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Abstract 

Critical race scholarship of the past 20 years offers a robust foundation for 

interrogating connections between race, place, and environment, and their constitutive 

impacts on the lived experiences of people of color, particularly black and brown 

peoples. Less explored are the intersections of race and legal jurisdiction in the 

production of place inequities. Current scholarship from local government law, 

geography, environmental justice, and related disciplines suggests understanding the 

structure and process of municipalities may clarify how local jurisdiction shapes racial 

inequities in the built environment. This dissertation assesses the efficacy of the 

municipality as a political institution for equitable, community-sustaining, local 

development, particularly for black communities. Focused primarily in North Carolina, I 

assess three interrelated questions: First, I ask whether black and Latinx communities 

receive the same built environmental benefits from municipal incorporation as white 

communities. Second, I turn to two black towns in North Carolina to assess the extent to 

which black communities can rely on independent municipal incorporation to fulfill 

their aspirations for autonomy and resilient placemaking, focusing specifically on the 

development of the towns’ local water systems. Third, I consider the strategies of black 

community-based organizations in North Carolina and Alabama to provide alternative 

forms of governance to address structural underdevelopment of black communities, 

perpetuated by often hostile, white-controlled governments.  
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1. Introduction  

Omega and Brenda Wilson sit across from me in their home office in Eastern 

Alamance County, North Carolina. We are, for the second time in three months, at the 

beginning of a two-hour interview. Brenda hands me a cold bottle of water from the 

kitchen. Several cases of water sit near the refrigerator; the Wilsons haven’t felt safe to 

drink their own water in years. I thank her for the water, and press the record button on 

my audio recorder. My first question — about what it means to live in their community 

of West End, an historically black, unincorporated community, takes Omega 45 minutes 

to explain. It’s not just that Omega is passionate. It’s that trying to explain a place that 

you won’t find on a map, that is located in a different place than its own postal address, 

is complicated. And that’s just the beginning. By the time he finishes explaining not only 

where we are, but why where we are means that he and Brenda can neither drink their 

own water, nor rely on a sewer system, nor be assured that the hydrant on the edge of 

the unpaved road beside their house would exert enough pressure to suppress an actual 

fire, he looks at me amused. 

“Is that black enough for you?”  

For the past four years, I investigated the efficacy of municipal governance to 

develop and protect the living environments for all constituents. I am particularly 

interested in how the municipality,  a well-established political institution, functions 
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when its leadership and/or  constituents are not white—and particularly if they are 

black. Non-municipal black communities—like the Wilsons’ West End—which 

sometimes date back to the post-Bellum era in the United States, garner the attention of 

academics and the general public in large part because of their exclusion from the 

municipal boundaries of historic white towns and the presumed protections that arise 

from town or city membership (Johnson, Parnell, Joyner, Christman, & Marsh, 2004; S. 

M. Wilson, Heaney, Cooper, & Wilson, 2008). Indeed, the Wilsons’ home lies within just 

a few yards of the boundaries of the City of Mebane, an historically white municipality 

where residents have access to basic amenities—like water, sewer, garbage collection, 

street lighting. The family’s 23-year efforts to improve living conditions in West End, 

along with three other historically black communities that have also been excluded from 

Mebane, dramatically highlight the persistent pattern of racial underbounding, the 

discriminatory expansion of municipal boundaries to protect local white political power 

(Aiken, 1987; Johnson et al., 2004; Marsh, Parnell, & Joyner, 2010; S. M. Wilson et al., 

2008). Such exclusions have multiple consequences for outlying communities—from 

absent services to restrictions on local voting rights (Joyner & Christman, 2005; S. M. 

Wilson et al., 2008) 

In North Carolina, a state with a history of liberal expansion policies for 

municipalities (Connolly, 2006; Smith, 2011), black communities from Alamance County 

in the Piedmont region to Moore County in the Sandhills region, have decried denials to 
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their “right to basic amenities”(O. R. Wilson, Bumpass, Wilson, & Snipes, 2008) Indeed, 

the state has been a site of robust advocacy for municipal inclusion of these 

communities; some of them, in the case of Taylortown in Moore County, have opted for 

independent municipal incorporation (Joyner & Christman, 2005; UNC Center for Civil 

Rights, 2006).  

Yet such advocacy raises the important question of whether municipal inclusion 

or even independence will yield the long-desired outcomes of excluded communities. Is 

municipal citizenship the critical impetus of healthy, well-resourced communities? 

Previous literature on municipal incorporation and racial underbounding suggests that 

municipal jurisdiction improves the quality of life of otherwise unincorporated 

communities because of the public resources available for basic services, for land use 

planning, and because municipal government arguably has greater incentive to be 

accountable to municipal constituents than county government, whose responsibilities 

are more diffuse across incorporated and unincorporated communities (Anderson, 2007; 

Joyner & Christman, 2005; S. M. Wilson et al., 2008). 

This research presents three interrelated studies to address this question, using 

North Carolina as a testing ground. In the first study, I conduct a statewide statistical 

analysis of the distribution of a series built environmental amenities and hazards (e.g., 

grocery stores and landfills) to observe whether white, black, and Latinx populations 

receive equal benefits from living within incorporated municipalities.  
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In the second study, I use a range of archival and interview data to consider the 

cases of two independent black municipalities in North Carolina—Princeville in the 

Coastal Plain region and Taylortown in the Sandhills region—to observe the ability of 

both governments to exercise municipal power for the benefit of their overwhelmingly 

black constituents. I analyze these capacities through each town’s efforts to develop a 

municipal water system.  

Finally, in the third study, I turn away from formal municipal governance, and 

move beyond North Carolina, to observe how black communities—regardless of their 

municipal status—develop community based organizations as a strategy for providing 

essential services and political advocacy in the face of chronic antagonisms and 

exclusions from traditional governing bodies. I use interviews and archival media 

coverage to compare the informal governance efforts of two community development 

corporations—the West End Revitalization Association (WERA), founded by Omega 

Wilson in 1995, and the Alabama Center for Rural Enterprise (ACRE), founded in 2005 

by rural development advocate Catherine Coleman Flowers in her native Lowndes 

County, AL.  

I find that despite a system of local development policies and laws which center 

the municipality as an important and at times essential political geography for achieving 

not only community development objectives, but also a vital sense of place, the built 
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environmental benefits of living within a municipality accrue mostly to white residents, 

with inconsistent benefits for black and Latinx communities.  

Further, for Princeville and Taylortown, the promise of autonomy and self-

determined community development through independent black municipal governance 

rang hollow in practice, as both towns found themselves embedded within larger white 

governance structures which controlled public resource distributions, and tethered to 

parallel white governments which controlled local economies.  

Finally, I find that despite the absence of municipal jurisdiction, formal 

governance authority, and access to public funding, WERA and ACRE  nevertheless 

mobilize community resources to replicate traditional government functions, like land 

use planning, to counter negligent and at times hostile traditional governing bodies at 

the local, state, and federal levels, and to pursue their visions of environmental justice.  

These findings, in the aggregate, demonstrate not only the persistence of racial 

exclusion and inequity of black communities, particularly vis-à-vis white communities, 

but also, and most importantly, the embeddedness of whiteness in U.S. governance 

institutions, such that they may serve the interests of white constituents, often to the 

literal exclusion of black communities. Further, my findings demonstrate the ongoing 

purpose and function of black community based organizations, of which WERA and 

ACRE are simply one iteration, in efforts to implement the services and protections often 

denied by traditional white governing bodies.  



 

6 

Exploring these questions requires a multidisciplinary approach to 

understanding disparate issues of race, place, governance, and development. As such, 

this research relies on scholarship ranging from environmental sociology and geography 

to local government law, urban politics, and critical race theory. Connecting relevant 

ideas from these disciplines enables a more comprehensive view of how place is 

produced, through legal structures, through racialization processes, and through 

various logics of community development. 
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2. North Carolina [Un]incorporated: Place, Race, and 
Environmental Inequity 

2.1 Introduction 

Walnut Tree is a small, unincorporated black community in the Sauratown 

Mountains of North Carolina. One can find it on a map of Stokes County only by 

spotting the Martin Luther King Blvd running outside the boundaries of the neighboring 

white town, Walnut Cove. In the early 1970s, the federal Farmer’s Home Association 

(FHA) offered low interest mortgages to black residents then living in Walnut Cove to 

build homes on the outskirts of the town, in the community that became Walnut Tree 

(Drabble 2017). The residents were promised annexation by Walnut Cove after the 

housing development was complete, which would ostensibly give them municipal 

voting power, affordable municipal services, land use protections, and the range of local 

development benefits enjoyed by other tax paying residents. The annexation never 

happened. In 2017, following decades without voting power, paying higher non-

municipal rates for contaminated drinking water provided by Walnut Cove and for 

private services to collect their garbage; following, most recently, a long fight against 

hydraulic fracturing (or “fracking”) operations in their community—a plan supported 

by Walnut Cove so long as it was outside of the town limits—the residents of Walnut 

Tree sued the Town of Walnut Cove for racial discrimination in its refusal to honor its 

promise to annex the community (Drabble 2017). Walnut Cove annexed the community 

five months after the lawsuit (Drabble 2018). 
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Are the black residents of Walnut Tree (or any segregated population) more 

likely to have an improved built environment post-annexation? Similarly, if 

unincorporated black or Latinx residents in North Carolina succeed in petitioning the 

state for independent municipal incorporation, should they expect the ability to use 

municipal power to develop similar amenities as white towns?   

