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PUBLIC HISTORY ROUNDTABLE

Housing Segregation and  
Resistance in Portland, Oregon 
Notes on New Research

ON SUNDAY, APRIL 8, 2018, local researchers Greta Smith, Melissa

Cornelius Lang, and Leanne Serbulo gathered at the Oregon Historical Society 

in Portland, Oregon, for a public history roundtable discussion moderated by 

Carmen P. Thompson, adjunct professor of Black studies and African American 

History at Portland State University. Inspired by the fiftieth anniversary of the 

federal Fair Housing Act, these researchers have uncovered and analyzed new 

sources related to the history of housing segregation — and resistance to that 

discrimination — in Portland, Oregon. This is a record of that event. 

Housing Segregation and Resistance: An Introduction

by Carmen P. Thompson

THE CONTEXT of housing segrega-
tion in Portland, Oregon, and in the 
nation is slavery — out of which came 
the policies and practices by which 
private citizens, leaders, and govern-
ment officials at the local, state, and 
national levels not only maintained 
the enslavement of persons of Afri-
can descent but also established 
a national racial hierarchy of white 
supremacy and Black inferiority.

And as we reflect on the life and 
legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

on the fiftieth year and the fourth day 
since his assassination, remembering 
a man who gave his life fighting to dis-
mantle policies of racial discrimination 
that grew out of American slavery, we 
need to recognize, as Toni Morrison 
said less than forty years ago, that 
“We are still living in the era of the 
Slave Trade.”1

And the legacy of racial clas-
sifications that order our society — 
the police brutality and the prison 
industrial complex, gentrification, the 
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wealth gap, Hands Up Don’t Shoot 
and Black Lives Matter Campaigns 
— are salient examples that, since 
settlement in 1607 and until today, in 
2018, more than 400 years later, the 
struggle continues and always will.

But do not grow weary! It has to 
be this way in a democracy. As Fred-
erick Douglass reminds us “Power 
concedes nothing without a demand. 
It never did and it never will.”2

The brilliant research and analysis 
of our three panelists illustrates the 
push and pull of power and demand. 
They offer insights into what we need 
to do to keep Dr. King’s dream alive 
in Portland. As I reflect on the panel-
ists’ research, I am reminded of a few 
themes that tie them together: insti-
tutional racism, Black resistance, and 
the silence of private citizens.

Because I am a historian, I will be 
begin my commentary chronologi-
cally, with Greta Smith’s paper, which 
spotlights the role of real estate 
agents and real estate board bylaws 
and codes of ethics that made hous-
ing segregation mandatory. Those 
policies and practices laid the ground-
work for modern perpetuations of 
housing segregation through urban 
renewal, gentrification, and subprime 
lending, just to name a few.

But make no mistake, both Black 
resistance and the failure of public 
and private citizens to challenge 
the racist practices of other private 
citizens and public officials are at the 
very heart of this story.

The research of our panelists 
today centers around the Jim Crow 

practices of housing segregation that 
became urgent between World War 
I and the 1970s, during the period 
known as the Great Migration, the 
largest movement of people in U.S. 
history, when more than 7 million 
Black people left the South and 
moved to the North and West for bet-
ter education, less discrimination, the 
right to vote, and increased income 
opportunities. This is the context 
of the systemic policies of redlin-
ing, restrictive covenants, and racist 
lending practices of the 1930s and 
1940s in Portland, supported by local 
and federal agencies, which Greta’s 
research considers.

Her research and analysis, as do 
those of the other panelists, demon-
strates that unearthing institutional 
racism calls for us to delve into the 
records and documents of public and 
private entities such as the Portland 
Realty Board, as Greta did, to study 
their bylaws and records in order to 
shed light on institutional racism. Their 
work reminds us that just because 
Black, Brown, and other people of 
color are now legally free to live and 
work wherever they want does not 
mean that the institutionally racist 
practices that were in place when they 
could NOT live and work wherever 
they wanted, have stopped. They are 
still in place, and we are indebted 
to scholars like Greta, Leanne, and 
Melissa for their work in shining light 
on this problem.

Moreover, their research chal-
lenges us to shed our complacency. 
Just because we live in Portland, and 
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we bike and recycle and compost, we 
are not immune but often complicit in 
and even beneficiaries of institution-
ally racist practices and policies. The 
research of these panelists shows 
that we have to take citizenship and 
democracy seriously and ask of our-
selves, and of laws and policies, how 
people of different races, classes, sex-
ualities, religions, etc. are impacted by 
policy decisions proposed at the local, 
state, and national levels and in some 
way do something and say something.

The research of Dr. Leanne Ser-
bulo extends Greta Smith’s analysis 
on housing segregation into the 
1950s, 1960s, and the 1970s, arguing 
that “without outside pressure, local 
governments particularly, and private 
citizens more generally, would not 
dismantle discriminatory policies.” 

Today, local organizations such 
as PAALF (Portland African American 
Leadership Forum), through their 
assistance with Resettlement Pro-
grams, are examples of outside pres-
sure that are working to dismantle 
housing segregation.3 Indeed, the 
important research and analysis of 
Melissa Lang shows that the activism 
of Black people and others of good 
will is an important part of the pres-
sure placed on Oregon officials and 
citizenry to dismantle housing seg-
regation. Melissa tells us that since 
the nineteenth century (and I would 
add, since slavery), Black people, 
with support from other racial groups, 
combatted discrimination, including 
housing segregation. Melissa’s impor-
tant research shows how Black real-

tors organized to assist Black people 
in securing homes and busting the 
housing segregation practices. She 
discusses the role of Black newspa-
pers to advertise home information 
and discriminatory practices; the for-
mation of Black banks, credit unions, 
and real estate associations; and how 
organized and grassroots organiza-
tions such as NAACP (National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Col-
ored People) and the Urban League 
assisted Black people and others, 
challenging the city’s discriminatory 
housing practices. 

So, as the Montgomery bus boycott 
was taking place in December 1955 
and North Carolina A&T students in 
1960 were initiating sit-ins to protest 
segregated lunch counters, and also 
in 1960 Freedom Riders were pro-
testing segregation in transportation 
facilities, and in 1964 SNCC (Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) 
students were waging a war against 
the disenfranchisement of Black vot-
ers in a movement known as Freedom 
Summer, and as King gave the “I Have a 
Dream Speech” in 1963 in the March on 
Washington For Jobs and Freedom, and 
as Stokely Carmichael called for Black 
Power in 1966, African Americans and 
others of good will were challenging 
all manner of discrimination practices, 
including housing segregation. Their 
work resulted in the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, outlawing segregation in public 
accommodations, the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act, and the 1968 Fair Housing 
Act, which we are commemorating 
today.
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