [on it]. . . . I mean, most of the lawyers in that 
division are cracker jack. It’s a very elite group. But that was basically a one-way 
street. I mean, we fed them stuff, but they represent the government, and there’s. . . . 
Other than giving them everything we had, we didn’t get anything in return, but we 
understood that was the deal.

“And then,” Blasi explained, “they were really admirable in terms of coming out 
here and spending a lot of time and having a big public outreach.” Mitchell recalls, 
“The Department of Justice came on board, they gave me a call, and they called 
Darren Parker and they asked if we could put together a town hall event so that we 
could hear the complaints from the community.”

Held in mid-December, the second town hall was a catalyzing moment.10 Blasi 
said, “It wasn’t easy to get individuals to come forward, because, well, because they 
were terrorized, which was the whole point of the policy.” But TCAL and other 
groups, including AV Latino Education, spread the word and encouraged com-
munity members to share their experiences. Mitchell estimated that over three 
hundred people attended. The meeting took two and a half hours. People formed 
lines corresponding to the entity that violated their rights—one line for complaints 
involving Section 8, another for reports about the Sheriff ’s Department—with 
investigators and attorneys waiting to record their testimonies. Mitchell explained 
the town hall’s impact on public discourse: “We told the newspaper ‘See, it’s not 
just us, it’s not our imagination. . . .’ From there, the newspaper started taking it 
seriously.” That tenants, under such intimidating conditions, still gave testimony 

Figure 18. Residents pack the Center of Light Church in Lancaster to speak with attorneys 
and investigators from the U.S. Department of Justice, December 13, 2011. Source: Antelope  
Valley Times.
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that would substantiate litigation, was a key component in galvanizing the work. 
TCAL had what it needed to build its case, and the DOJ Civil Rights Division left 
with its own plan for litigation.

From there, the campaign escalated, and TCAL began to see just how many 
tenants had been terrorized. “It had to be in the thousands,” Mitchell said. “We 
were getting calls in our office every day. Every day, three and four. People  
who were even scared and moved out of town, were still reaching out to us.” Han-
dling this was not easy. As Smith said, it was “a lot of hard work. Endless nights, 
endless nights. I’m working at the same time, trying to take care of my family, 
doing community work, also part of the ministry, so yeah, it was a lot.”

BREAKING UP THE POLICING PARTNERSHIP

Led by Palomares, the local team now moved to file its own litigation. As momen-
tous a step as it was, there were also downsides to what Gautam Bhan calls the 
judicialization of resistance.11 By filing litigation, TCAL and its allies would cede 
the organization of time to both their opposition and the legal system. This could 
slow-walk processes, deprive organizers of a sense of when steps would occur, and 
generally deprive tenants of the ability to affirmatively control the schedule of their 
opposition to the policing of their homes.12  But the effort would also be a powerful 
act of resistance that put the parties policing tenants on the defensive, legitimized 
tenants’ claims, and galvanized even greater public attention and support.

As Blasi explained, “our focus was to sort of defang this whole operation, and 
the fang was the sheriff. It’s the guy with the gun that makes all this other stuff 
work. And that meant that we had to set up an information barrier between the 
housing authority and Lancaster, Palmdale, and the sheriff.” If the information 
barrier existed, the city couldn’t get names and addresses of voucher tenants from 
the housing authority for its target list, and couldn’t give that information to the 
LASD or other public agencies to check if tenants had other enforceable infrac-
tions to pursue. And without the deputies accompanying city inspectors, the raids 
would be defanged.

On April 28, 2011, the team took its first step, sending a letter to Lancaster, Palm-
dale, and the County, which oversaw both the Housing Authority of the County 
of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department demanding that 
they cease the policing program. The county, which represented both HACoLA 
and the LASD, responded positively to the letter. The team met with the county’s 
lead lawyer, and, as Blasi recalled, “We just sort of laid out the facts. I remember 
just telling her some of the stories that we’d heard about. Particularly, I remem-
ber talking about a woman who’d been awoken with loud knocks on the door, 
and opened the door, and it was not only the housing authority inspector, but it 
was a code enforcement person, and a sheriff. I can’t remember whether he had a 
shotgun or not, but it was a real display of force. And a Child Protective Services 
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worker. Then they basically just ransacked the place and nothing ever happened. 
It wasn't just that they didn’t find anything. There was nothing to find.” The facts 
of what was happening on the ground apparently had an effect. “I think we walked 
out of that meeting thinking she was going to settle with us, and she did. I mean, 
she did the right thing. She thought that if what we said was true, she thought that 
was outrageous and the county should not be doing that and it was indefensible 
and she wouldn’t defend it.” After the county’s lead lawyer met with the Board of 
Supervisors, they decided to consider temporarily suspending their participation 
in the program.

Palmdale and Lancaster, however, were outraged. They did want to defend  
these practices, and more importantly, to ensure that the county remained part 
of the program. The issue came to a head at the June 21, 2011, meeting of the LA 
County Board of Supervisors.13 The meeting began with prepared remarks by local 
leaders supporting the policing program. Palmdale Mayor Jim Ledford assured 
the county that the practices were not racist, and that they were merely about 
enforcing the law. He was followed by Sherry Marquez, and then Bishop Hearns, 
who asked for the county to continue the policing partnership and assured the 
county supervisors that Lancaster and its mayor were not racist. Finally, Lancaster 

Figure 19. Barbara Hawkins, 83, of Lancaster, joins others in raising their hands in agreement 
with a speaker, during testimony at the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors on June 21, 
2011 after she and a bus full of supporters of Mayor R. Rex Parris made the trip from the high 
desert to urge the supervisors to continue to allow Section 8 inspections in their city. Source: 
Photo by Bob Chamberlin/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images.
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Mayor Parris spoke, accompanied by a PowerPoint. He too insisted he was not a 
racist while accusing voucher tenants of crime, drug use, gang activity, and welfare 
fraud, and demanding that the program be maintained.

Ahead of the meeting, a bus had been organized for Antelope Valley residents 
who wanted to come to the meeting to give public comment. After Parris’s com-
ments, resident after resident supported the mayor and spoke in favor of policing 
voucher renters. At one point, one resident speaker explained that only people 
who supported policing voucher tenants had been allowed on the bus, and that 
she had personally witnessed a Section 8 tenant denied a seat and left behind in 
Lancaster. Indeed, three people who gave public comment disclosed that they were 
current or former employees of Mayor Parris, adding to the perception that the 
meeting had been stacked.

But TCAL had also organized. Chairman of the Antelope Valley Human Rela-
tions Commission Darren Parker called out the mayor’s dog-whistle politics and 
denigrating references to “those people.” He provided statistics about the spike in 
complaints about harassment and discrimination made to the commission. From  
virtually zero, the commission had now received hundreds of complaints  
from Section 8 tenants, while homeless residents’ complaints doubled and com-
plaints from people of color in the valley quadrupled. Pharaoh Mitchell described 
his own experiences in the valley and encouraged the board to see through Parris’s 
presentation to understand what the city was really doing to tenants.

And tenants spoke out as well, though several testified remotely from the Lan-
caster public library, seventy miles away. One tenant gave detailed comments 
about how the policing program raided her house and drummed up false accu-
sations designed to evict her. She accused the investigators of putting her family 
“through hell,” and traumatizing her grandchildren. She recounted for the board 
how investigators accused her of drug use as a means to evict her, noting that the 
only drugs she took were for her high blood pressure and that in fact the behavior 
of the investigators had been so stressful that she experienced a stroke. Another 
tenant spoke of how investigators conducted a compliance check and used baseless 
accusations to evict her, leaving her homeless. And a local resident spoke of her 
disgust at the demonization of Section 8 tenants by the media and public officials.

When public comment ended, Supervisor Mike Antonovich dominated  
the board’s discussion, arguing that the intense policing of Section 8 tenants in the 
valley not only was helping the valley, but should be expanded to the entire county 
instead of being rolled back at all. The moment illustrated the stakes of TCAL’s 
fight: if the targeted policing of voucher tenants succeeded in the valley, it could 
easily spread county or even nation-wide.

Ultimately, Antonovich’s position failed to win out. TCAL, in partnership with 
Public Counsel, Neighborhood Legal Services, and the state chapter of the NAACP 
filed litigation in U.S Central District Court in California on June 7, 2011, just days 
before the board meeting. It shifted the ground dramatically. Citing the experi-
ences of tenants, the complaint asserted that the cities of Palmdale and Lancaster
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undertook a series of actions expressly designed to exclude and discriminate against 
Section 8 participants in their Cities, including: (1) subjecting current tenants to un-
warranted, constant surveillance and harassment as well as frequent invasions of their 
homes under the guise of investigations and compliance checks; (2) attempting to dis-
suade landlords from renting to Section 8 tenants and subjecting those who do to in-
creased surveillance and harassment; and (3) attempting additional action to dissuade 
would-be Lancaster and Palmdale residents from moving to the Antelope Valley.14

It had been one thing to voluntarily suspend the program in response to a 
demand letter, but formal litigation meant that the county had to decide if it would 
or could defend its role in the program. It decided the answer was no. The Board 
suspended its participation in the program for ninety days, temporarily ending its 
fiscal sponsorship of the city’s investigators, and breaking down the information-
sharing between HACoLA and other parties not legally entitled to tenant infor-
mation. The effect was to dramatically restrain Lancaster and Palmdale from their 
policing of tenants.

For the next six months, the county negotiated with the plaintiffs on a settle-
ment agreement. The Board formally voted (4–1) to settle on January 24, 2012, 
the lone dissent being Antonovich. The county agreed to put limits on deputies’ 
ability to accompany investigators visiting tenants’ homes, stopped the practice of 
HACoLA sharing tenant data with the LASD, Palmdale, and Lancaster, and guar-
anteed that no new agreements about enhanced investigation partnerships would 
be considered for three years. It was an enormous victory.

V. Jesse Smith explained its significance. “Here’s the list, here’s the money,” 
he said, explaining the county’s role in empowering Lancaster and Palmdale to 
police voucher tenants. Referring to the investigators paid for with county funds, 
Smith said, “Those individuals were brutal, they were hardcore, they were mean, 
they were nasty, they treated people in the worst of ways, simply because they 
have authority to do that, from the County Board of Supervisors, to Rex, to the  
city of Palmdale, and they let that nonsense go on.” Cutting off the list and  
the money that paid the investigators, therefore, was monumental. “That’s why I 
think this was a major victory when we got that funding cut off, that we imple-
mented numerous laws that said, here’s how Section 8 is going to be regulated from  
here on.”

But Lancaster and Palmdale remained, and even without information and 
funding they were still dangerous. Blasi explained, “They could still do what they 
could do, but without their monthly target list. I mean, they only had the list of 
people that they already knew were on Section 8. Maybe they were doing their  
own intelligence. Maybe that’s why kids were getting asked at school about  
their parents’ Section 8 status.”