This paper analyzes the racialized outcomes of municipal incorporation for the 

built environments of black, Latinx, and white communities in North Carolina—a state 

with robust municipal annexation laws and ongoing controversies about who benefits 

from them (Gilbert 2013). Municipal incorporation is a mechanism for spatially bound 

resource distribution, intended to develop built environments that provide resident-

demanded amenities and protect against environmental disamenities (Wilde Anderson 

2008; Rusk 2010). However, municipal formation is also widely cited as a mechanism for 

racial exclusion, whereby whites incorporate towns to maintain the homogeneity of their 

communities and to resist paying taxes to benefit larger, more racially diverse 

populations that surround them (Parnell et al. 2004; Johnson et al. 2004; Joyner and 

Christman 2005).   

Given this history, this article raises the question of whether Black and Latinx 

communities are likely to experience the same built environmental benefits from 

municipal incorporation as white communities. Scholarship on environmental racism 

and justice—which has not taken up the question of municipal incorporation 
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empirically—suggests that Black and Latinx spaces are systemically denied the built 

environmental benefits afforded to white spaces, regardless of jurisdiction. Though 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) has relatively little focus on the racial  implications of local 

jurisdiction, scholars from multiple disciplines such as Clyde Woods (2007; 2017); 

Charles Mills (1997), Laura Pulido (2017 (1); 2017(2)), Katherine McKittrick (2006; 2007; 

2011; 2013), Ruth Wilson Gilmore, (2002; 2007), and George Lipsitz (2011) articulate the 

racial contours of space and place in ways that are foundational for an interventional 

layering of legal placemaking and local governance. That is, their collective analyses of 

the constitutive nature of white supremacy and anti-blackness in the manifestation of 

places—from physical attributes to ascribed discourses—opens the door for a more 

nuanced interrogation into the nature of sociolegal institutions that create the places 

where we live, work, and play. Thus, while institutional mechanisms like municipal 

incorporation are rightfully placed within ongoing CRT conversations about the racist 

consequences of colorblind policies and practices,1 I argue that progress in CRT of place 

and space requires concrete connections between abstract ideas of racialized space and 

placemaking and the mechanisms that reproduce the particular patterns of inequities we 

observe across places. This article offers a first attempt at making these connections 

through an examination of local (municipal and county) built environments, which I 

                                                      

1 Indeed, as Ford argues, even in a society that has eliminated  “any vestige of racism from its citizenry… race-neutral 

policy [in local political jurisdictions] could be expected to entrench segregation and socio-economic stratification in a 

society with a history of racism” (1995:452). 
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define via Roof and Oleru (2008) as human constructed or modified places, including, 

but not limited to, buildings and infrastructure (24).  

 Using logistic regression analysis, I conduct an empirical study of local built 

environmental quality across Black, Latinx, and white populations in incorporated 

municipalities and unincorporated communities in North Carolina.  

 I find that municipal incorporation is associated with an increased likelihood of 

environmental amenities in North Carolina cities and towns, but only for white 

residents. I also find, contrary to expectations, that incorporation is not associated with a 

lower likelihood of environmental disamenities. However, race profoundly impacts the 

likelihood of such outcomes, with white residents being the most protected against 

disamenities and Black residents the least protected. Based on these findings, and in 

accordance with existing qualitative studies and public controversies around 

incorporation in North Carolina, I argue that the additional layer of local governance 

provided by the municipality does not transfer its full citizenship rights to Black and 

Latinx places. Thus, in the words of Charles Mills, the boundaries of non-white space 

"are normatively discontinuous with white political space” (Mills 2014).  

2.2 A Primer on Local Jurisdiction 

With few exceptions, the local geographies of the United States are divided into 

incorporated municipalities and unincorporated communities. Municipalities are legally 

recognized by their respective states and establish separate municipal governments to 
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serve the constituents within their boundaries (U.S. Census Bureau 2012). 

Unincorporated communities are not legally recognized by the state and “lack separate 

governments” but may “otherwise resemble incorporated places…[with a] settled 

population…definite residential core, a relatively high population density, and a degree 

of local identity”(U.S. Census Bureau 1990).  

Unincorporated communities rely on county governments as their “local,” or 

most proximate tier, of government. Although most of the U.S. population (62.7%) lives 

in incorporated places, a substantial portion of the U.S. South lives in unincorporated 

communities (46.3%) (U.S. Census Bureau 2015). Further, despite its history of 

involuntary municipal annexation, through which municipalities can add new territories 

without the consent of unincorporated residents (Connolly 2006), North Carolina still 

lags much of the country in the proportion of its population that is incorporated 

(approximately 55%) (U.S. Census Bureau 2015).  

2.2.1 Municipalities and Local Citizenship 

One of the primary lessons of CRT is that the laws governing society simply 

reinforce existing racialized hierarchies, and as such, will produce disparate forms of 

citizenship (Crenshaw 1988). Indeed, the persistence of racial stratification across all 

areas of life, from housing to employment to healthcare to toxic exposures in the post-

Civil Rights era, demonstrates the fallacy of so-called “colorblind” laws (Gotanda 1991), 

the fragility of anti-discrimination mandates (Freeman 1977), and perhaps most 



 

12 

importantly, the error of the linear progress narrative (Ray and Seamster 2016; Ray, 

Randolph et al. 2017). The hegemony of race, intersected with various other hegemonic 

identity categorizations—gender, sexuality, ability, religion—evolve within new societal 

equilibria (Bonilla Silva 2017) to reproduce the same inequitable citizenship.   

While discourse on citizenship frequently centers at the national level, the daily 

lived experiences of citizenship are most enforced at the local level, even when their 

implications are national in scope, such as, for example, the use of sheriff and police 

departments to target and capture undocumented immigrants for federal Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement (Arriaga 2016). Municipal citizenship in the United States is 

simultaneously a separate layer of rights, obligations, and privileges for residents living 

within town or city boundaries, and an integral component of other citizenships at the 

county/parish, state, and national levels. The process of making, governing, and 

growing municipalities is thus inextricable from the processes of citizen making (and 

unmaking) that constitute American citizenship.  

Municipal incorporation is an understated spatial phenomenon that profoundly 

shapes a range of lived experiences—where people live, what they can build, where they 

attend school, what services they should expect, what taxes they pay, and whether they 

can exercise legitimate political voice—whether it be through voting or through 

advocacy at the town council, planning commission, or police civilian review board 

(Rusk 2010; Wilde Anderson 2008). Municipal residents are given a form of exclusive 
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citizenship, entitling them to exercise political power to shape the future of their town or 

city in a way that is suitable to them. If they do not like that future, they can ostensibly 

vote with their feet (Tiebout 1956). If there are enough residents who want to shape a 

different kind of future for their community, then they can petition state government to 

incorporate a new municipality, where they can create a new vision for how the 

community is configured and then elect representatives to implement that vision 

(Mullin 2014; Rusk 2013; Tyson 2011).   

Municipalities are characterized as two-tiered local governments because the 

governing body of the municipality is nested within a larger county/parish government, 

which creates a separate set of rules that apply to all residents within county/parish 

boundaries, regardless of whether they live in within a municipality (Mullin 2014; Wilde 

Anderson 2008). While some municipal boundaries are co-extensive with county 

boundaries, most counties across the U.S. have some form of unincorporated territory 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2015). If the municipality is understood as a form of hyper local 

governance tailored to the special demands of those who “choose” to live within its 

boundaries, then unincorporated communities can be understood as a more laissez faire 

jurisdiction, governed by county/parish rules, but where residents are expected to 

provide for many of their own specific needs—e.g. trash collection, sewer service—via 

private companies or special tax districts, rather than through municipal utilities and 

services. Living unincorporated is often viewed as a choice to avoid additional taxation 
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and redistribution of resources to benefit residents beyond individual households 

(Wilde Anderson 2008; Joyner and Christman 2005).  

Tiebout’s classic public choice theory views the spatial and resource distribution 

outcomes of local jurisdiction as an expression of residents’ choices of the “bundle of 

goods” to which they would like to be entitled (e.g., within the municipality) or avoid 

(e.g., outside the municipality). That is, local jurisdictions compete for the residents they 

want by offering resources that will attract them, and as a result, residents live where 

they live not because they are forced to by political constraints, but rather because of 

individual choices about what kind of space maximizes their preferences (Tiebout 1956).   

Decades of scholarship about residential mobility, however, demonstrates the 

misconception of such choices as “non-political,” “free,” or “unconstrained,” 

particularly for people of color. Beyond the more recognizable constraints of economics 

within housing markets, residential patterns both historically and in the contemporary 

era are profoundly shaped both by white geographic preferences and by white social 

preferences for racial segregation (Anderson, 2015; Lipsitz 2011). Indeed, the arrival or 

secession of whites into or out of a place heralds the rise or fall of traditional forms of 

capital, political, and social investment into that place (Lipsitz 2006; 2011). The 

geographies of people of color are thus both confined to and driven by forces beyond 

their own buying power and personal preferences. Whiteness confers relative political, 

social, and economic power vis-a-vis non-whites to shape space according to the 
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expressed (and many times unexpressed) desires of white residents, often to the 

detriment of non-whites (Ford 1994). At the municipal level, this implies that the so-

called “right to the city,” via democratic decision-making processes and distribution of 

local tax dollars, is subject to racialized power hierarchies where whiteness sets the 

standard for who possesses that right.  

These findings reinforce CRT scholarship focused on colorblind racism, which 

demonstrates that seemingly race-neutral institutions and processes, like municipal 

incorporation, are in fact imbued with whiteness, as their design and implementation 

will prioritize the interests of groups with the most social, political, and economic power 

by default (Bonilla-Silva 2017). Accordingly, though municipal citizenship implies that 

residents have equal power to influence the political direction, development, and culture 

of a city, both the process and implementation of citizenship is heavily racialized, 

producing a fragile citizenship for non-whites, whereas whiteness—as the dominant 

power structure—is synonymous with citizenship, regardless of jurisdiction. If 

whiteness means full citizenship everywhere, and non-whiteness (particularly 

blackness) means full citizenship nowhere, then jurisdictional boundaries—and the 

assumptions they produce—may be upheld or disregarded according to the whims of 

white interests.  

2.2.2 Municipal Boundaries and Habitability 

Beyond segregation and citizenship, there are important questions about how 
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municipalities shape the development of places—and for whom. The municipality 

dominates the public imagination of local politics and economics (Mullin 2014), and as 

such is the focal unit of analysis for considerations of local growth and prosperity. Some 

reasons municipalities remain central to this analysis, as opposed to unincorporated 

county territories are because most people live in the U.S. live in a municipality, 

municipalities are typically granted more powers than county government, they are 

more visible than most secondary layers of local governance, like special utility or 

service districts (Burns 1994; Mullin 2014), and they can be shaped most directly by the 

will of local residents.   

Legal scholar Michelle Wilde Anderson argues municipal powers are critical for 

what she calls the “three pillars of adequate local government”—housing market 

mobility, neighborhood habitability, and political voice (Anderson 2008, p. 1095). 

Habitability, the focus of this analysis, encompasses both the development of 

environmental amenities and the protection against disamenities. It is because of 

traditional “laissez faire” governance of counties that Wilde Anderson argues counties 

are less adequate than municipalities as local governments, due in part to economic 

incentives to implement “looser land regulations” that result in higher exposures to 

“over concentrations of undesirable [land] uses” (Anderson 2008, p. 1155). She also 

argues that unincorporated residents have diluted political voices to address their local 

environmental concerns because both unincorporated and incorporated residents elect 
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county governments. Counties thus have fewer political incentives to enact strong local 

land use regulations (Anderson 2008).     

Importantly, Wilde Anderson comes to this conclusion despite having 

acknowledged that “municipalities…have incentives to load undesirable land uses on 

low-influence, low-income communities” (Anderson 2008, p. 1155). This conclusion 

suggests, like much of the multidisciplinary literature on municipal incorporation, that 

practices of racial exclusion and deprivation are still less than for unincorporated 

communities of color once they are annexed into white towns or independently 

incorporate.  

The history of municipalities demonstrates the exclusionary function of 

municipal boundaries, which create entities that function perhaps more like private 

clubs than public bodies. Much like the race restrictive covenants enshrined in the deeds 

of homes to prevent integration in white neighborhoods, many towns created similar 

language to create (and maintain) a particular kind of constituency. As one example, the 

charter documents for the town of Watertown, Massachusetts stated that the founders 

“hoped that there would be no poor” and had made “special provisions to exclude 

them” (Burns 1994, p. 35). White businessmen in Atlanta, Georgia similarly attempted to 

establish a wholly separate town exclusively for Blacks, with plans to relocate Atlanta’s 

entire Black population there (Burns 1994, at p. 36).  
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Another, subtler exclusionary tactic was the weaponizing of incorporation and 

municipal codes to make Black neighbors de facto illegal. In Woodmere, Ohio, a formerly 

unincorporated, majority white working class suburb of Cleveland, Blacks purchased 

land and started building their own homes after World War II. White residents 

responded by holding a referendum for incorporation, which passed, creating the 

Village of Woodmere. Shortly thereafter, the white town council passed a building code 

restricting owner-house builders which was only enforced only against Blacks. Many 

were arrested and presumably forced off their land (Wiese 2005, p. 94-97).  

As a third tactic, the sociologist James Loewen identified thousands of so-called 

“sundown towns” across the U.S. (507 in Illinois alone), where, until the fair housing 

legislation of the 1960s, non-whites (particularly Blacks) were not allowed to be present 

within the city limits after dark. This exclusion often also meant that they could neither 

own nor rent property within these municipalities (Loewen 2005).  

Though these specific exclusionary practices are now either illegal or mostly 

abandoned, other methods, like municipal underbounding—a process through which 

municipalities exclude “undesirable populations” during annexations—persist.  

While the U.S. Supreme Court struck down in 1960 a state law redrawing the 

boundaries of Tuskegee, Alabama to exclude nearly all black voters—most of whom had 

been recently registered—so as to preserve a majority white electorate (Gomillion v. 

Lightfoot, 1960), scholars identified similar municipal underbounding in white towns in 



 

19 

Mississippi’s Yazoo Delta and in East Los Angeles in the late 1980s (Lichter, et al. 2007), 

in the white town of Mebane, North Carolina in the late 1990s, and in the white golfing 

community of Pinehurst, North Carolina, in the early 2000s (Miller 1981; Aiken 1987; 

Johnson, et al. 2004; Joyner and Christman 2005). In each case, municipal boundaries of 

white towns were drawn to systemically exclude non-whites from the polity—and often 

from critical basic amenities—even when those communities predated the municipalities 

themselves.  

Empirical social science literature on municipal boundaries further demonstrates 

that race is a central organizing principle in the formation of municipalities. People will 

“sacrifice economies of scale in order to avoid racial heterogeneity in their local 

jurisdiction”, independent of income considerations (Alesina, Baqir and Hoxby 2004, p. 

394). Majority white cities—particularly when unfettered by legal constraints (such as 

the Voting Rights Act 8 of 1965)—will practice municipal underbounding to 

counterbalance the migration of non-whites to the city, thus diluting their voting power 

(Austin 1999).  

And despite arguments that consolidation or merger of municipalities in a 

metropolitan region reduces administrative inefficiencies and creates economic and 

social stability (Rusk 2013), fragmented local governance persists to such an extent that 

Tyson contemplates an implicit property interest in municipal identity. Such “municipal 

identities” as articulated by Tyson, engender an entitlement among residents, who often 
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seek to ensure that local resources are spent to restrict redistribution to low-wealth 

residents, to residents outside the city limits, and who dictate which type of residents 

“belong” in the town (Tyson 2012, p. 647-648).  

The powers to exclude and to hoard resources to serve and protect the interests 

of a selected populace, and to create social, cultural, and economic institutions that 

reflect those interests is one reason why municipal incorporation may be preferred to 

living unincorporated. Such powers also create disparities in habitability across 

municipal boundaries. Underbounded communities are often saddled with the spillover 

effects of municipal development, such as landfills and wastewater treatment plants, 

without many of the environmental benefits purchased or incentivized with municipal 

dollars (to which unincorporated communities contribute greatly via various taxes), 

such as paved streets, sewer services, sidewalks, and storm drainage (Joyner and 

Christman 2005; Wilson et al 2008; Balazs et al 2012). State and federal policies reinforce 

such disparities by prioritizing or restricting critical community development funds for 

basic amenities like water and sanitation to incorporated municipalities (Pollock 1991; 

Morris 1997; Balazs and Ray 2014).  

As a consequence, many unincorporated communities, however populous, 

contend with a dearth of basic infrastructure—poor sanitation, water contamination or 

scarcity, flooding—and a lack of investment in amenities like grocery stores or health 

care facilities, all of which erode habitability.  
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The history of municipal boundaries provides a useful context for understanding 

the racially exclusionary impacts of municipalities’ seemingly rational—and 

colorblind—decisions and their roots in more explicitly racist local governance practices. 

The at times extraordinary efforts to exclude communities of color—particularly black 

communities—from the municipal polity suggests—both implicitly and explicitly—that 

inclusion alone would result in a more equitable distribution of amenities. In particular, 

Wilde Anderson’s claim that environmental justice efforts in many communities 

“overlook their unincorporated status,” (Anderson p. 1102) infers that environmental 

protection would be one of the municipal benefits enjoyed by black and Latinx peoples.  

However, such conclusions falter by separating the municipal jurisdiction from 

the power structures that design and implement it. 

 Since the 1980s, scholars of various disciplines, particularly sociology, 

demonstrated connections between race and environmental impacts across the U.S.  

Qualitative and quantitative studies abound of struggles in communities of color against 

a range of environmental disamenities—including landfills, hazardous waste 

incinerators, nuclear waste repositories, lead smelters, wastewater treatment facilities, 

oil refineries, concentrated animal feed operations (CAFOs), and numerous others (Cole 

& Foster, 2001; Agyeman 2005; Taylor 2009, 2014; Pellow 2003; Wing et al. 2000, 2002, 

2013). Communities bearing these burdens are located in both incorporated 

municipalities, and unincorporated urban fringes and rural areas.  
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Though CRT scholarship has not given much focus to local jurisdiction, the 

function of the municipality reproduces the same problems that such scholars have 

identified in every other arena, from federal courts to corporations. Similarities in racial 

disparities across municipal boundaries can be understood as municipal governance 

operating in the service of its default constituency—which is white (Ford 1994). Such 

operations are reinforced by the collectivity of public and private actors which 

implement everything from building codes to public safety ordinances, as well as the 

larger citizenry—often regardless of race—who reinforce harmful policies as part of a 

perceived zero-sum game in which exclusion of the other means inclusion for the rest 

(Lipsitz 2011).  