Lancaster and Palmdale separately and unsuccessfully tried to dismiss the 
suit or sever themselves from it, but by February 2012, their attempts had been 
exhausted. Palmdale announced that it too was entering a settlement agreement. 
Crucially, it agreed not to use city funds to further investigate tenants, and allowed 
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the county to operate enforcement of Section 8 rules. Lancaster, then, was the 
main holdout. Mayor Parris lambasted Palmdale, saying that “their decision to 
acquiesce gives comfort to criminals perpetrating housing fraud in the Ante-
lope Valley.”15 The Lancaster City Council attempted to essentially counter-sue 
the county, filing a housing discrimination complaint against the County of Los 
Angeles and the Housing Authority alleging that the county was injuring the city 
by steering voucher renters to it.16 Next, Lancaster sued the Housing Authority to 
recover the funds it spent defending itself from TCAL’s suit. None of these tac-
tics worked, and Lancaster slowly found itself boxed in, having little choice but to 
enter settlement negotiations.

By October 10, 2012, Lancaster and TCAL had agreed on a settlement. Lan-
caster’s terms were different from the other parties, and included stipulations 
that the city would cease conveying that Section 8 tenants were not welcome  
in the city, and would post on its website language welcoming people regardless of  
the type of housing they lived in. The city also agreed to create a Community 
Working Group to promote cooperation between the city and plaintiffs’ groups.  
V. Jesse Smith summarized the victory:

There was a judge in the original lawsuit that demanded that we get to the table and 
try to settle this thing, because it was going to be unfavorable towards Palmdale 
[and] Lancaster, because the statistics were just overwhelming. When those statistics 

Figure 20. Terminated Section 8 fraud investigators received commendations from Mayor R. 
Rex Parris at a Lancaster City Council meeting in July, 2012. Source: Antelope Valley Times.
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came out and it showed, wow, Section 8 people have been targeted.  .  .  . When  
that came out, and then the DOJ came and verified even more what we were saying, 
we were like, we’ve been vindicated. We’ve been vindicated. It wasn’t just a matter of 
perception, it was a matter of reality, this is really happening.

Ultimately, according to Smith, those legal realities won out. “I think that’s what 
changed it, and that’s what made Rex come to the table. He’s a lawyer. He knew he 
had a losing battle there, he knew it.”

THE DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE INTERVENES

Blasi’s initial meeting with the DOJ’s Civil Rights Division head Thomas Perez 
had created a parallel track of investigation, one formally begun two months after 
TCAL filed its litigation. Its focus was on the LA County Sheriff ’s Department, 
focusing on both its broader policing practices and its targeted policing of voucher 
tenants. It covered 35,000 LASD documents, records on deputies’ contact with 
voucher tenants, statistical analysis of 49,000 stops, and interviews with police, 
city employees, staff, government officials, and approximately four hundred com-
munity members in the valley. The community outreach was centered on two 
community meetings, organized by TCAL and others—one in September 2011 in 
Palmdale, and the other in December 2011 in Lancaster. On the basis of this work, 
the DOJ issued a findings letter to the LASD outlining its evidence that the agency 
was violating the law in its policing practices in the valley.17

The report meticulously reviewed police practices through the sequence from 
stops to searches to seizures and the use of force. The report found that Black and 
Latino pedestrians in Palmdale and Lancaster were stopped at rates 33 and 38.5 
percent higher than they would be if there were no racial differences in policing.18 

Black residents were disproportionately stopped for things like “crossing against a 
traffic light, jaywalking, failing to yield right of way, or walking on the wrong side 
of the street.” The DOJ further found that Black pedestrians in Lancaster were 25 
percent more likely than their white counterparts to be stopped for a discretion-
ary offense, with stops leading to “questionable pat downs and consent searches.” 
Issues extended to cars as well. While the DOJ did not find racial disparities in 
vehicular stops, they found that, controlling for intervening factors, Black drivers 
and their vehicles were searched at rates roughly 10–15 points higher than white 
drivers, with many stops concluding without a citation or explanation.

Stops were more than just chances to search for evidence of crimes; they were 
also occasions to humiliate and assault Black and Latino civilians, what scholars 
have called degradation ceremonies.19 As the DOJ explained, “The most common 
tactic was detaining a stopped motorist in the backseat of the police car during 
a stop for a minor traffic infraction or while an officer wrote a traffic citation.” 
One sixth of all civilian complaints about police treatment in a one-year period 
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reviewed by the DOJ were about backseat detentions during vehicular stops. 
Detentions were also opportunities for police violence; the DOJ cited cases of 
police tasing and pepper spraying individuals detained in police cars, as well as 
punching handcuffed individuals in the head.

Stops, detentions, and violence were followed in many cases by financial penal-
ties. In 2011, more than 80 percent of all vehicles impounded in the valley were 
owned by Black and Latino drivers. It cost hundreds of dollars and substantial 
time to release them, compromising residents’ ability to work, attend school, 
access healthcare, and more.

Finally, as the DOJ explained, incidents at all steps of this chain of police-resident 
interaction were hidden through various bureaucratic tactics—unconstitu-
tional police activities were simply not recorded, violence against residents was  
justified as being in response to obstruction despite no evidence that there  
was any police work in progress that could be obstructed, and complaints were 
routed through administrative processes that precluded serious investigation or 
disciplinary action.20

Alongside this record of racist violence was a simultaneous record of disinterest 
in the well-being of residents of color in the valley. The report noted that LASD 
frequently ignored requests for police service, particularly from Latino residents 
and business owners, suggesting “a failure to provide basic law enforcement ser-
vices” to an entire racial or ethnic group, and contrasted this absence with reports 
of unwarranted harassment of Latino day laborers in the valley, in violation of 
their First Amendment rights to seek employment. It further described a vast dis-
parity in time to respond to calls for police service between the wealthier and 
whiter neighborhoods of the west side and the poorer and more heavily Black  
and Latino east side of Palmdale.

It is within the context of this widespread racist system of policing that the 
LASD also targeted Section 8 tenants for eviction. Here, the report was damn-
ing, showing that LASD took advantage of its powers to conduct or participate in 
searches of homes without cause, finding ways to humiliate tenants, criminalize 
them, and seize their property.

From 2008 through mid-2011, “LASD’s Lancaster and Palmdale stations played 
a critical role in the campaign against voucher holders in the Antelope Valley, 
including by intimidating, harassing, and facilitating the termination of voucher 
holders from the program, both in conjunction with HACoLA investigators and 
independently.” Their actions furthered racial discrimination in housing “by 
making housing unavailable, altering the terms and conditions of housing, and 
coercing, intimidating, and interfering with their housing rights, in violation of 
the Fair Housing Act.” Deputies were allowed to run roughshod over tenants; they 
“received no training on the program, the elements that constitute a violation of 
the voucher holder’s contract, or the difference between conducting administra-
tive and criminal investigations, until May 2012.”
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With this freedom, the report stated that the LASD “sent numerous deputies 
on HACoLA compliance checks of the homes of voucher holders, often in the 
absence of any legitimate justification.” The report added,

More often than not, multiple deputy sheriffs, sometimes as many as nine, would 
accompany HACoLA investigators on their administrative housing checks. Deputies 
would routinely approach the voucher holder’s home with guns drawn, occasionally 
in full SWAT armor, and conduct searches and questioning once inside. In over 40% 
of the cases in which LASD’s files indicated the number of deputies involved, six or 
more deputies were present. The sheer numbers of armed, uniformed deputies who 
participated in many of the compliance checks call into question whether voucher 
holders were able to give meaningful consent to compliance inspections by HACoLA 
investigators.

Although the deputies were nominally there to protect HACoLA staff (a pre-
sumption of violence from tenants that was itself unwarranted), in reality, “LASD 
deputies often improperly co-mingled their law enforcement functions with the  
administrative process and participated in HACoLA investigations beyond  
the scope of securing investigator safety.” This included directly questioning 
voucher tenants “about their compliance with the voucher program’s rules” and 
referring them for “criminal prosecution for voucher program violations.” Depu-
ties used “probation/parole checks and arrest warrants to obtain information 
about voucher program violations,” conducted searches and questioned tenants 
without issuing Miranda warnings, and provided “confidential information about 
voucher holders to third parties.”21 The report explained these practices as follows:

LASD deputies were able to interview people and conduct searches before the indi-
viduals understood their rights, including that they might be incriminating them-
selves by participating in the housing contract compliance check. For example, depu-
ties questioned voucher holders during compliance checks about information such 
as employment history and who resided in the home; these questions had no pur-
pose other than to substantiate voucher program violations. LASD deputies would 
also use information gathered during these compliance checks to further criminal 
investigations based solely on the voucher holders’ alleged voucher program viola-
tions. In some cases, LASD also used voucher program compliance checks as a ve-
hicle to further unrelated criminal investigations, gaining access to voucher holders’ 
homes and their residents without providing notice of their true purpose or admin-
istering necessary Miranda warnings.22

The report provided examples of deputies lying to tenants, using traffic stops as 
entry points for investigations of voucher status and possible violations, and entry 
into the home as a chance to search for opportunities to make criminal charges 
against tenants.

Finally, the report illustrated the lengths to which deputies and the local govern-
ments of the valley would go to punish voucher tenants. Palmdale had appointed 
a specific district attorney to prosecute voucher tenants criminally. LASD deputies 
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would attempt not only to terminate tenants’ vouchers on the basis of ineligibility, 
but then attempt to criminally prosecute those tenants for the issue they had been 
evicted over. The practice was generally not done by HACoLA in the rest of LA 
County. Despite the LASD’s efforts to prosecute voucher tenants, the Department 
of Justice noted three sources of data disproving the accusation of voucher crimi-
nality. First, it reported that “The only crime-related analyses LASD provided [to 
the DOJ]. . . disprove the purported link between the voucher program and crime 
in the Antelope Valley.” Second, it obtained a 2007 study ordered by a Lancaster 
sergeant which found that, “Section 8 housing did not change the crime statistics 
within their respective communities.” Third, it noted that the City of Lancaster’s 
own statistical analysis conducted in August of 2009 found “no link between crime 
and voucher holders in Lancaster.” Rather, the Lancaster study found that “in cer-
tain neighborhoods, voucher program households might actually keep crime rates 
lower.” Thus, rather than combating crime, the DOJ found that LASD’s practices 
violated equal protection and fair housing law.

The result of all this was that “voucher holders in the Antelope Valley were sub-
jected to far more intrusive and intimidating searches of their homes, and in some 
cases, harsher administrative or criminal consequences to those searches, than 
voucher holders elsewhere in the county.” These practices led to disparate outcomes 
for tenants in the valley as compared to other parts of Los Angeles County, includ-
ing termination of their voucher, criminal prosecution for administrative violation, 
and “relocation from the Antelope Valley for fear of further law enforcement harass-
ment.” Building on the findings letter, the DOJ Civil Rights Division, led by Charles 
Hart and Norrinda Brown, prepared litigation against the County, LASD, HACoLA, 
and cities of Palmdale and Lancaster, expanding on TCAL’s initial case. In parallel to 
their litigation, the DOJ also negotiated settlement terms with the parties.