2.3 North Carolina 

The State of North Carolina provides a rich geographic, historic, and policy 

context in which to explore the role of municipal incorporation in local built 

environments.  

The demographics of North Carolina are increasingly heterogeneous. Over 30% 

of the population is non-white, with blacks overrepresented as compared to the national 

population (22% vs. 12.6%) and Latinx representing nearly 10% of the population, a 

twelve-fold increase since the beginning of 10 large scale in-migration in 1990. 

Approximately 16.4% of the state’s residents live in poverty (U.S. Census 2016).  
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With minimal requirements for municipal incorporation, the population of the 

state’s cities and towns range from over 800,000 (Charlotte) to three (Spencer Mountain).  

Despite this local fragmentation, North Carolina maintains a larger percentage of 

unincorporated residents than most of the country (U.S. Census Bureau 2015). Three of 

its 100 counties contain no municipalities—Camden, Currituck, and Hyde counties are 

authorized by the state legislature to simply assume municipal functions for the 

unincorporated constituents (The NC Rural Center [date unspecified]).  

Until 2011, most municipalities practiced involuntary annexation of 

unincorporated territory without the consent of unincorporated residents, though public 

hearings were mandated (Bluestein 2013). The rationale for this practice was to reserve 

space for municipal expansion and growth through enlarging the tax base. While this 

strategy appears viable to promote stable, efficient metropolitan areas, critics argue that 

involuntary annexation results in “cherry picking” wealthy and/or white territories at 

the expense of low-wealth, non-white territories (Connally 2006; Parnell et al. 2004).  

This critique is bolstered by the state’s former voluntary annexation law, which 

required signed agreements from 100% of property owners in a community petitioning 

for annexation for consideration—nearly impossible given challenges stemming from 

absentee landownership, income property ownership, and heir’s property 

complications. Further, upon receipt of a valid petition, the municipality still had a right 

of refusal (Joyner and Christman 2005).  
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The 2011-2012 annexation reforms both substantially limit involuntary 

annexation and bolster voluntary annexation, specifically mandating annexation if 

owners of 75% of parcels in a high poverty area contiguous to a municipality submit a 

petition (Bluestein 2013). These hard-won reforms triggered efforts to annex excluded 

communities to adjacent municipalities.   

Beyond the question of whether property owners and residents of such 

historically excluded communities would desire annexation into adjacent municipalities 

is how annexation might impact the conditions of those communities, including the built 

environment. A 2013 study by the University of North Carolina Center for Civil Rights 

on “impacts tied to super majority non-white neighborhoods called excluded 

communities” (Gilbert, p. 4) found a range of environmental burdens on unincorporated 

black and Latinx communities, including proximity to landfills or other polluting sites, 

yet concludes, contrary to Wilde Anderson’s hypothesis, that “annexation may solve 

nothing” (Anderson 2008, p. 11).  

The reformed annexation regime, along with the existing literature positing the 

varied impacts of municipal boundaries both within North Carolina and in other states, 

makes the state an apt testing ground to measure extent of these impacts, particular with 

regard to the built environment, as municipalities in the state are uniquely structured (as 

opposed to counties) to shape the spaces within their boundaries.  
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2.4 Research Strategy  

Empirical evidence of municipal underbounding and fragmentation, and the 

groups who are excluded as a result, raises an important empirical query—do 

municipalities offer greater benefits than counties for all constituents, irrespective of 

race? What does municipal inclusion entail?  

The built environment is an important indicator of both quality of life and of the 

investment priorities of local government. Access to amenities, such as grocers and 

healthcare facilities are important not only for the well-being of residents, but also for 

the economic and social vitality and longevity of their neighborhoods. Studies abound 

on the compounding benefits of basic amenities embedded in communities—from 

improved health outcomes to facilitating stronger social capital in neighborhoods  

(Leyden 2003; Altschuler, Somkin, and Alder 2004; Wilson 2009).  

Similarly, significant documentation demonstrates the community impacts of 

environmental disamenities, such as landfills and chemical manufacturing industries. In 

addition to a range of negative health outcomes for residents, disamenities may hinder 

investment in community amenities and diminish property values, thereby constraining 

residents’ outward mobility—if they cannot sell their homes for a price that they can use 

to buy a home in a less harmful community or if they cannot afford rent in a cleaner 

neighborhood, they face a complicated set of choices, including abandoning 

homeownership (Pastor, Sadd and Hipp 2001; Wilde Anderson 2008; Taylor 2014).  
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North Carolina’s local jurisdictions are structured in much the same way as 

discussed in Part II.  Municipalities are authorized to exercise zoning powers to protect 

residents against development that is not complementary to the spaces where residents 

live, play and attend school, such as manufacturing plants or waste sites (Lawrence and 

Millonzi 2007). Municipalities are also authorized to use tax dollars, grants, and other 

incentives to attract and build community amenities, which grow economies and sustain 

populations (Millonzi 2007).  

North Carolina counties, by contrast, perform mostly administrative functions—

property tax collection, property records maintenance, public health services, the 

sheriff’s office, and the county jails. While some counties may implement some land use 

planning and regulation, their motivation is more likely related to preserving the fiscal 

health of the county as a whole than to preserving the well-being of their 

unincorporated residents. Indeed, many unincorporated residents—particularly 

wealthier residents—petition for independent incorporation of small towns in order to 

leverage more power over their community’s development and service provision (Burns 

1994; Rusk 2013; Tyson 2012).  

Thus, by most accounts, incorporated living appears to garner more predictable 

and dependable benefits for constituents than living unincorporated. This study assesses 

whether these benefits accrue to all incorporated residents, across three racial groups—

blacks, whites, and Latinx populations. Though the U.S. Census official defines Latinx as 
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an ethnicity rather than a race, race scholarship demonstrates that the collapsing of 

Latinx ethnicities into one category is a racialization process, resulting in the social and 

political construction of people from Latin America as a monolithic race (i.e., brown 

people) rather than multiple ethnic groups (Romero 1999; 2008; Bonilla-Silva 2004; 

Golash-Boza 2006; Sáenz and Manges Douglas 2015).  

I perform a cross sectional analysis of the location of built environmental 

amenities and disamenities across incorporated and unincorporated census block 

groups in North Carolina. The data for amenities and disamenities ranges from 2010 to 

2015, using demographics from the 2010 U.S. Census and the 5-year American 

Community Survey (ACS) 2010-2014. Because this study provides a cross sectional 

rather than longitudinal analysis, the results are limited to the 2010-2015 time frame. 

Thus, I do not capture the incorporation status of the block groups or who lived in them 

at the time the amenities or disamenities were first developed or listed for clean-up. 

There are many sites, like landfills, that were originally developed in unincorporated 

areas that were later annexed into municipalities or incorporated within new 

municipalities. Therefore, the results of this study can only describe the distribution of 

amenities and disamenities, not the local jurisdiction or circumstances in which they 

were built.  
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Because municipalities rarely dissolve, however, there is little concern that a site 

now located in an unincorporated block group was originally developed in a 

municipality.  

As for demographics, residential mobility and socioeconomics are critical factors 

in determining who leaves, remains, and arrives when amenities and disamenities are 

developed. Social science literature demonstrates limited upward mobility for people of 

color of all classes—particularly black people—and higher upward mobility for whites, 

depending on class (Been 1993; South and Crowder 1998; Taylor 2014). Thus, this 

analysis is may demonstrate a relative temporal stability for non-whites as opposed to 

whites with respect to the location of disamenities, as non-whites are less likely to be 

able to move away from disamenities (South and Crowder 1998), but more likely to be 

displaced by the development of amenities (Fraser 2004; Podagrosi and Vojnovic 2013).  

2.5 Data 

I identify two built environmental amenities and four disamenities that meet 

four criteria—reliability, scientific consensus about potential toxicity or benefits, and 

potential relationship to municipal boundaries. Table 1 provides the data source and 

year for each variable. Appendix 1 provides descriptive statistics for the 2010 census 

block groups and for each of the built amenities and disamenities.  
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2.5.1 Dependent Variables 

The address data for the six dependent variables in this analysis are from various 

sources, both private and public. I geocoded each dataset to 2010 census block groups 

and merged with demographic data from the 2010 US Census and the 2010-2014 ACS. I 

then created a binary dummy variable to indicate block groups hosting the 

amenity/disamenity (=1) or not hosting (=0). I measure the presence or absence of each of 

these built sites across block groups to indicate the relative likelihood of amenities and 

disamenities in incorporated and unincorporated places, controlling for several 

independent variables.  

 

Table 1: Data and Sources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amenities Source/Year 

• Grocery stores  

• Doctors (General Practitioners, 

Family Practitioners, Public 

Health Practitioners, Emergency 

Practitioners, Internists, 

Hospitalists, Urgent Care 

Practitioners) 

 

• CHD Expert (Retail food 

service data)/2015 

• NC Medical Board/2013  

Disamenities Source/Year 

• Toxics Release Inventory (TRI)  

• Solid waste landfills 

• Brownfields 

 

• U.S. EPA/2010-2013 

• NC Dept. of Environmental 

Quality/2014 

• NC Dept. of Environmental 

Quality/2014 
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 2.5.2 Amenities—Grocery Stores 

Brick and mortar grocery stores remain essential nutrition sources for 

communities, despite the rise in alternative food sources, such as community supported 

agriculture, farmer's markets, and grocery delivery services. Social scientists and health 

scholars demonstrate significant differences in grocery store access across race and class, 

to which some attribute at least in part persistent racial and economic health disparities 

(Morland, Wing and Roux 2002; Larson, Story and Nelson 2009).  

2.5.3 Amenities—Doctors  

Healthcare access not only saves lives, it also contributes to robust economies 

and a better overall quality of life for communities. Primary care access facilitates 

disease prevention, lengthening life expectancy and conserving resources (Starfield, Shi 

and Macinko 2005). Urgent care provides a critical, convenient, and cost-effective, as it 

cost far less than emergency room services, and maintains business hours extending well 

beyond primary care facilities. Emergency medical services are life-saving, if patients 

have close access.  

Health scholars document access disparities in rural areas, which are more likely 

to be unincorporated. Racial access disparities are also commonplace, based on 

segregation, underinvestment in non-white communities, and economic inequalities, 

which can manifest through inaccess to cars or reliable public transportation (Davis 

1991).  
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2.5.4 Disamenities—Landfills  

Solid waste landfills belong to a category of land uses generally accepted as a 

necessary disamenity for safe removal of non-hazardous waste from households and 

businesses. Even when properly regulated, however, they are still evaluated in 

environmental scholarship as a tremendous health and economic burden on 

surrounding communities, (See, e.g., Pellow 2003; Martuzzi et al. 2010).  

Because landfills are "necessary undesirables" their location is frequently 

politically contentious and boundary driven, as sociologist David Pellow demonstrates 

in Garbage Wars (2003). They are also quite lucrative, which further complicates the 

local politics, as jurisdictions vie to reap the financial rewards of landfills without the 

environmental and political costs.  

2.5.5 Disamenities—Brownfields 

Brownfields are defined by the NC DEQ as “abandoned, idled, or underused 

propert[ies] where the threat of environmental contamination has hindered [their] 

redevelopment” (NCDEQ 2017). The Brownfields programs at the state and federal level 

are designed to give developers the opportunity to clean up and redevelop these sites 

with fewer liabilities and lower clean-up standards than would be required of the 

parties responsible for the contamination (NCDEQ 2017).  

However, sites considered for Brownfields programs are often located in non-

white communities, and their redevelopment often generates political controversy, as 
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communities are dissatisfied with accepting substandard remediation to incentivize 

redevelopment, particularly when they often do not receive equitable protection in 

environmental siting and enforcement decisions (U.S. EPA 1995; Lavelle and Coyle 1992; 

Bullard and Lewis 1996). Brownfields redevelopment also raises contentious issues 

around displacement and mobility; such revitalization efforts may result in the 

displacement of black and Latinx communities as property taxes and rents rise.  

2.5.6 Disamenities—TRI-reporting Facilities 

 

Finally, TRI-reporting facilities are industries that emit the most hazardous 

chemicals currently in legal use, over a certain annual threshold (U.S. EPA 2015 (2)). 

These facilities are required to report their emissions annually to their respective states 

to be included in a publicly accessible inventory under the federal Emergency Planning 

and Community Right to Know Act (EPCRA) (U.S. EPA 2015(2)).  

Numerous studies demonstrate the disproportionate citing of TRI facilities in 

non-white communities, as well as higher toxicity levels than white communities (Ash 

and Fetter 2004; Pastor, M., Morello‐Frosch, R., and Sadd, J. L. 2005 ). Such industries are 

often critical to local economies, especially in smaller communities with little revenue 

diversity. As such, boundaries may play an important role in determining who captures 

tax revenue and who avoids liabilities for industrial risks.  
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2.5.7 Independent Variables 

The regression analyses include 11 covariates; however municipal incorporation 

and race are the primary focus of this investigation. Specifically, I evaluate the 

individual and interactive relationships of race and municipal incorporation on the 

likelihood of each of the built amenities and disamenities in block groups across North 

Carolina. The data on racial demographics is taken from the 2010 U.S. Census and 

disaggregated at the census block group level—the second smallest geographic unit 

created by the U.S. Census Bureau. I include three racial groups in this analysis—non-

Hispanic/Latinx whites, non-Hispanic/Latinx blacks, and Latinx of all races.  

To determine the incorporated status of the 2010 census block groups, I used 

ArcGIS to apply a simple majority rule to the block groups—if more than 50% of a block 

group is in a municipality, then I labeled it incorporated; if not, I labeled it 

unincorporated. I then generated a dummy variable for incorporation, with 

1=incorporated and 0=unincorporated.  

In addition to the primary predictor variables, I measured the relationship of six 

other relevant covariates to the likelihood of built environmental amenities and 

disamenities: median income, median home value, population, population density, 

percentage of rural population, and percentage of unemployed residents.  

Income, home value, and unemployment are all standard indicators of economic 

health, which has bearing both on communities’ relative power vis-à-vis local 
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government and their ability to attract amenities and detract disamenities, particularly 

those disamenities that provide potential employment opportunities.  

Finally, population, population density and rurality are connected to local land 

use decisions because of their relationship to potential land availability, exposure risks 

when siting hazardous facilities, and feasibility to sustain businesses like grocery stores 

or services like urgent care clinics.  

2.6 Methods 

I estimate logistic models or each of the five environmental amenities and 

disamenities, measuring the presence or absence of each dependent variable to estimate 

the relative likelihood of its location in an incorporated or unincorporated place 

controlling for race, the primary independent variable of interest. Each of the dependent 

variables is a type of facility with a specific address and coordinates, making it easy to 

geocode to a specific census block group. Data limitations prevented a further 

exploration into the specific characteristics of most of the dependent variables (e.g., size, 

contamination levels, etc.), except for the TRI/RSEI data, with which I use both logistic 

and ordinary least squares models to measure for the presence or absence of TRI 

facilities and aggregate air toxicity levels from TRI emissions; however, for reasons I 

explain below, I present only the logistic model for the TRI facilities here.  

I also estimated Poisson models to compare measurement of the number of each 

variable type in each census block group to the logistic model; however, the findings 
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were similar, and the logistic model offered the most straightforward analysis for all 

dependent variables.  

I first estimate the relationship of municipal incorporation and concentration of 

Black, white, and Latinx populations to the presence or absence of amenities and 

disamenities. I then add an interaction term to estimate how race and municipal 

incorporation interact to influence the presence or absence of these sites.   

To control for the clustering of sites at both the municipal and county levels, I 

applied county clustered standard errors for all models except for those for landfills, as 

their occurrences are too few as compared to the census blocks to which they are being 

compared.  

2.7 Analysis 

2.7.1 Amenities  

As suggested by the relevant literature on food market and healthcare access, 

grocery stores and doctor’s offices are substantially more likely to be located in 

incorporated, high population, less rural block groups, albeit with lower population 

density. Incorporated block groups increase the odds of a grocery store by 88%, and the 

odds of a doctor’s office are 3.6 times higher in incorporated than unincorporated block 

groups. Block groups hosting both grocery stores and doctor’s offices were also 

unexpectedly associated with lower income residents, despite a strong positive 
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association between doctor’s offices and residents with low unemployment, higher 

home values, and more college degrees.  

 

White block groups had a lower likelihood of grocery stores, with the marginal 

probability decreasing from 60% to 57% in block groups at the 25th percentile white 

population to the 75th percentile, and dropping down to 55% in block group that were 

close to 100% white. Black block groups appear no more or less likely to host grocery 

stores as their populations grow, though the probability of hosting a grocery store in the 

blackest block groups is about four percentage points higher than in the whitest block 

groups.  By contrast, there is a much higher likelihood of grocery stores in Latinx block 

groups. The marginal probability of grocery store increases by 10 percentage points—

from 55-65%—from block groups at the 25th percentile Latinx population to those at the 

75th percentile, and increasing to 74% probability for block groups with up to 40% Latinx 

population (Table 2).   

When analyzing the location of doctors’ offices, I find that white block groups 

have the highest likelihood of hosting doctors, with the marginal probability increasing 

from 54 to 56% at the 25th and 75th percentiles respectively (Table 4), and reaching up to 

58% in the whitest block groups.  Black block groups are statistically significantly less 

likely to host doctors’ offices; the marginal probability decreases by three percentage 

points from the block groups at the 25th percentile Black to 75th percentile, decreasing to 

48% probability in the blackest block groups. Latinx block groups are similarly less 
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likely to host doctors, with the marginal probability decreasing only one percent from 

the 25th to 75th percentile, dropping to 49% probability in the most concentrated Latinx 

block groups (Table 3).   

When modeling the interaction of incorporation and each of the three racial 

demographics, I find that despite whites’ overall lower probability of hosting grocery 

stores, white block groups have a far greater probability of hosting grocery stores if they 

are located within incorporated municipalities, with some incorporated block groups 

having as high as a 70% probability of hosting a grocery store. Further, Black block 

groups experience much different outcomes than their white counterparts. Municipal 

incorporation appears to have no statistically significant association with the probability 

of hosting a grocery store for block groups with a population 50% or more Black. That is, 

contrary to established hypotheses, the probability of hosting a grocery store is virtually 

the same for Blacks whether they are located within or outside of a municipality. Finally, 

while Latinx block groups still demonstrate higher probability of hosting grocery stores 

within incorporated municipalities than in unincorporated territories, the pattern of the 

data demonstrate an increasing convergence of probabilities between incorporated and 

unincorporated block groups, such that as we observe more block groups with majority 

Latinx populations, we are likely to see the outcomes mirror those of Black block groups, 

rather than white block groups (Fig. 1). 
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I observe similar results when analyzing the probability of hosting doctors. 