In 2015, the parties formally announced the settlement, registering both the 
DOJ’s litigation and the settlement resolving it.23 The suit asserted that police prac-
tices were violating the Fair Housing Act, a marked departure from the narrower 
vision of fair housing that focused, for example, on discriminatory landlords. The 
settlement included over one hundred specific items the LASD agreed to, span-
ning all the major areas covered in its findings report, as well as a monitoring 
program to ensure their implementation. It also included $700,000 in financial 
compensation to victims of LASD’s unconstitutional treatment.

Jesse Smith summarized the DOJ’s role: “The DOJ said, damn, this is really 
prevalent, and we’re not happy with the settlement that you [TCAL] reached. 
They said there were people whose rights were violated by the LA County Sheriff ’s 
Department. Literally, not only were their Section 8 vouchers taken from them, 
but they were forcibly imprisoned. They were held in the back of police cars in 
handcuffs for hours without being charged. They were like, that’s a violation of 
people’s Fourth Amendment rights. Not having legal representation, and bringing 
false charges against them.”
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Summarizing all the legal victories TCAL had achieved between 2011 and 2015, 
Smith said, “Nearly 2.4 million dollars was awarded to [voucher tenants], and to 
them alone, based on the work that we had done that was a supplement to that 
lawsuit. That’s where that money came from. Like Pharaoh always said, that was 
a form of reparations for people of color in this community, and it worked out to 
their best interest.” In addition to financial compensation, some voucher tenants 
got their vouchers back.

But as Smith explained, “If we went back into the archives and found how many 
people were abused by the LA County Sheriff ’s Department, throughout Palm-
dale, Lancaster, shoot, they’d be giving out a lot more money. That was only limited 
to a certain time period, and that was only limited to people who actually had the 
courage to file a complaint. I can’t tell you how many people did not file a com-
plaint, who were just scared and terrified.”

Looking back, Smith describes the campaign as a victorious one.

Yeah, I see it as a victory. Not all of what we wanted, but it’s better than what we could 
have gotten, so I’m happy. I was very happy with the settlements. Keep in mind there 
are two settlements that we’re looking at. One is the one that Neighborhood Legal 
Services and County Counsel got for us. That’s the one that stopped the money from 
coming in from the county Board of Supervisors to fund [inspections]. We got that 
cut off in its entirety. We also got the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department . . . 

Figure 21. Front row from left: Emmett Murrell, Pharaoh Mitchell, V. Jesse Smith (at podium), 
and Darren Parker speak at a press conference about the Justice Department investigation of 
policing in the valley, July 2, 2013. Source: Antelope Valley Times.
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there were more than 150 rules that were implemented that they had to follow, so 
they couldn’t just pull people over anymore like they wanted to, they couldn’t just 
put handcuffs on folks. Section 8, they couldn’t show up at Section 8 homes anymore 
with six or seven police officers, without getting permission from a commanding of-
ficer, and then explaining why.

Then after we did that, the DOJ comes in and says, shoot, there are more remedies 
to be acquired here. In addition to the rules that you guys already have, we’re imple-
menting a whole set of additional rules from the federal level, and we’re coming in 
and we’re monitoring it now. In addition to that, each one of the entities that played a 
role in suppressing the rights of those who were victims of Section 8, and victims of 
the . . . LA County Sheriff ’s Department actions, now you got to pay. Now you got to 
pay, and it’s got to come out of your pocket.

In broader terms, Emmett Murrell describes the symbolic achievement of the 
campaign: “I think we all wanted to say if we could stand up and meet it head on, 
others who watched how we handle our business would follow suit and our num-
bers would grow.” In campaigning together, Murrell adds, “we became attached to 
one another and that’s how we became a unified group.”

But Smith also reflects on what the campaign could never undo, explaining, 
“You know what I think the real pain was, here where the story is? Hearing what 
people [went through]. . . . Hearing those stories was like, wow, that is just unbe-
lievable that they experienced that. That to me was more painful, because that’s 
something we couldn’t eviscerate, we couldn’t take that away, we couldn’t even heal 
it, because it happened.”

THE “C OUNTER-REVOLUTION” OF BUREAUCR ACY

In the years since TCAL’s activism, the number of fraud hotline calls about voucher 
tenants, and the investigations and terminations that often follow, have dropped 
dramatically. The Housing Authority undid mechanisms of policing affecting 
thousands in the valley, and which might have spread more broadly through 
the county or to other jurisdictions in the country. But TCAL’s victory was not 
complete. Some forms of the policing of housing were not addressed by TCAL’s 
victories—namely the region’s crime-free and nuisance ordinances. It would 
take until 2023 for California to adopt AB-1418, a law invalidating crime-free 
ordinances in its cities. More importantly, while federal settlements and consent 
decrees have been effective at creating institutional reform in a range of other pol-
icy areas, implementation of the settlement on LASD has failed.24 This failure has 
played out through a process of democratic disconnection. Imagine, a cycle that 
connects a public claim of a rights violation to an official validation of that claim 
and mandate of redress and finally to a change in policy that eliminates the harm. 
In the valley, as in other places,25 the connection to the last step has been cut, as 
the parties legally bound to implement reform do not do so, and the legal bodies 
tasked with enforcing implementation similarly fail.
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A bureaucratic counter-revolution of sorts has effectively slowed down the 
implementation of the DOJ’s settlement terms and covered up the original issues 
at hand for tenants in the valley. The result might be read as an example of what 
Teresa Rocha Beardall calls a “legal mirage” whereby rights and processes exist but 
are blocked by structural, human, financial, or other barriers.26 In what follows, 
I trace two mechanisms of policing retrenchment: a public-facing production of 
normalcy in the valley and an internal slowdown in LASD’s implementation of the 
settlement agreement. These operate within the larger toolbox that law enforce-
ment agencies use to undermine, subvert, or otherwise resist public oversight  
and change.27

Producing Normalcy
Less than two months after the DOJ and the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Depart-
ment signed their settlement agreement, the Los Angeles Times declared victory of 
sorts in a cover story of its California Section headlined, “Tensions Ease in High 
Desert.”28 The article opened with the story of Miguel Coronado, who became a com-
munity organizer and critic of the police after having been “handcuffed and shoved 
into a patrol car . . . for telling a girl that she could refuse to talk to a sheriff ’s deputy 
who was questioning her.” Coronado now noted a decrease in the number of calls 
he had been receiving from other residents about police harassment. And he felt 
buoyed by the mayor appointing him to a city commission and high-ranking depu-
ties giving him their phone numbers (and actually answering his calls).29 Deputies 
also visited NAACP meetings to hold listening sessions and improve relations. For 
others, however, these acts were not enough to ease their concerns. Darren Parker 
told the paper that structural change was needed: “We have to put in checks and  
balances so that after we’re gone, somebody doesn’t suddenly forget where we are.”

The article ended with a perhaps unintentional example of Parker’s critique. A 
reporter and photographer had been invited to ride along with a sheriff ’s deputy. 
That morning, the officer “gunned the engine of his patrol car, jumping a curb to 
zoom across the lawn of an apartment complex” to pursue “two young black men 
who had eyed him suspiciously.”30 Presented to readers as totally normal, the stop 
(which the officer admitted had no legal basis), might be interpreted as part of the 
status quo ante to which the valley was reverting as tensions eased.

Academics also played a role in producing a sense of normalcy about the valley. 
The settlement agreement included a provision creating an office whose role was 
to monitor the implementation of the settlement’s terms. One aspect of its work 
was to periodically re-engage the community to see how things were changing in 
terms of the LASD’s treatment of the communities it had been caught discrimi-
nating against. The office contracted with Leap and Associates, a UCLA-affiliated 
research group led by UCLA faculty Jorja Leap and Todd Franke. In 2018, they 
administered a survey aimed at understanding perceptions of the LASD among 
people in the valley at large, rather than focused on the groups specifically targeted 
by the LASD’s unconstitutional police practices. The survey was distributed 
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through Antelope Valley organizations, including some community groups, as 
well as the Sheriff ’s Department itself.

Pharaoh Mitchell characterized the survey as biased from the start. He explained 
that its methods would ensure that the survey missed the very respondents at the 
center of the DOJ’s settlement: Black residents in the valley, including older Black 
residents and voucher tenants. “What they were doing was wrong because they 
were doing all electronic surveys,” he explained. “The people who really need to 
answer these surveys do not have access to these surveys. A lot of them don’t have 
computers or anything so that’s when they came up with the idea of the hard copy.” 
Mitchell and others worked to distribute the surveys to Black residents who it oth-
erwise would not have reached, but ultimately had little influence on the overall 
trajectory of the research.

Ultimately, only 10 percent of respondents were Black and only 6 percent of 
survey respondents were voucher renters.31 Their perceptions of the LASD were 
considerably more negative than the general population’s. For example, while two-
thirds of the general population felt that LASD deputies treated everyone fairly, 
that figure dropped to less than half for respondents in the voucher program. 
Rather than describing this as clear evidence that the issues central to the litigation 
remained a serious concern, the report categorized it as variance from the overall 
population’s satisfaction.32 Only two other findings related to voucher tenants were 
included in the report: that tenants had unwanted police visits at higher rates than 
the general population, and that they expressed less confidence that police would 
respond to their safety needs or investigate on their behalf if they were the victim 
of a crime. As Mitchell summarized it, “They came out with the survey saying all 
in all the community said themselves it’s doing great.”

The survey was accompanied by a focus group, but this too marginalized 
voucher tenants.33 The focus group’s report only mentioned voucher tenants to 
note that the focus group was conducted as part of a settlement about discrimina-
tion against them. And the two key recommendations from the focus group were 
for LASD to continue community engagement, and for residents to “cultivate posi-
tive relationships with LASD in their neighborhoods.”