When race and incorporation are interacted, I find a much higher probability of hosting 

a doctor when white block groups are located within municipalities than within 

unincorporated territories. Both Black and Latinx block groups demonstrate no 

statistically significant differences in the likelihood of hosting doctors based on 

municipal incorporation (Fig. 2).  

 

Table 2: Marginal Probability of Grocery Stores by % Population 

* p<0.05 or p<0.01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

% Pop *White Black *Latinx 

 

25th 

 

60% 

 

58% 

 

55% 

 

75th  

 

57% 

 

60% 

 

65% 

 

Max 

 

55% 

 

61% 

 

74% 
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Figure 1: Probability of Grocery Stores by Race and Municipal Incorporation Status 
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Table 3: Marginal Probability of Doctors by % Population 

 

 

 

 

* p<0.05 or p<0.01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

% Pop *White *Black *Latinx 

 

25th 

 

54% 

 

56% 

 

56% 

 

75th  

 

57% 

 

53% 

 

55% 

 

Max 

 

58% 

 

48% 

 

49% 
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Figure 2: Probability of Doctors by Race and Incorporation 
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2.7.2 Disamenities 

As discussed above, each of the disamenities included in this analysis has a 

different function or potential use, which may result in divergent assessments of its 

value or liability to municipal or county governments. Solid waste landfills are active 

environmental hazards; even years after landfills have been closed, they pose 

environmental health threats due to ongoing methane production and the development 

of complementary industries, among other potential harms. TRI facilities are also active 

hazards like petrochemical plants, but also include some facilities, like dry cleaners, that 

might be considered amenities when operational, despite their production and usage of 

hazardous chemicals. Brownfields are more passive threats, undisturbed by developers 

mostly to avoid activating existing hazards. Nevertheless, each poses an environmental 

burden on its host community. If municipalities demonstrate significant capacity to 

support environmental amenities vis-à-vis county governments, do they show similar 

capacity to protect against disamenities, and for whom?  

Similar to the analysis of amenities, I first model the association between 

municipal incorporation and each of the four disamenities, with relevant control 

variables. I find that solid waste landfills are the only disamenity that has a higher 

likelihood of locating in an unincorporated block group than in an incorporated block 

group. The odds of hosting a solid waste landfill increase by 47% in an unincorporated 

block group. 
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Table 4: Marginal Probability of Landfills by % Population 

 

 

 

 

* p<0.05 or p<0.01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

% Pop *White *Black *Latinx 

 

25th 

 

18% 

 

14% 

 

15% 

 

75th  

 

14% 

 

17% 

 

16% 

 

Max 

 

13% 

 

24% 

 

21% 
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Figure 3: Probability of Solid Waste Landfills by Race and Incorporation 
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By contrast, Brownfields and TRI facilities are substantially more likely to be in 

incorporated block groups—the odds of hosting a Brownfield are 3.6 times higher in an 

incorporated block group than an unincorporated block group, and 2.1 times higher for 

TRI facilities.  

These results run counter to Wilde Anderson’s theory of greater habitability in 

municipalities, insofar as protection against environmental harms. However, as I explain 

in the discussion below, the anomaly of the findings for solid waste landfills may 

indicate something important about the way municipal government values that type of 

disamenity relative to the other disamenities measured.  

White block groups are statistically significantly less likely to host any of the 

three environmental disamenities than both Black and Latinx block groups. The 

marginal probability of white block groups hosting landfills drops four percentage 

points from the 25th percentile to the 75th percentile, decreasing to a 13% probability for 

block groups with the highest concentration of whites, compared to 24% probability for 

the block groups with the highest Black populations and 21% probability for block 

groups which are most heavily populated by Latinx peoples (Table 4).  

For brownfields and TRI sites, the major disparities in siting are observed when 

the block groups are the most segregated. The whitest block groups have a 3.9% 

probability of hosting a brownfield site, compared to 19% for block groups with the 

highest concentration of Blacks and 4.8% for block groups with high Latinx populations 
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(Table 5). For TRI facilities, block groups with the highest white populations have a 6.3% 

probability of hosting a facility, whereas block groups with high Black populations have 

a 13% probability of hosting, and high Latinx block groups have a 13% probability of 

hosting a TRI facility (Table 6).   

The overburden of these disamenities, combined with the lack of 

counterbalancing amenities, appears to be unique to Black block groups in North 

Carolina, which is consistent with existing arguments about structural racism—that anti-

blackness, rather than egalitarian discrimination against all non-whites, is an important 

mechanism operating in every facet of American life, including in the built environment 

(Bobo, Kluegel and Smith 1997; Lipsitz 2006. The remaining question is whether 

municipal or county government are contributing factors to these burdens from 

disamenities, in the same way they influence the lack of amenities, at least for Black 

block groups.  

 

Table 5: Marginal Probability of Brownfields by % Population  
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Figure 4: Probability of Brownfields by Race and Incorporation 
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Modeling the interaction of municipal incorporation and race demonstrates that 

although Black block groups have a higher likelihood of hosting landfills generally, their 

chances appear lower if they are located in incorporated municipalities, even as their 

population increases (Fig. 3). White block groups are also less likely to host landfills if 

they are incorporated than unincorporated. However, the incorporation disparity vis-à-

vis landfills collapses for Latinx block groups, though, as indicated above, they are less 

likely than Black block groups to host landfills.  

Brownfields and TRI facilities tell a different story. Despite a substantially higher 

likelihood of brownfields in incorporated than incorporated block groups, interacting 

race and incorporation demonstrated no statistical disparity between incorporated and 

unincorporated block groups in likelihood of brownfields for Blacks, whites, or Latinx 

residents (Fig. 4).  

Whereas TRI facilities generally have a much higher likelihood of locating in 

incorporated than unincorporated block groups , Black block groups have a nearly 

equivalent likelihood of hosting TRI facilities in incorporated and unincorporated block 

groups. While whites are less likely to host TRI facilities than Black and Latinx block 

groups, they are more likely to host them in incorporated block groups. For Latinx block 

groups, which have a high likelihood of hosting TRI facilities, there is only a slightly 

higher likelihood of hosting in incorporated block groups (Fig. 5).    
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Using both OLS and logistic models, I also measure the relative toxicity of 

incorporated and unincorporated block groups via air pollution from TRI facilities, 

using data from both the TRI and the RSEI. As with the previous models, I first estimate 

the toxicity for block groups by incorporation status, and then assess whether race has 

an independent association with toxicity and/or an association with toxicity through its 

interaction with municipal incorporation, controlling for all independent variables. The 

models, not included here, show no statistically significant association between toxicity 

and incorporation, toxicity and race, or toxicity and the race/incorporation interaction. 

However, observing the distribution of toxicity levels across all block groups reveals 

that the six block groups containing the highest toxic concentrations are up to four times 

more toxic than the seventh most toxic block group. Of those six block groups, five have 

a population overrepresented by black residents as compared to the state percentage; 

three block groups have a black population of 73% or higher. The block groups with the 

three highest concentrations are located in incorporated block groups.   

 

Table 6: Marginal Probability of TRI-facilities by % Population  
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Figure 5: Probability of TRI Facilities by Race and Incorporation  
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2.8 Discussion and Conclusions 

 

This analysis measures the likelihood of municipal incorporation to provide 

environmental benefits across three racial demographics—whites, blacks, and Latinx—

in North Carolina.  In so doing, I engage the literatures of geography, local government 

law, political science and environmental sociology, which have in the recent past sought 

to understand the political, legal, and social mechanisms underlying persistent spatial 

and environmental inequities. My findings demonstrate that municipal incorporation 

does play an important role in the siting of built amenities, and possibly in capturing the 

potential advantages of built disamenities, such as the future development of 

brownfields or the ongoing benefits of TRI facilities like dry cleaners. However, insofar 

as these advantages are captured by municipalities, they accrue almost exclusively to 

white residents in North Carolina. Indeed, whites are substantially more likely to have 

access to grocery stores and doctors if they live in incorporated municipalities. By 

contrast, incorporation status had no bearing on Latinx populations’ greater access to 

grocery stores or blacks’ relative inability to access doctors.  

It is also important to note that while brownfields and TRI facilities may offer 

advantages for municipalities, particularly as brownfields only become data when they 

are identified for clean-up, these disamenities do pose real risks to communities, cutting 

against a presumption of greater habitability in municipalities. This is especially salient 

because there was no statistically significant difference in air toxicity levels from TRI 



 

52 

facility emissions between incorporated and unincorporated block groups. Further, of 

the six most toxic block groups observed, five are in block groups where 100% of the 

land area is incorporated. 

Solid waste landfills, TRI facilities, and brownfields are all positively associated 

with higher black populations, though landfills are the only disamenity associated with 

unincorporated block groups. The latter finding is instructive; landfills are the 

disamenity which is the least connected—in political terms—to productivity and 

potentiality. Though they are frequently used to produce energy in the form of methane, 

they are highly contentious sites associated with waste, and decay. The fact that they are 

placed disproportionately in populous unincorporated communities suggests there may 

be a different set of political, social, and economic calculations when siting landfills as 

opposed to TRI facilities or risking the liability of identifying hazardous sites for 

eventual clean-up.  