Thus, the first major report focused on evaluating progress on the settlement 
buried the experiences of the groups who were central to the settlement under the 
views of valley residents who were not the target of racist policing, painting a pic-
ture of general satisfaction with policing in the valley that countered the urgency 
that had prompted the DOJ’s initial intervention. Based on these findings it would 
be little surprise that, per settlement monitor David Muhammad, the department’s 
most notable change had been to adopt a “Coffee with a Cop” program.34

Stonewalling Change
Meanwhile, at the national and county levels officials also found ways to stall prog-
ress. At the end of an interview in October 2016, one voucher tenant told me her 
fears of a Trump victory. “He’s going to take everything that we barely have now,” 
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she worried, anticipating large cuts to the social safety net. “Housing, that’s going 
to stop. AFDC, food stamps, GR [General Relief], all of that’s gonna stop.” Though 
his first term administration did seek cuts to the safety net, Democratic legislators 
successfully staved them off, securing increased voucher funding in budget negoti-
ations. Where the Trump administration was successful was in changing the terms 
of local governance, including of vouchers in the valley. The administration shifted 
course from prior efforts to federally encourage local police reform, and Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions openly declared his disinterest in federal consent decrees as a 
tool of oversight and reform for local police departments. Departments currently 
in those oversight programs suddenly had little to fear from noncompliance. This 
environment may contextualize the near total refusal of the LA County Sheriff ’s 
Department to implement the settlement agreement, perhaps betting that even if 
it did not comply, the DOJ would not respond by resuming its litigation.35

Locally, Sheriff Alex Villanueva appeared to be the key figure responsible  
for the lack of implementation. Although his office declared his commitment to 
the agreement and intent to enforce it, one settlement monitor, Joseph Brann, 
pointed to Villanueva’s election in 2018 as the moment when implementation  
momentum slowed.36

Over time, the non-implementation of the settlement became a significant and 
widely shared concern. A second survey of the valley, this time headed solely by 
Todd Franke (Leap and Associates was no longer listed on the report), was far 
more detailed and revealed significant and persistent problems in the valley.37 In 
total, 65 percent of Black respondents and 65 percent of voucher-tenant respon-
dents reported that they felt the LASD treated people unfairly, with race being 
the primary axis of disparate treatment. Just over a quarter of voucher tenants 
in the survey reported concern that the sheriffs might interfere with their ability 
to keep their housing, and 37 percent reported having had deputies enter their 
homes when they had not requested them. Their experiences were echoed by 
Black respondents, as 24 percent worried about police jeopardizing their housing 
and 26 percent reported unwanted police entry into their home. Respondents who 
were Hispanic or Latino reported somewhat similar numbers, at 29 and 16 per-
cent, respectively.38  In 2020, the settlement monitors wrote to Villanueva accusing 
his office of being a bottleneck in reform implementation.39 In 2021, using data 
made newly available through California’s Racial and Identity Profiling Act of 2015, 
Neighborhood Legal Services and California State University, Northridge found 
that Black residents of the valley were stopped 10,886 more times than would be 
expected given their share of the population, a fact that led them to conclude that 
there was “a near certainty that racial or ethnic animus is a determinative factor in 
how LASD conducts its stops.”40

The cost of the LASD’s “essentially stalemated implementation” of the settle-
ment would soon become deadly. In June 2020, one day after the death of Robert 
Fuller in Palmdale, Los Angeles deputies entered the home of Michael Thomas, 
where Deputy Ty Shelton fatally shot him in the presence of his family and fiancée. 
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In a wrongful death lawsuit, his family claimed that the 911 call that police received 
and responded to was accidental, that noises they heard on the call did not con-
stitute probable cause to enter the home, and that “within seconds, [deputies] 
began to assault Thomas, placing him in a headlock and twisting his arm when 
the shooting occurred.”41 Deputies did not substantiate their claim that Thomas 
was reaching for one of their weapons, and Thomas’s hand disability further shed 
doubt on this claim. Thomas’s daughter, Myesha Lopez, described the killing as a 
“senseless act of hate.”

AV-NAACP President Pastor Jacob Johnson told The Guardian that “the depu-
ties appeared to have violated at least several points of the consent decree,” includ-
ing sections on reforming use of force. The newspaper quoted Johnson: ‘“What’s 
the penalty if they break a consent decree—the oversight committee stays on for 
two more years?” Johnson said. “To be honest, if I’m the sheriff ’s department, I 
could care less. Right now, there seems to be no repercussions. There seems to be 
no penalties.”42

By 2022, the settlement monitors issued a report raising alarm about the non-
implementation of mandated reforms. Although housing-related reforms had 
been consistently implemented, other key areas of the agreement were ignored. 
As the report stated, “the high number of individual provisions that have been 
found by our compliance assessments to have not met the Settlement Agreement 
(SA) requirements or have only partially done so are indicative of a crisis in the 
implementation of the SA.”43 Based on this assessment, the monitors made a pub-
lic call for the re-involvement of the federal courts, writing, “If the Parties fail to 
act jointly or individually within a reasonable time to request intervention by the 
Court, the Monitors will contact the Court and ask for its active involvement in 
the enforcement of the SA.”

By 2023, that call had gone unheeded. In March, Ty Shelton, who had earlier 
killed Michael Thomas, body-slammed custodian Eric Rios as he took out trash at 
a Palmdale school. That summer, one LASD deputy threw a Black woman to the 
ground outside a WinCo supermarket in Lancaster, and another deputy punched 
a Black woman twice in the face as she held her newborn. In December, Shel-
ton shot and killed Niani Finlayson within seconds of entering her home unan-
nounced, the very practice of unauthorized entry warned about in the settlement  
survey’s fundings.44

TAKING STO CK

Notwithstanding the DOJ’s slow and limited progress implementing its settlement 
with LASD, TCAL’s work challenging the policing of housing in the valley has 
been far more successful, with implications for the valley, cities across the country, 
and the law.
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At the local level, TCAL’s success in breaking up the policing partnership and 
stopping larger agencies like the Housing Authority and county government from 
participating in local government’s targeting of voucher tenants has resulted in a 
demonstrable shrinking of the policing of voucher tenants’ homes in the Antelope 
Valley. Hundreds of calls to instigate inspections of voucher tenants every year 
are simply no longer happening (fraud hotline calls about tenants in the valley 
dropped from 446 in FY 08–09 to roughly 200 in FY 14–15) and evictions and 
terminations have dropped dramatically (from 278 in FY 08–09 to fewer than 10 in 
FY 14–15). Curbing the power of residents to police their neighbors is also a direct 
diminishment of the practices I theorized earlier as “policing as property.” And 
to shrink the scope of policing without having to concede anything in return is a 
strong example of what abolitionist scholars have called “non-reformist reforms,” 
those that make positive changes without further entrenching the carceral state 
(save perhaps the temporary increase in goodwill that accrued to the city and 
police after agreeing to the reforms).

Local organizers reflecting on their work had tempered views of their strug-
gle. Smith expressed pride in what they were able to accomplish, and the power 
of the reports and monetary compensation as acknowledgements of the truth of 
what tenants went through. Murrell felt good that organizing made a difference, 
explaining, “For people who needed a place to stay, and they needed the assur-
ances of the community to stand behind them, it wasn’t until the community actu-
ally became involved that Section 8 was a battle worth fighting.” Pharaoh Mitchell 
saw the work as resonant with other struggles around the country. “The Antelope 
Valley was a Ferguson before there was a Ferguson,” he noted.45 The two places 
are more than chronologically connected; in both, Black residents lived in a place 
whose economic station was determined by places external to it, and whose ability 
to change these circumstances was circumscribed by a pervasive system of polic-
ing. To shake that system somewhere was to shake it everywhere.

Blasi was clear-eyed as ever about the reality of change in the valley: 
“Ultimately, there’s no set of cases that’s going to change this.” He explained, “This 
is about power, and who has it, and who doesn’t. And the people who have it are  
really hanging on to it.” But, he added, “You can slow them down. I mean, I  
felt really good about breaking the link between the sheriff, and the housing 
authorities, and the cities, because that threw a wrench in their system.” The effects 
of that wrench in the system have reverberated beyond the valley.

At the regional and national level, in addition to their work in curbing the 
policing of housing locally, TCAL managed to prevent the rapid spread of Lan-
caster and Palmdale’s programs. In the Los Angeles County Supervisors’ public 
debates about the issue, Supervisor Antonovich not only supported the policing of 
voucher tenants but advocated strongly for the valley’s policing regime to be rep-
licated across the county. This advocacy suggests that such programs could have 
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been turned into best practices or policy toolkits, able to spread quickly across 
jurisdictions and turned into a new normal. Thus, not only did TCAL squash the 
policing program targeting tenants in the valley, but their well-organized dissent 
also prevented it from being exported more broadly, especially as a similar effort 
to stop voucher policing in Antioch, California, had proved less successful. Had 
they too failed, we might today see the institutionalization of the valley’s policing 
system in places all around the country. This is not to say that these practices will 
not appear elsewhere, but at minimum, TCAL bought people time and has created 
a template for how to fight these programs should they reappear.

In the years since their efforts, the work of TCAL organizers has been extended 
by other campaigns around the country, part of a broader movement to reduce 
the policing of housing. Although valley organizers had pointed to crime-free and 
nuisance housing ordinances as part of the broader structure of policing affecting 
tenants, it was not a main focus of their efforts. But their assertion that policing 
could violate the Fair Housing Act informed a template for organizations in other 
cities to use to challenge these kinds of ordinances. In Faribault, Minnesota, Selma 
Jones worked with the ACLU to sue the city government over its nuisance housing 
ordinance, which had allowed her neighbors to leverage police complaints about 
family birthday parties and her children’s play into her legally mandated eviction. 
They obtained a settlement that significantly constrained the scope and applica-
tion of Faribault’s crime-free rental housing ordinance and the ability of police to 
order evictions.46 In Bedford, Ohio, where similar nuisance law was being used  
to evict Section 8 tenants, tenants sued based on a claim that the law violated Fair 
Housing rights, and Bedford eventually struck the ordinance from its laws. In Peo-
ria, Illinois, HOPE Fair Housing Center, Relman Colfax, and the Shriver Center 
on Poverty secured a settlement revising the city nuisance ordinances to curtail 
individuals’ power to evict their neighbors through nuisance calls, and otherwise 
shrinking the nuisance ordinance.47 In the largest step to date to de-police hous-
ing, California has recently banned crime-free housing ordinances.48 And the 
Department of Justice issued notice to cities across the country that crime-free 
and nuisance housing ordinances may be unconstitutional.49

This unfolding effort to curtail or abolish crime-free and nuisance housing rules 
represents the hopeful future of organizing that builds on what TCAL began. In 
the area of housing, there is much more to do, including getting subsidized tenants 
robust Fourth Amendment protections from searches and seizures, ending the 
practice of home raids, scrapping one-strike eviction rules that use criminal legal 
system contact to separate families and evict tenants, and making tenant rights 
and due process more meaningful and practically able to be utilized.

Finally, TCAL’s work against the policing of housing was not just a struggle 
over housing and policing, but also a struggle over the legal rights of people in 
poverty. The group’s legal successes hearken back to some of the key victories 
of the welfare-rights movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and show the 
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continued relevance of welfare-rights litigation today. In 1968, King v. Smith invali-
dated the policing of welfare recipients’ homes to enforce the celibacy of women. 
Today, TCAL’s efforts to stop neighbors from instigating home raids on the basis 
of suspected “unauthorized tenants” has protected the same rights to association 
and privacy. In 1969’s Shapiro v. Thompson, the court invalidated state govern-
ment attempts to block interstate mobility of welfare recipients. While not focused 
on state-to-state movement, TCAL’s work extended Shapiro’s legacy by stymieing 
the attempts of local governments to block the inmigration of subsidized housing 
tenants from other jurisdictions. Continuing to think about the policing of subsi-
dized housing within a welfare rights framework may be productive. For example, 
in 1970, Goldberg v. Kelley ruled that recipients of government benefits could not 
be terminated without the opportunity for an administrative hearing. But in the 
context of subsidized housing, the right to due process is often underutilized, in 
part because tenants have so little of the access to legal representation that would 
allow them to take advantage of these rights. Although this issue was not part of 
TCAL’s fight, it illustrates how continued subsidized-housing-rights work extends 
the legacy of the welfare-rights movement.

Back home, the valley’s transformation has been limited. One bright spot 
occurred as part of the era of intense public organizing for a more just valley. In 
2012, Juan Jauregui, Nigel Holly, and V. Jesse Smith realized that Palmdale’s system 
of local elections violated the California Voting Rights Act (CVRA). Its use of at-
large voting to allocate city council seats had allowed the city to maintain an almost 
entirely white city council despite decades of demographic change that had made 
it 54 percent Latino and 15 percent Black. They sued in 2012 (among their lawyers 
were California voting rights expert Robert Rubin and Lancaster Mayor R. Rex 
Parris), and a Los Angeles Superior Court judge found in their favor in 2013, noting 
that the CVRA applied to charter cities as well as those operating under general 
law.50 The ruling prompted Palmdale to adopt a district-based system of voting for 
city council seats, which has changed the council’s racial, if not political, makeup.

As important as these voting and housing accomplishments have been, some 
local organizers still expressed regret that their work could not spark the broader 
transformation of the valley that was needed. Emmett Murrell noted, “The thing 
that I think worked to the benefit of the powers that be was they didn’t allow it to 
become an issue that involved more than just African Americans.” He noted other 
community experiences of racism in the valley but explained that the framing  
of the issue as being about vouchers “kept us from galvanizing a whole other  
set of victims.” Legal action, too, may have had an effect, as litigation imposed its 
own timeline of motions, rulings, and settlement negotiations on the movement, 
sapping some of its dynamism and urgency. Murrell said, “I think that we prob-
ably lost our chance at building something that would have had long-term positive 
consequences,” but noted that their limited financial resources meant they were 
not equipped to organize at the scale of the valley’s problems.
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This somber tone would surely be justified were the story to have ended with 
the conclusion of the voucher struggle. But in this book’s conclusion, I trace how 
local organizations in the valley have come to build and extend on TCAL’s work, 
trying to achieve the broader transformation of the valley that Murrell and others 
hoped for.
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Conclusion
Another Valley Is Possible

For nearly a century, people have visited the ruins of Llano del Rio to consider 
what lessons the socialist experiment offers to the present. For Aldous Huxley, 
its failure was a story of hubris and a lesson in realism; for Mike Davis, a place to 
consider the narrow and sprawl-crazed future of Los Angeles; for others, a place 
to imagine new utopias, or as Laura Nelson wrote, to simply “linger in the space 
between the dream and failure.”1 But at the opposite end of the Antelope Valley 
lies the remnant of a different early twentieth-century dream, which may also offer 
something to our understanding of the future.

In 1924, wealthy Los Angeles real estate developer Richard Peter Shea set out to 
build a castle in the desert. An Irish one, or at least a replica of a specific castle in 
Dublin. He built it in a location known at the time as Painted Rocks. It was called 
that because, according to local news accounts, Native activity was recorded on 
the area’s granite rocks—markings, signs, and pictograms. Shea used the rocks for 
his castle. The Los Angeles Times described it as comprising 3,800 tons of granite, 
with walls three feet thick at their base and two feet wide at the height of the castle’s 
turrets.2 Inside was a maze of fourteen rooms. Shea spoke of plans to import kan-
garoos, deer, and most importantly, antelope to live on the grounds, perhaps so 
that the region could live up to its name. One of the reasons he commissioned 
the castle was in the hopes that the desert air would benefit his ailing wife. Other 
rumors suggested that he had grown up poor in the Antelope Valley and sought 
a triumphant return. Soon after completing the castle and grounds, Shea lost his 
wealth in the stock market crash of 1929. He and his wife returned to Los Angeles, 
where she died in 1932. Despondent, Shea walked into the Pacific Ocean with her 
ashes tied to him. The castle remains.
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What does the valley look like from the vantage of Shea’s Castle? A beautiful 
home for no one to live in, a ring for no finger, a crown for no head. It is Llano’s 
antipode, void of sociality and belonging, providing no comfort to those who cre-
ated it, fenced off even when there is nothing to protect. If Llano is a reminder of 
the difficulties of forging a socialist pathway, Shea’s Castle is the opposite. To me, it 
symbolizes the terminus of the unequal, exclusionary, anti-social politics that have 
produced the events at the heart of this book.

In this conclusion, I try to recover an agenda for housing justice in the valley, 
focusing on this question at three scales. At the national level, I consider what this 
book contributes to debates about future housing policy; at the regional level, I 
suggest that the valley needs to remake its relationship to Los Angeles; and at the 
local level, I return to Sun Village to understand what it offers those seeking to 
chart a different future.

FEDER AL HOUSING POLICY AFTER  
“MOVING TO OPPORTUNIT Y ”

Voucher movement into the Antelope Valley occurred as part of the long effort to 
promote the mobility of poor tenants in federally subsidized housing programs. 
As I described, reinvestment in public housing was forgone in favor of investments 
in mobility, though they largely failed to produce the economic progress that had 
been promised. Twenty years after the Moving to Opportunity Demonstration 
Project began, one of its most positive findings came out in print. While adults and 
older children saw no or even negative effects from moving out of public housing 
and into a lower-poverty neighborhood using a voucher, the youngest children in 
the experiment eventually grew up to have higher incomes and college attendance 

Figure 22. Shea’s Castle after a snowfall. Source: Antelope Valley Rural Museum Collection/
Los Angeles County Library Digital Collections.
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rates as adults compared to the adult children of public housing tenants who did 
not move.3 The success, however, also demonstrated how paltry the social contract 
associated with MTO has come to be. That contract says to public housing tenants 
in the richest nation on earth that if they leave their homes and communities, their 
own economic fortunes might not change substantially and their older children 
may even suffer as a result, but in twenty years, their youngest children’s incomes 
and educational attainment will improve. Perhaps because of these disappoint-
ments, MTO’s architects and proponents have largely moved on.

In a 2010 lecture at the University of Chicago, Jens Ludwig, the former proj-
ect director of the Moving to Opportunity Demonstration Project evaluation, 
reflected on what he had learned from the study. “MTO has convinced me that 
one of the most important things that we can do to improve the quality of life of 
poor families is improve public safety.”4 This might sound like a call for violence 
prevention, social services, or more responsive emergency services. But as Ludwig 
would explain, he saw HUD’s rental assistance programs for poor families, both 
public housing and vouchers, as being better scrapped altogether, with the funds 
being used to increase the policing of poor neighborhoods.

Indeed, the prison bookended his vision of and for poor Black tenants in public 
housing. When he saw Chicago’s projects, he could only interpret them as carceral. 
He saw the cinderblocks, boarded-up windows, fenced breezeways, and other grim 
characteristics of late-twentieth century structures as easily mistaken for a “super-
max prison,” rather than as the product of generations of racist disinvestment (that 
itself is part of the story of the expansion of imprisonment). Intentionally or not, 
he omitted the question of whether the way public housing is policed might make 
it carceral. But he offered no vision of it beyond that: no sense of what it once was, 
what promises it represented, what happened to it, what it could be. To see it as a 
prison suggests that demolishing it and moving its tenants away is liberation.

As the lecture proceeded, Ludwig would go on to cheerfully explain the meth-
odological details of the MTO experiment, its place in the long trajectory of Chi-
cago School neighborhood effects and mobility theory, and the disappointing 
results of the evaluation. As state of the art as the research methods were, however, 
Ludwig’s conclusions followed the narrow path first set out by Park and Burgess. 
Federal housing policy, he concluded, “is not very good at changing neighborhood 
environments.” From this conclusion, one might consider it a priority to figure out 
how federal policy could improve tenants’ lives. But this line of thinking lies out-
side a narrow framework that sees federal policy as only able to produce prison-
like public housing or ineffectual moves away from it.

Thus, Ludwig advocated for abolishing the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, whose $40 billion budget he believed should be eliminated so that 
it could be spent elsewhere. Ludwig argued that the economic return on invest-
ments in policing was greater than on investments in housing assistance. “I think 
the U.S. is way underpoliced right now,” he concluded. “We spend about a hundred  
billion dollars a year on policing; [HUD’s] 40 billion dollars would represent a 
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huge proportional change in policing intensity in some of the most dangerous 
inner-city neighborhoods in the United States.”

This goal has been partly fulfilled. Although HUD’s budget has not been 
eliminated, since 2010 federal, state, and local spending on policing has grown 
by an amount that rivals the nation’s public housing and voucher program bud-
gets. But these dollars have not delivered on the promise of safer environments in 
which low-income families can thrive. Indeed, as the Crime Lab that Ludwig now 
heads states on its homepage, in far too many communities, policing is neither fair  
nor effective.

Alongside continued public investment in policing has flourished the private 
policing of housing. It once seemed quaint to me that the harassment of Michelle 
Ross was coordinated through a Facebook page, but today, the use of digital plat-
forms to police neighborhoods has become institutionalized through technolo-
gies and social media applications such as Nextdoor, Ring, and Citizen, which 
empower and profit from the collective policing and harassment of Black and 
brown people in neighborhoods across the country.5 This deepened entanglement 
of the public and policing illustrates the growth of policing as a form of social sta-
tus and a marker of personhood or citizenship. It operates alongside other efforts 
to put policing power into the hands of citizens, at times for the political ends of 
the state.6 Jon Michaels and David Noll refer to this as “vigilante federalism,” a 
trend by which governments empower private individuals to carry out their politi-
cal ends.7 Examples have appeared in state legislation empowering citizens to per-
sonally enforce abortion bans and censor the content taught in schools. Policing, 
in these instances, is becoming an essential ingredient in inflating the citizenship 
of those who seek to abrogate abortion and speech rights. It creates, as Aziz Huq 
notes, the private suppression of the constitutional rights of others.8

Meanwhile, the national turn away from public housing and toward vouch-
ers has subordinated poor tenants in the housing market and exposed them to 
multiple forms of policing and risks of eviction. It’s clear that we need a differ-
ent way forward. Indeed, a decade after his comments favoring investment in 
police over housing, Ludwig now calls for increased federal spending on schools 
and jobs to combat crime, and an emphasis on social interventions rather than 
police to reduce conflict and prevent gun violence. It is among the many signs that  
the consensus is shifting. To reverse the trends that have produced the pain at the 
core of this book, we might work towards what Hilary Malson calls “abolition-
ist housing justice”—an agenda of tearing down oppressive housing policies and 
building up alternatives that further housing justice.9 In this book’s case, we need 
to both reduce the policing of housing and build up a more just system of public 
housing. This combination may produce the kinds of homes in which people and 
communities can flourish.

Abolition and housing justice have important continuities. The forces 
they respond to—imprisonment and eviction (or any process that produces 
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homelessness)—are punitive responses to social problems rather than ameliora-
tive solutions to them. Imprisonment and eviction are often justified by discourses 
of fear and demonization, as well as a belief that there are no alternatives. In con-
trast, abolitionist politics is premised on the idea that no one is disposable, and 
housing justice is premised on a universal right to housing, in other words, that no 
one should be unhoused. Where abolitionists seek to build a society that responds 
to social problems through nonpunitive solutions and thus obviates the prison, 
housing justice seeks a reorganization of the housing system such that eviction and 
homelessness are eliminated.