Given these findings, perhaps a different way to think of Wilde Anderson’s 

municipal habitability hypothesis is to consider not only the decisions around the 

original industry and the potential liability of the un-remediated Brownfield sites, but 

also the long-term purpose of placing them on a roster for eventual clean up and 

redevelopment. The clean-up agreements engineered through the U.S. EPA and the 

states are a positive sign for the future environmental health and habitability of the host 

municipalities. However, an important query for future analysis is for whom are these 
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clean ups and redevelopments being executed? Though the findings show that black 

and Latinx residents are more likely to host brownfields, there is no guarantee that the 

communities living near these clean-up sites will be the same communities who will 

enjoy the health and economic benefits of the post-clean up environment. 

Another important finding is the vast disparities in environmental burdens 

experienced particularly by black North Carolina residents, even compared to Latinx 

residents. While black and Latinx residents are both overburdened by TRI facilities, 

black residents are also overburdened by landfills, brownfields, and by lack of access to 

doctors. In fact, blacks had no advantageous access to either of the two amenities, and 

were overburdened by all but one of the disamenities. Thus, though naming structural 

racism against non-whites remains important to analyses of environmental inequities, it 

is nevertheless critical to emphasize anti-black racism, as blacks continue to be the most 

overburdened of burdened communities. The positive association of black block groups 

with solid waste landfills, further supports an over 30-year-old finding by 

environmental sociologists of the persistent use of black communities as literal 

wastelands (Bullard 1983; U.S. GAO 1983; United Church of Christ 1987; Bullard et al 

2007; Bullard 2000).  

Finally, this analysis is just as much an assessment of the role and impact of local 

government for these communities as it is an exploration of environmental inequities. 

The efficacy of municipal governance in providing habitability for white communities—
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and the evidence of an absence of similar provision for black and Latinx communities—

recalls the political philosopher Charles Mills’ assessment 20 years ago that the social 

contract, the agreement of the people to be governed in exchange for services and 

protections, is truly a racial contract designed to serve and provide for white 

constituents (Mills 1998). If municipal government is not designed to serve and protect 

non-whites, and especially not blacks, then two important questions for future analysis 

are —what mechanisms do local governments use to uphold the racial contract in the 

post-Civil Rights era? And how do those mechanisms translate into the outcomes 

observed in this analysis?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

55 

3. Perilous Ground: The Unmaking of Black Towns in 
North Carolina 

3.1 Introduction  

In 1885, on the unwanted flood plains of two white planters, newly free blacks 

settled a community first called Freedom Hill, and then Princeville, after Turner Prince, 

one of the community leaders who helped purchase the land along the Tar River in 

Eastern North Carolina. Though it is much debated, Princeville is often referenced as the 

first independent black municipality in the United States, incorporated with the 

supporting votes of the first black representatives of the North Carolina General 

Assembly (Mobley, 1986). Municipal incorporation was a most significant act of black 

independence, or secession, as it placed local power in the hands of black officials and 

their black constituents.  

The necessity of such places was obvious—the only place blacks could occupy in 

a white town was at the bottom of the social strata (Crockett, 1979). Any progress 

contemplated in the Reconstruction era was eroding by the late 1870s, as the Union 

proved antagonistic to a transformation of black social, political and economic 

positioning, revealing its true intentions to maintain the economic cohesion of the 

nation, for the benefit of whites. White backlash against the newly elected black officials 

in state and federal government would soon oust them all from their positions; the next 

black state officials would not be elected for another 70 years (Mobley, 1986).  
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The planters who sold the land that became Princeville did so out of social and 

economic necessity—they would rather see blacks own swampland instead of living as 

their neighbors, and they would rather still be able to exploit black labor than to see 

black people flee to the North, as  many did (Crockett, 1979; Mobley, 1986). Princeville 

thus began a trend of post-Bellum black towns forming across the nation—from 

Rentiesville, OK (1903) to Blackdom, NM (1903) (Earth Data Analysis Center, 2015; 

Oklahoma Historical Society, n.d.). Driven by the brutality of labor conditions, the 

persistent threat of white violence, and the lure of a better future, free blacks migrated to 

numerous towns and settlements across the U.S. and Canada to manifest their visions of 

liberation. The historian Norman Crockett argues that black town building was one 

response to white supremacy which could fulfill, for some black people, the goal of 

permanent secession from local white political rule, and for others the goal of more 

temporary removal for self-governance and wealth-building in anticipation of eventual 

integration (Crockett, 1979). Whatever the intent, independent black towns proliferated 

in waves across the country throughout the 20th century and efforts for black cityhood 

persist in the current era (R. M. Smith & Waldner, 2018).  

While much of the history of black towns focuses on communities settled on new 

lands away from traditional Southern plantations (Crockett, 1979; Painter, 1992)—many 

black towns like Princeville formed adjacent or directly on top of the lands to which they 

were once bound in slavery (Mobley, 1981, 1986). The proximity of those towns to the 
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extant white planter/new industrial class produced a complex set of power relations that 

shaped the futures of both black and white towns.  

I define black towns as municipalities that are chartered by black communities, 

and which establish black-controlled municipal governments. I distinguish independent 

black towns from majority black municipalities—such as the historic black metropoles of 

Detroit, MI and Washington, DC— for two important reasons. First, though racial 

demographics offer important insights into political, social, and economic nuances of 

development and “placemaking”, the historic structures of independent black 

municipalities shape their fate differently than the structures of white-chartered 

municipalities with majority black populations (typically as a result of population 

churning or white flight). Second, the history and development of black towns deserves 

a targeted assessment for a clearer understanding of how seemingly neutral political 

institutions (such as the municipality) operate when they are used to facilitate black 

independence and development as opposed as to white sovereignty and resource 

accumulation.  

This article analyzes the phenomenon of black municipal incorporation in two 

North Carolina towns—Princeville and Taylortown—for its efficacy to fulfill the 

interdependent goals of black independence and place development. To assess this 

efficacy, I focus in particular on the various political and economic processes of water 

infrastructure development in both towns. Water infrastructure is an essential 
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foundation for the viability of any municipality. Without appropriate water systems, 

towns frequently experience stagnant or underdevelopment and population loss 

(Dilworth, 2005). Because of the critical nature of water infrastructure, I argue that the 

process of gaining access to such services can be an important indicator of the perceived 

legitimacy of a town and its positioning vis-à-vis neighboring towns.  

I use qualitative coding methods to analyze four types of data on Princeville and 

Taylortown—town charters, town planning documents, newspaper articles, and 

interviews. 

I find that, through a combination of state-imposed charter restrictions, 

disadvantageous public finance policies, and local political opposition and exploitation 

exacerbated or abetted by government at all levels, Princeville and Taylortown are 

suspended in structural dependence on white governance structures.  

I define structural dependence as the maintenance of economic and political 

disparities which, through harmful policies, sociopolitical hostility, and neglect, compel 

one community’s reliance on another for material survival—even in the face of 

oppositional efforts by the subordinate community. In the context of independent black 

municipalities, particularly those with historic ties to plantation economies in the U.S. 

South, white governance structures at all levels, beginning at the municipal level, can 

seek to maintain plantation power regimes by erecting barriers to the legal, political, and 

economic sovereignty of black towns (Woods, 2017).  
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By replicating historic plantation power relations between blacks and the white 

planter class, such structural dependence denies Princeville and Taylortown the full 

functions of independent municipal governance, as they are under constant threat of 

financial collapse and forced into a defensive positioning for local development. As a 

consequence, these towns are ultimately unable to direct development to their 

advantage because of their vulnerable economic and political status. These results, 

though specific to two towns, are nevertheless indicative of a much broader pattern of 

independent black towns and even unincorporated black settlements across the U.S., 

and particularly the U.S. South—restricted development, subject to extractive 

industries—both toxic and exploitative—and grappling with a range of environmental 

and public health threats, particularly from infrastructural challenges (Bullard, 2008).  

 

3.2 Why Municipal Incorporation?  

Perhaps the most recognizable form of local government, the municipality offers 

localized power, rights, and resources that at best provide communities with a form of 

autonomy that sustains local cultural and political norms, builds complementary 

institutions, and grants residents a place-based identity—a desirable environment to call 

home. Municipal institutions like public utilities,  and policy structures such as 

comprehensive municipal development plans,   are also designed to provide 

constituents with a comprehensive set of public services, infrastructure, and forms of 
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political voice that protect residents’ rights, sustain or increase the value of private 

property, and contribute to a reasonable quality of life—from physical health and 

employment to education, recreation, and a social safety net (Burns, 1994; Mullin, 2014; 

Rusk, 2013).  

Indeed, promoters for early 20th century black towns like Nicodemus, KS, touted 

the virtues of “excellent water,” “safe investments,” and “a home where the people are 

wide awake,” to lure black residents to the North and West, ostensibly to find living 

conditions that would serve them better than the South (Crockett, 1979). 

Municipalities are considered two-tier, or city-county governments, as opposed 

to one-tier county governments, as in the case of unincorporated communities (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2012). While county government possesses administrative powers to 

fulfill various state obligations, such as collecting property tax revenue and distributing 

state resources, the additional layer of municipal government can vastly expand the 

functions of the jurisdiction, ostensibly granting constituents greater political 

independence and access to more public resources— via local taxation powers and 

eligibility for state and federal funding (Anderson, 2007). Though municipalities are 

subject to many legal and political limitations driven mostly by state prerogatives (Frug 

& Barron, 2013), and the pro-growth objectives of the private sector, including 

developers in major industries (Molotch, 1993; Reed, 1999), incorporation arguably 

affords communities greater potential for self-determined development than remaining 
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unincorporated. This is particularly true when communities do not possess enough 

private wealth or political capital to build their own infrastructure and provide their 

own services in unincorporated communities (Anderson, 2007). Additionally, though 

communities may also choose the alternative of incorporating special districts to provide 

select utilities and other services, municipal incorporation forms more comprehensive 

governing bodies without foreclosing options for special districts and other methods of 

service provision. (Burns, 1994; Mullin 2014; Rusk, 2013). 