A key step towards abolitionist housing is de-policing housing. The miasma 
of ways that home is policed today represent a laundry list of targets: crime-free 
housing policies that exclude tenants based on criminal legal system involvement, 
nuisance ordinances that allow neighbors to harass and evict each other, home 
raids, crime initiatives that weaponize code enforcement, one-strike eviction rules 
in subsidized housing, and the rising suite of technologies and digital platforms 
that empower neighborhood policing and eviction.10

As daunting as that list is, there are reasons to be hopeful. Cases of de-policing 
housing exist throughout history—consider Shelley v. Kraemer in 1948, which 
ended the state’s ability to enforce (using police) racially restrictive covenants, or 
1961’s Mapp v. Ohio, in which Dollree Mapp successfully contested the warrantless 
raid of her home by Cleveland police, expanding protections for subjects of police 
searches nationwide, and most recently, California’s legislation nullifying crime-
free housing ordinances throughout the state. In this vein, the idea of ending 
eviction, or what Larissa Bowman has called “eviction abolition,” has increasingly 
become a horizon for housing justice work, one spurred by the success of the evic-
tion moratorium during the COVID-19 pandemic.11 Tenant and social movement 
organizing against eviction has continued to grow in the years since the expiration 
of the moratorium. It has included both expanding legal representation and pro-
cedural protections for tenants, and the more radical effort to reduce their evict-
ability in the first place, by constraining the reasons tenants can be evicted. This 
work is often targeted at the private market, but it would dramatically improve the 
lives of tenants in voucher and public housing programs too.

In addition to reducing the policing of housing and the evictions it produces, 
abolitionist housing might entail building up better housing supports than cur-
rent housing policies have to offer. Overall, there is little doubt that budgets for  
housing assistance must be dramatically increased (for example, only a quarter of 
tenants eligible for vouchers receive them). But the experiences of voucher tenants 
in the valley show that we must do so absent the dispersal and mobility imperatives 
that helped engineer this conflict and provided tenants little more than physical 
shelter. Instead, we might return to John O. Calmore’s call for “spatial equality,” 
a perspective on housing policy that, rather than relying entirely on mobility 
also emphasizes investment in programs like public housing, so that low-income 
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households have good homes wherever they wish to live.12 In the valley, this might 
include converting currently vacant housing to public ownership. This would be 
superior to vouchers because the dollars that flow through the voucher program 
into the valley are temporary—they will disappear if and when the geography of 
voucher usage shifts. Public housing funded with these dollars would be resilient 
to the valley’s economic fortunes.13 The idea of public housing in the valley might 
sound fantastical, but much of the valley’s original single-family housing stock 
originated as a sort of public housing, the direct result of massive federal housing 
investments for aerospace workers who otherwise could not afford them. And had 
the 1948 Proposition 14 described in chapter 2 passed, the state would have a long-
standing and robust public housing sector continuing to invest in just such places.

A STRUGGLE OVER SUB ORDINATION

At the regional level, the key force shaping the valley remains its relationship to 
Los Angeles. It has been a site of repeated spatial fixes for Los Angeles, absorbing 
the surpluses of the metropolitan core repeatedly through the twentieth century. 
But as this relationship evolves into the twenty-first century, the contest over its 
status remains central to the valley’s future. Though no cities are truly their own 
masters, parties across the valley seem to sense that the valley must change its 
relationship to Los Angeles in order to gain autonomy.

Today’s Struggle over the Safety Valve
Today, Los Angeles still sees the valley as a possible solution to its crises, namely 
the metropolis’s acute housing shortage. In 2019, as mandated by state law, the 
Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG), encompassing Impe-
rial, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ventura counties, began 
its Regional Housing Needs Assessment in order to determine how to allocate 
responsibility to construct the 1.3 million units of housing that the region will need 
in order to meet housing demand by the end of the decade.

In the first iteration of the group’s plan for the Southern California region, it 
created a formula that would allow wealthy coastal areas to escape new building 
mandates, shifting the responsibility to build to further inland areas, including the 
Antelope Valley. The draft allocation plan sparked resistance from regional plan-
ners who warned that the plan would deepen urban sprawl and worsen commutes 
by putting housing far from jobs, and in so doing, conflict with the region’s climate 
goals by structuring housing production to create more emissions.14

Their political pressure pushed SCAG to revise its plan. As a result, Lancaster 
and Palmdale went from being required to build over 28,000 units to just 15,000 
units over the 2020s. Many celebrated the revisions as holding back urban sprawl 
and forcing wealthy coastal regions to build their fair share of the region’s housing. 
However, although this specific idea to solve the housing crisis through dispersal 
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to the desert was batted back, Los Angeles has continued to think about the valley 
within this narrow paradigm.

Two years after the regional plan controversy, in an interview with Steve Lopez 
of the Los Angeles Times, then-mayoral candidate Karen Bass discussed ideas for 
solving the crisis of houselessness for people with mental illnesses. Bass suggested, 
“There’s a big chunk of land in Palmdale and maybe we could create a village 
out there.”15 Bass had been referring to building clinics, but her phrasing caused 
an instant panic in the valley. Lancaster Mayor Rex Parris, who had previously 
attempted to pay unhoused people to take buses out of the valley, then tried to 
make it more difficult for service groups to provide food for homeless people, and 
finally suggested shooting homeless criminals, used the comments to declare a 
state of emergency, and issued a press release printed verbatim in the local paper 
denouncing the remarks.16 Palmdale’s city council took similar measures, unani-
mously approving a resolution opposing what it called Bass’s “homeless village.”17

The following year, Palmdale recorded the nation’s tenth-largest increase in 
high-income households—adding 3,306 families with incomes over $200,000 and 
lifting the share of high income households in the city to 13.6 percent.18 The pos-
sibility of people in poverty arriving in the city threatened its increasing wealth.

Soon, news reports emerged that Palmdale City Council member Ronda Perez 
was in talks with the City of Santa Monica about a proposal that would stoke those 
fears. To avoid fulfilling its legally obligated requirement to build housing per 
the Southern California Association of Governments’ Regional Housing Needs 
Assessment, Santa Monica could pay Palmdale to take on its housing development 
obligations. It would be another form of exclusion, banishment, and enactment of  
a spatial fix, extending the valley’s role as the core’s safety valve. Perez broke  
it down simply: “They are land-poor and we are land-rich.”19 But as news broke, her 
colleagues turned against the plan. The same themes of opposition to unhoused 
residents arose. The Antelope Valley Press reported Palmdale Mayor Laura Bet-
tencourt’s belief “that Santa Monica would use it to transfer its unhoused popula-
tion.” Bettencourt declared, “I am wholeheartedly, 100% against this and I would 
probably fight this with every breath in my body.”20 Reports suggested that, when 
floating the plan, a Santa Monica official had intimated that if Palmdale didn’t get 
on board, Lancaster would.

These developments suggest that the unequal relationship between Los  
Angeles and the valley that undergirds the conflict remains in place. It suggests 
that Los Angeles will continue attempting to offload its crises onto the valley, in 
a manner that engineers conflict. To break this pattern is to perhaps search for a 
different path forward for the valley.

Contesting the Safety Valve
The valley’s political leaders have tried to change their relationship to Los Angeles 
not just by fruitless attempts to stop unhoused and poor people from moving up, 
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but also by searching for new sources of economic growth. The valley has diversi-
fied its economy, and secured stops on on Brightline West and the California High 
Speed Rail Line, ensuring its connection to the rest of the region when the proj-
ects are completed. It still remains home to key military weapons manufacturers, 
including Lockheed Martin, BAE systems, and Northrup Grumman. But as has 
been the case throughout the valley’s history, its reliance on a military economy 
has never provided it with stable and widespread prosperity. The companies have 
recently enjoyed record profits from conflicts around the world, including con-
tracts to supply arms used in Israel’s genocidal war on Gaza.21 Just as George Prio-
leau, Ed Dwight, and Black workers throughout the valley benefited little from 
participation in the military, participation in the arms industry has not brought 
sustainable or widespread prosperity to the valley. Even the youthful excitement 
of seeing fighter jets fly overhead during testing, as Alexandro Ochoa writes in 
“Querida Palmdale,” eventually gives way to a somber understanding of what and 
why they are.22

Meanwhile, the valley has also built new industries. One is in the green sec-
tor. Lancaster has become a major construction home for BYD, producing elec-
tric buses and batteries.23 These efforts helped make the Antelope Valley Transit 
Authority the first in the nation to go fully electric.24 In parallel, the valley has 
dramatically expanded its solar farms; just outside Lancaster, the Antelope Val-
ley Solar Ranch, with 3.8 million solar panels, stands as one of the nation’s largest 
solar facilities.25 A second major economic transformation has been the growth of 
warehouse and distribution facilities in the valley, as major retailers seek staging 
grounds in proximity to the Los Angeles core and as part of the broader expansion 
of the logistics economy in Southern California.26 Trader Joe’s is building a food 
assembly and distribution center there, Amazon has located a major packing and 
shipping center in Palmdale, and Rite Aid operates a 1-million-square-foot ware-
house in Lancaster.27

While these efforts reflect a newly diversifying economy, they represent the con-
tinuation of the safety valve dynamic rather than an attempt to overcome it. The 
construction of the solar farm and local wind power turbines has cut down Joshua 
trees and been linked to the spread of “valley fever,” a potentially debilitating respi-
ratory infection caused by fungal spores in dry soil in the valley and throughout 
Arizona and California.28 And the presence of big-box industries in the valley is 
happening on desperately unequal terms for the people of the valley. Workers 
at these warehouses report extreme heat and poor working conditions. Drivers 
working for an Amazon subcontractor have led a unionization campaign aim-
ing to force recognition that Amazon is their joint employer, a key step towards 
unionizing delivery workers at the retail giant.29 In these ways, the limits of the 
valley’s new economy suggest that a broader transformation is necessary to escape 
the boundaries of the safety valve relationship. Others are attempting just such  
a transformation.
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In a March 2021 op-ed in the Antelope Valley Times, Waunette Cullors, a long-
time activist involved in civil rights and education activism in the Antelope Valley, 
called for Lancaster and Palmdale to end their contracts with the Los Angeles 
County Sheriff ’s Department.30 This marked a shift in the trajectory of struggle: 
whereas TCAL’s work had been to stop the policing of voucher tenants’ homes, 
Cullors’s call recognized the larger structural change that needed to occur in order 
for the valley to exercise control both over its public safety and over its broader 
economic and social fortunes. Cullors noted that Lancaster and Palmdale spent 39 
and 35 percent of their general funds, respectively, on contracts with the LASD for 
policing services. “Why,” she asked, “do our local elected mayors and city council 
members continue to approve these kinds of expenditures to bring in outsiders 
to inflict daily harm on the very people who they represent?” It was a reminder 
that, as long as the valley contracts with the county for law enforcement services, 
its people will remain at the mercy of a department that has treated them with 
discrimination and violence.

This was the opening bell of a campaign called “Cancel the Contract.” Founded 
by a coalition of community organizations and leaders in the valley, the campaign 
is a product of long-term frustration with the department’s abusive treatment of 
children in the valley’s schools and stonewalling of reforms as mandated by its 
settlement with the Department of Justice. Cancel the Contract aims to end the 
cities of the Antelope Valley’s relationships with the LASD.31 Canceling the LASD 
contract would open millions of dollars to build new systems of public safety in the 
valley. The demand reflects the realities of organizers facing a totally intransigent 

Figure 23. Antelope Valley Solar Farm, 2016. Source: Adam Reeder.
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department unwilling and perhaps even unable to implement the reforms it agreed 
to in its settlement with the Department of Justice.

One of the key campaign areas of the Cancel the Contract campaign is around 
policing in the Antelope Valley’s schools, which extends criticism of the LASD 
from its policing of Black homes to its policing of Black students. Springing from 
teacher organizing, researchers found that deputies have been stopping Black 
teens at rates ranging from 1.5 to 4 times higher than white students. ProPublica 
found that stops of high school students accounted for 7 percent, of the deputies’ 
four thousand stops of civilians in Lancaster.32 These stops are also accompanied 
by violence toward students; one deputy serving as a school resource officer body-
slammed a sixteen-year-old Black girl at Lancaster High School in August 2021.33 
The student had asked the deputy why he was staring at her; he attacked her  
as she was walking away from him. If unbound from the costly LASD contracts 
that have resulted in this type of violence, Cancel the Contract and its partners 
envision a menu of programs that could keep students safe in schools without 
being rooted in criminalization of children and the reliance on police.34 As Can-
cel the Contract co-chair Raquel Derfler explained, “we push every lever to try to  
make change.”

Viewing the organization in historical context, Cancel the Contract extends the 
work of Charles Graves and Cordia Anita Roberts to establish schools Black chil-
dren could attend, the work of the South Antelope Valley NAACP when it orga-
nized against racially segregated schooling, and the Antelope Valley NAACP in 
the decades since, as it challenged local schools’ adoption of Confederate mascots. 
Despite the dramatic changes in the valley’s economy, relationship to Los Angeles, 
and demography, Black organizing in the valley has been a constant. Though it has 
not made the valley a just place, it has shown what the valley must do to become 
a more just place.

But Cancel the Contract also represents a more fundamental possibility. Its 
strategy represents not just a way out of the racist structure of policing that has 
dominated the valley for generations, but also the most serious and clear-eyed 
attempt to transform the valley’s relationship to Los Angeles, a prerequisite to 
meaningful transformation of the valley. To question the LASD contract is to open 
the entirety of the valley’s unequal relationship to Los Angeles up to question. In 
changing these terms, the valley would gain a measure of autonomy it has never 
had in its modern history.

Certainly, the relationship whereby the valley is Los Angeles’s safety valve must 
be broken. But that alone is not enough. The corollary question is what an alter-
nate version of the valley might be like. Here, Katherine McKittrick has suggested 
a future in which “the comfortable lens of insides/outsides” must be abandoned, 
perhaps in favor of a vision of these places as “sites through which ‘co-operative 
human efforts’ can take place.”35 To explore these possibilities, I close this book 
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by returning to Sun Village, following its post-1960s history to try to see how the 
town might be fulfilling this vision.

SUN VILL AGE

In the years since the passage of the Fair Housing Act, Sun Village experienced 
the paradoxical but common post–Civil Rights Act phenomenon of winning 
rights but losing land. The Black town suffered from the opening of the valley to  
Black residency.

In 1989, the Los Angeles Times reviewed the fate of Sun Village in an article titled 
“Black Enclave Withers Amid Antelope Bloom.”36 The article described Palmdale 
and Lancaster as 1980s boomtowns, while Sun Village’s population had dropped 
from two thousand to five hundred and its bustling downtown had been largely 
boarded up. Meanwhile, the Black population of the Antelope Valley had grown 
from 3 to 5 percent, the beginning of a trend that today sees the Black population 
of the valley stand at roughly 17.5 percent.37

Newspaper accounts in the early 1990s suggested significant Black migration 
from Los Angeles to the Antelope Valley, and framed it as an escape from the 
city’s violence.38 Despite everything its residents had done in the prior decades, 
Sun Village could not compete with the resources and amenities of Lancaster and 
Palmdale, and Black residents moving to the valley had many reasons to choose to 
move to these cities rather than Sun Village, despite the likelihood that they would 
be met with racism within them.

As Sun Village shrank, the white neighborhood to its south, Littlerock, 
encroached. Its acts are legible through what Louise Seamster and Danielle Purifoy 
call “creative extraction,” the development of white places through their predation 
of Black places.39 First, in the 1940s, the valley’s “white urban regime” had excluded 
Black residents and necessitated their creation of Sun Village.40 Then, in the 1950s 
and 60s, it exploited Sun Village, employing its residents in the valley’s low-wage 
positions and sustaining the valley’s segregated schools by building parallel ones in 
Sun Village. Now, it sought to consume Sun Village. In 1992, the Antelope Valley 
Union High School District established a high school in Sun Village but named 
it Littlerock High, alarming local residents. They petitioned to change the name  
to Sun Village High but were denied, with some Littlerock residents claiming that 
Sun Village no longer existed or would cease to exist soon.41

Attempts to submerge Sun Village mounted. The Littlerock town council began 
holding meetings in Sun Village, in another attempt to claim that the village was 
not a unique place but rather just a portion of Littlerock. Despite campaigns for 
signage dating back to the mid-1960s, Littlerock was listed on freeway signs, but 
Sun Village was not. And when the postal system consolidated, it closed Sun Vil-
lage’s branch but left Littlerock’s open. In 1992, residents tried to make a separate 
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town council in the Antelope Valley to represent their interests but were unsuc-
cessful. One resident, Eugene Washington, noted how the shift in the towns’ rela-
tionship was always driven by Littlerock’s interests. A reporter recorded that he 
“remembers when Littlerock didn’t want anything to do with Sun Village—when a 
black person ‘wouldn’t dare say you lived in Littlerock,’ for fear of angering whites. 
‘It’s all right for Sun Village to be Littlerock now?,’” he fumed.42

Efforts to erase Sun Village might be read as an echo of the effort to erase 
Bruce’s Beach. Even now, as the City of Manhattan Beach has apologized for its 
dispossession of the community, the descendants of George and Ethel Prioleau 
have struggled to get their family’s experience recognized and repaired.43

In Sun Village, however, erasure was not possible, in part because people kept 
the community institutions that Sun Village residents built in the 1950s and ‘60s 
strong. Peg Lee, administrator of the Jackie Robinson Park, explained that the 
work of maintaining the park was deeply political. Reflecting on the instructions 
she received from the park’s founders, she recalled, “Now, when I came in, I started 
a lot of programs, because those ladies asked me not to give away the park. They 
saw I was new, and I was a professional woman. And they told me that I must 
remember that the Blacks had to give up land just to get a park out there.”

Lee added that this work was not just about physical places like the park but 
also about recognition of the place as one with Black origins. “It’s about trying  

Figure 24. Peg Lee, supervisor at Jackie Robinson Park, points to Jackie Robinson in a photo 
from the park’s establishment. Source: Photo by Anne Cusack/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images.
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to keep the Sun Village name alive. All the new people coming in, we’re trying to 
educate them to say Sun Village. . .  . Hopefully, one day [the signs] will say Sun 
Village. So, that’s just how it is all over the area.”

Lee’s work succeeded, and the park has remained an important center for rec-
reation, historical memory, community events, and the distribution of resources 
and assistance. It hosts Juneteenth celebrations, serves as a cooling center on the  
hottest days of the summer, and was a hub for resource distribution during  
the COVID-19 pandemic. The persistence of Sun Village and its institutions con-
trasts the valley’s vicissitudes and exceeds the narrow framework of racism and 
resistance to it that often bounds public and scholarly interest.44

As Bishop Hearns put it to me, “We were not permitted in the contiguous areas 
[of the Antelope Valley] in the early part, but that didn’t stop us. We were not 
given a good opportunity to get into the best of the schools, but that didn’t stop 
us. Nothing has stopped Sun Village. We . . . built ourselves up to a point to where 
we can make a statement that we are part of the Antelope Valley. From nothing  
to something.”

Sun Village’s persistence in struggling for justice has echoes across the valley. 
One can see it in the ongoing work of the Antelope Valley NAACP, which orga-
nized for decades to remove Confederate mascots from schools. One can see it  
in the blossoming of other struggles in the valley, such as Latinos for Social  
Justice in the 1990s. And perhaps most importantly, Sun Village’s legacy is also 
embodied in TCAL’s work to stop the policing and eviction of voucher tenants in 
the valley, and Cancel the Contract’s work to make schools police-free. In this way, 
although the valley is characterized by constant flows of people in and out, Sun 
Village’s institutions, memory, and politics have persisted.

Rather than to establish the valley through being valuable to Los Angeles, Sun 
Village illustrates the lasting value of land, institutions, and material resources, 
things the valley can exercise control of for the benefit of its residents. Elsewhere 
in the state are attempts to re-orient around these more grounded issues. Work to 
repatriate land to Native nations has increased across the state, and a new state-
wide push for reparations has recognized that land theft is a crucial component of 
the harm that could be repaired.45

Yet historian David Ponton warns of the pitfalls of allowing the hope of a dif-
ferent future to excuse or overshadow material realities of anti-Blackness past 
and present.46 That people are working to remake the valley does not redeem  
it and should not discount its violence. The valley may continue striving for its past 
glory as a wealthy and segregated suburb, but that past was a mirage. Achieving it 
requires the valley to continue repressing and excluding for the foreseeable future 
all those who fall outside that narrow and false memory.

Unlikely as it is, a different possibility remains. As Pharaoh Mitchell explained, 
“In this community, we have so much opportunity, you know? If people wanted to 
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treat each other with respect and dignity, we have so much potential. I mean we 
got room everywhere. I mean literally, we got deserts all around us. So we got more 
than enough to build.” His words offer a different opportunity. To treat the valley 
as an oasis, as Mitchell and others have striven so hard to do, is to create conditions 
that might allow it to finally flourish.
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My first encounter with this case came in 2010, through UCLA law professor Gary  
Blasi, a towering figure in Los Angeles’s legal aid and housing rights community who  
had been contacted for help responding to the eviction crisis among voucher tenants. I had 
been helping him put together some demographic data about the valley, to contextualize 
the eviction crisis among voucher tenants. One day in the spring of 2010 I tagged along as 
he drove up to the valley to join a community forum and talk to people about the issue. As 
I describe in the book, Blasi was laying the groundwork for Ross’s lawsuit.

My work with Blasi was brief; he only needed my assistance with some census demo-
graphic data and mapping. While assisting him, I was also taking my first year of classes 
in the sociology department at UCLA, including a class on racial residential segregation. 
There, I found that what I was learning about the experiences of voucher tenants in the 
valley had nothing in common with the literature I was reading. It was an eye-opening and 
upsetting experience that motivated me to develop a research project based on interview-
ing voucher tenants about their social and economic experiences in the valley. I began 
interviewing tenants in the summer of 2011, driving to the Palmdale office of the Housing 
Authority of the County of Los Angeles on weekday mornings in the summer to set up a 
folding table and my recruitment materials. I’d spend the day recruiting participants into 
the project, then return home and spend the next day or two calling them to conduct the 
interviews by phone. In the summer of 2011, I interviewed eighteen respondents.

Tenants were wary of speaking to me, and rightly so. Some feared being seen interact-
ing with me outside the office, or some form of retaliation should their participation ever 
come to light. Others simply didn’t trust me, a South Asian twenty-something from “down 
below” who stuck out in so many ways. My interview plan did me no favors with those who 
did participate—it was structured in a stilted, almost census-like format, that may have been  
off-putting.
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Nevertheless, many were patient or forgiving and answered my questions. My interview 
plan included questions about tenant demography, economic outcomes, and social inte-
gration. Tenants spoke of those things but much more as well. They spoke of social exclu-
sion, harassment, and racism that prevented any semblance of normal life, let alone social 
or economic progress. They also described being surveilled and policed not just by local 
government, but by their neighbors as well. I learned to adapt and let my interview guide 
fall by the wayside as they took our conversations where they needed to go. Their testimo-
nies changed my understanding of what was happening—the story wasn’t just about social 
rejection but about the dangerous implementation of that hostility through action. Because 
these data didn’t come through systematic and consistent questions on my part, the data 
was more uneven and inconsistent than ideal. Had I gone to the valley better prepared, I 
could have asked better questions and perhaps obtained richer and more complete data.

My original plan was to compare what tenants were experiencing in the valley to what 
public housing tenants experienced in Los Angeles proper. I visited public housing devel-
opments in the Westmont area of Los Angeles to conduct interviews that would serve as 
that basis of comparison. In total during the late summer and early fall I interviewed nine 
residents of public housing in the Westmont area. The work helped me better grasp the 
sinews between public housing and Section 8 and between core and periphery, as many LA 
public housing tenants spoke of thinking about moving to the valley, or family they knew 
who had made the move.

In the following years, I worked to analyze and publish the data. I returned to fieldwork 
in 2015, now focused solely on the Antelope Valley. My dissertation chairs encouraged me 
to interview private residents in the valley to get a second perspective on vouchers. So, on 
weekends in summer 2015 and 2016, I went door to door in neighborhoods with high rates 
of voucher tenant residency to ask private renters and homeowners about their views and 
actions. I encountered similar problems of distrust, with many door knocks resulting in 
residents declining to participate. But among those who participated, it quickly became 
clear that not only did private renters and homeowners deeply resent voucher tenants 
but that they were eager to use surveillance and policing as tools to evict them from the 
neighborhoods. In total I interviewed forty-three local residents. During that period, I also 
returned to the Housing Authority to continue interviewing voucher tenants. I wanted to 
keep continuity with interviews from 2011, and maintained some questions to do so, but 
also allowed the interview guide to evolve to ask questions about surveillance and policing 
experiences to better reflect what I had learned during my first wave of fieldwork.

By the end of 2016, I had amassed interviews with thirty-nine voucher tenants, and 
forty-three valley residents. (One additional voucher interview would be completed much 
later). I had also lucked into interviews with two landlords, and made connections with 
housing authority staff and local figures on whom I would later rely for historical and  
other context.

During my interviews with private renters and homeowners, they often referenced a 
past Antelope Valley that they were trying to protect—a time when it was a happy middle-
class region with few problems and few outsiders. They made it clear that while policing 
was a new technique of segregation in the valley, it was part of a long struggle over the val-
ley’s social hierarchies and distribution of power. Their invocation of the past suggested to 
me that I needed to explore that past too.
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After I completed my dissertation and decided to continue the research as a book proj-
ect, I began to expand the project to fill in that history. I returned to the Antelope Valley 
in the summer of 2019 to begin writing a history of Sun Village, interviewing local activ-
ists, important figures like Bishop Hearns, and lawyers like Professor Blasi, and collecting 
other information that would fill in the gaps in my research. Most importantly, news 
archives from the Antelope Valley are not digitized, existing only on microfilm at the 
Palmdale Library. In person, I worked through as much of this history as I could during 
my fieldwork, reading news archives from the South Antelope Valley Press from the early 
1900s to the early 1970s. The pandemic intervened and I could not return to the valley to 
complete reading those news archives. This is a major gap in the project, as my history of 
Sun Village can’t fully capture the post-‘60s era. It is a limitation of this project that I hope 
is filled by others.

Later in 2019, I was asked to serve as an expert witness in a police practices fair housing 
case in Peoria, Illinois. The case had essentially built on the earlier work of The Commu-
nity Action League’s lawsuit, assessing that discriminatory enforcement of crime-free and 
nuisance housing ordinances could violate the Fair Housing Act. For me, the case illus-
trated that what happened in the valley was also happening in cities around the country, 
and that TCAL’s work had something to offer to those experiencing the policing of housing 
elsewhere. The experience helped frame the book and shape what would come to be its  
last chapter.

In the summer of 2020, protest over police and vigilante killings of George Floyd, Ah-
maud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor reverberated in the valley, and grew after the death of 
Robert Fuller. As people organized protests, I received a text from an acquaintance in the 
valley who I had worked with, about widespread rumors of a Klan counter-protest. They 
asked if I had heard of Richard Butler. I hadn’t. But I built chapter 2 around trying to an-
swer this question, following Butler to his mentor Wesley Swift, and attempting to trace the 
history of right-wing politics in the valley from Swift’s era to the present.

Working from afar in 2020 and 2021, I also reviewed the Bancroft Library’s digital ar-
chives of the West Coast Regional office of the NAACP, which contained records of chap-
ter activism. I also read digitized archives of the California Women’s Club, of which there 
was a Sun Village branch. Finally, I conducted some interviews by phone, including with 
Lancaster Mayor Rex Parris and several local activists who challenged his policies. I was not 
able to complete interviews with all the activists who were central to TCAL’s work. Darren 
Parker, a key figure, passed away before a scheduled interview in 2019. Others were difficult 
to find contact information for, or we couldn’t manage to connect while I was in town.

There were other sources of information I could not pursue as well. I attempted in-
terviews with the DOJ’s personnel overseeing the consent decree but was unsuccessful. I 
gained IRB permission to interview landlords in the valley but ran into a series of dead ends 
in my attempts to reach them, and then was unable to continue the work once the pan-
demic began. Important questions about the economy of landlords and corporate investors 
in the valley remain unanswered but deserve further research and scrutiny.

Finally, and most importantly, my interviews with voucher tenants are largely with 
people who managed not to be evicted, or who may have been evicted once but kept 
their vouchers and found other housing in the valley. Those who were evicted from their 
homes, forced out of the valley altogether, or had their lives shortened by the violence of 
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the process and its aftermath—my study could not reach them. Voucher tenants I spoke 
to sometimes relayed the stories of their family and friends who had been evicted and left 
the voucher program or the valley, but for the most part, this book conveys the experi-
ences of those who survived the valley’s policing. What is not on these pages, then, was 
surely worse.
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https://web.archive.org/web/20200717115304/https://www.dailynews.com/2015/07/14/la-county-supervisors-to-ban-large-wind-turbines-in-unincorporated-areas.
https://www.ocregister.com/2023/06/15/amazon-drivers-dispatchers-stage-walkout-at-palmdale-warehouse
https://www.ocregister.com/2023/06/15/amazon-drivers-dispatchers-stage-walkout-at-palmdale-warehouse
https://teamster.org/2024/08/teamsters-win-groundbreaking-joint-employer-decision-against-amazon
https://teamster.org/2024/08/teamsters-win-groundbreaking-joint-employer-decision-against-amazon
https://theavtimes.com/2021/03/16/op-ed-lancaster-and-palmdale-cancel-the-contract-with-the-la-county-sheriff
https://theavtimes.com/2021/03/16/op-ed-lancaster-and-palmdale-cancel-the-contract-with-the-la-county-sheriff
https://cancelthecontract.com
https://www.propublica.org/article/in-a-california-desert-sheriffs-deputies-settle-schoolyard-disputes-black-teens-bear-the-brunt
https://www.propublica.org/article/in-a-california-desert-sheriffs-deputies-settle-schoolyard-disputes-black-teens-bear-the-brunt
https://www.newsweek.com/officer-bodyslams-black-girl-school-sparking-outrage-1629728
https://www.newsweek.com/officer-bodyslams-black-girl-school-sparking-outrage-1629728
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5de981188ae1bf14a94410f5/t/674df63f6bc4e37ca84ea3de/1733162560273/CTCReport3.0.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5de981188ae1bf14a94410f5/t/674df63f6bc4e37ca84ea3de/1733162560273/CTCReport3.0.pdf


Notes        199

total Black population as they do not include people reporting two or more races, and do 
not include people outside the valley’s two primary cities.

38.  Whitney Richards-Calathes suggests employment in the valley’s prison industry 
drove some Black movement during this period. See “Inheritances of Injustice/Transfer-
ence of Freedom: An Intimate Project on Black Women’s Intergenerational Relationships 
and the Consequences of the Punishment System” (PhD diss., City University of New 
York, 2019).

39.  Danielle M. Purifoy and Louise Seamster, “Creative Extraction: Black Towns in 
White Space,” EPD: Society and Space 39, no. 1 (2021): 47–66.

40.  Louise Seamster, “The White City: Race and Urban Politics,” Sociology Compass 9, 
no. 12 (2015): 1049–65.

41.  Simmons, “Feeling Burned in Sun Village.”
42.  Simmons, “Feeling Burned in Sun Village.”
43.  McDermott, “History: Prioleau Family Objects to Bruce’s Beach Plaque Language.”
44.  In 2019, Darren Parker, a key activist in the campaign to end the policing of Black 

voucher tenants in the valley, passed away. His funeral services were held in Sun Village, at 
the Living Stone Cathedral where Bishop Henry Hearns preached for decades. See Califor-
nia Democratic Party African American Caucus, “Homegoing Services for the Hon. Darren 
W. Parker,” Facebook, July 24, 2019, https://www.facebook.com/events/355157005176318.

45.  For example, Tyrone Beason, “Their Stolen Land in Orange County Was Given 
Back. Now They’re Ready to Heal,” Los Angeles Times, December 10, 2023, https://www 
.latimes.com/politics/story/2023–12–10/orange-county-returned-stolen-land-to-indige 
nous-californians-now-healing-begins; and Tyrone Beason, “California Has a History of 
Racist Land Seizures. Will Reparations Bills Bring Justice?,” Los Angeles Times, June 19, 2024 
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024–06–19/a-california-bill-could-help 
-thousands-of-families-recover-losses-due-to-eminent-domain.

46.  David Ponton, III, “Review: The Broken Heart of America: St. Louis and the Vio-
lent History of the United States,” Journal of American History 109, no. 1 (2022): 128–29.

https://www.facebook.com/events/355157005176318
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2023–12–10/orange-county-returned-stolen-land-to-indigenous-californians-now-healing-begins
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2023–12–10/orange-county-returned-stolen-land-to-indigenous-californians-now-healing-begins
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2023–12–10/orange-county-returned-stolen-land-to-indigenous-californians-now-healing-begins
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024–06–19/a-california-bill-could-help-thousands-of-families-recover-losses-due-to-eminent-domain
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024–06–19/a-california-bill-could-help-thousands-of-families-recover-losses-due-to-eminent-domain
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