Wilde Anderson stipulates that municipal governance also affords residents 

greater neighborhood habitability, residential mobility, and political voice, than county 

governance alone (Anderson, 2007).This is because most municipalities enact some form 

of land use planning and zoning to protect public health—by separating industries from 

residences—and to preserve property values, which improves residential mobility. As 

she argues, political voice can be exercised with more impact in a more localized and 

independent jurisdiction than at the county level, where government has to respond to a 

greater number of constituents(Anderson, 2007).  

Beyond the practicalities of legal recognition, resource access and political 

power, municipalities engender a sense of place identity, which shapes place 

attachment, cultural practices, how places develop and for whom (Tyson, 2013).  
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However, despite its long-touted virtues, the municipality cannot be separated 

from the racialized social structures shape the contours of places, their conditions, who 

can occupy them, and who can wield power in them. The survival of the municipality is 

predicated on 1) the legitimation of its leadership by other local, county, state, and 

federal governing bodies in which the municipality is nested; 2) its ability to build and 

maintain the infrastructure necessary to provide essential services; and 3) to attract 

forms of development that can sustain a desirable quality of life for a critical mass of 

constituents (Anderson, 2007). All of these factors are considered mutually dependent, 

and are subject to racial power dynamics which either enhance or constrain survival 

according to who the town is built to serve and who possesses true decision-making 

power over the polity (Burke, 2012; Reed, 1988; Seamster, 2015). 

In the municipal history of the United States, success on these metrics appears to 

be connected to the whiteness of the town—both in terms of the constituents and 

governing officials. Whiteness, as articulated by scholars from Mills to McKittrick 

shapes the boundaries of place,  how it functions, and its sociopolitical positioning 

among other places (McKittrick, 2013; Mills, 2014).   

One can observe the relevance of whiteness as a place-based power structure 

through the formation and operation of white municipalities, beginning in the post-

Bellum era.  
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It is critical to note that beyond the legal alteration of black social status in the 

United States, black emancipation posed a tremendous threat to white economic and 

political supremacy  (Mobley, 1986). Chattel slavery was foundational to most of the 

economic production in the country prior to 1865, driving both agricultural and 

increasingly industrial growth; nearly 60% of all U.S. exports in 1860 were cotton 

produced by enslaved blacks (Dattel, 2009). Indeed, as noted by historian Steven Deyle, 

by 1860, the enslaved population of the United States was worth “$3 billion…roughly 

three times greater than the total amount of all capital, North and South combined, 

invested in manufacturing, almost three times the amount invested in railroads, and 

seven times the amount invested in banks…slave property had even surpassed the 

assessed value of real estate within the slaveholding states” (Deyle, 2005, pp. 59–60). The 

destruction of Southern economies and its ripple effects on the rest of the nation, 

combined with the specter of black autonomy and growing political and economic 

power, produced a swift white backlash, with dire consequences for the survival and 

livelihoods of black people—manifested in numerous ways, including residential 

segregation and systemic exclusion of black people from the economic, social, and 

political benefits of established municipalities (Aiken, 1987; Blackmon, 2012; Crockett, 

1979).  
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Such municipal exclusion, and its resultant shaping of black places, is 

operationalized in large part through white physical mobility and use of the law to play 

gatekeeper against blacks and other “undesirable” populations. These dynamics re-

create white racial segregation in towns and cities across the country. 

 White racial anxieties in the post-Emancipation era manifested through the 

creation of “sundown towns,” white municipalities which used their ordinance power to 

prohibit the residence or property ownership of black people (and often other non-white 

people) within the city limits (Loewen, 2005). Blacks could work as servants and day 

laborers in those towns, but would be subject to prosecution and/or violence if they were 

caught within the town limits after dark. Though there is no official count of the number 

of sundown towns across the United States, Loewen estimates that beyond the South—

where he argues there were comparatively few sundown towns—“probably a majority 

of all incorporated places kept out African Americans” (Loewen, 2005, p. 4). 

The formation of sundown towns and other racialized municipal barriers 

influenced the geographic formation of black periurban or suburban communities, as 

blacks migrated towards cities and towns in all directions of the country, fleeing racial 

terror and the economic instability of the decline in agricultural sector. As anti-

discrimination lawsuits gradually eroded explicit racial covenants in town ordinances, 

whites seceded from urban centers in the mid-20th century to create their own suburban 
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towns, lured by racially exclusive, federally subsidized mortgages and the promise of all 

white neighborhoods. (Lipsitz, 2006; Loewen, 2005; Wiese, 2005). 

Capital investments, both public and private, migrated with whites to suburbia, 

shifting the locus of economic development away from the metropolis just as black and 

brown communities were gaining political power (Lipsitz, 2006; Massey & Denton, 1993; 

Reed, 1988, 1999). 

In the current post civil rights era, as density and efficiency have returned to 

fashion in planning, and black-administered city centers hollowed out by decades of this 

investment are cheap, rapidly appreciating investments, whites are pushing back into 

cities, forcing black and increasingly brown communities further away from the urban 

core, and from municipal government—effectively “reclaiming” a white city (Fullilove, 

2009; Lipsitz, 2011). 

Finally, over the past few decades, some well-resourced white communities on 

the fringes of more racially diverse and under resourced cities were targets for 

annexation in efforts to bolster their tax bases and provide essential services and 

development they may not otherwise be able to finance (Rusk, 2013). Such annexations 

whiten the local electorate, and may eventually whiten municipal representation, 

perhaps eventually displacing the objectives and necessities of non-white communities. 

Some white communities responded to such annexation efforts with defensive 

incorporation—forming independent white municipalities (Rusk, 2013; Tyson, 2013). 



 

66 

Each of these incorporation processes—sundown towns, secession, white “reclamation,” 

and defensive incorporation—are interconnected and at times simultaneous methods of 

white spatial exclusivity. Many that seceded from major cities and towns in the mid-20th 

century formed de facto sundown towns in the suburbs (Forsyth, 2005; Lipsitz, 2011). 

Those residents and/or their descendants often “re-claimed” those same cities in the 21st 

century (Fullilove, 2009). 

Regardless of form or configuration, one of the defining characteristics of white 

towns is their efforts to segregate, physically and socially, from non-white, but 

especially black communities (Loewen, 2005; Massey & Denton, 1993). The simultaneous 

battles waged by black communities against these towns for annexation, political 

inclusion, and access to basic services are contrary to white towns’ material and social 

interests, regardless of how those interests are publicly expressed. The evidence of this 

desire for white spatial exclusivity can be found in numerous historic and contemporary 

practices—from racially restrictive deeds and neighborhood covenants to racial zoning 

laws, to redlining and gerrymandering, and to the provision of community 

infrastructure (Lipsitz, 2006; Oliver & Shapiro, 2006; Rothstein, 2017). The primary 

consequence of this dynamic is the physical, political, and social isolation of black 

communities. 
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3.3 Black Municipal Incorporation 

The consequences of racial segregation manifest in compound inequities for 

black communities, both visible and invisible. Since the 1980s, scholars from geography 

to public health have observed the phenomenon of municipal underbounding, the 

systematic exclusion of black communities from white municipalities, even as many 

white municipal governments control land-use and development in those communities 

via state-sanctioned extraterritorial jurisdiction (ETJ) (Aiken, 1987; Johnson, Parnell, 

Joyner, Christman, & Marsh, 2004; Marsh, Parnell, & Joyner, 2010). In that veritable “no 

man’s land,” where residents cannot vote in municipal elections, municipalities like 

Mebane, NC, site environmental burdens, like wastewater treatment facilities and 

dumping grounds, without providing actual sewer services to the residents (Johnson et 

al., 2004; Wilson, Heaney, Cooper, & Wilson, 2008). In other white towns, like Pinehurst, 

NC, outlying black communities may have access to municipal water systems, but are 

forced to pay higher rates because they have been excluded from the municipality 

(Joyner & Christman, 2005). 

 Further, environmental justice scholars document persistent overburdening of 

black communities, particularly those on the fringes of white towns or in more rural 

geographies, with waste of all kinds, from hazardous industrial waste, to municipal 

waste, to construction and demolition waste (Bullard, 2008, 2008; Bullard, Mohai, Saha, 

& Wright, 2008; Lee, 1987; Mohai, 1996). Siting decisions for those waste sites and other 
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toxic facilities, such as chemical manufacturing plants and energy extraction and 

production sites are often made by decision makers who either do not represent the 

impacted communities or disregard the interests of their constituents (Bullard, 2008; 

Cole & Foster, 2001). In the face of these and many other pressures, black communities 

seek independent incorporation, or secession, to claim their agency and to evade the 

impositions of white power structures, the often unnamed forces shaping where and 

under what conditions they can live (Lipsitz, 2011; Mills, 2014).  

As mentioned above, racial segregation mutually defines the contours of white 

and black places. Thus, each of the configurations of white towns described above has 

black counterpart. The sundown town has an unincorporated black fringe (Aiken, 1987; 

Johnson et al., 2004; Loewen, 2005). Secessionist white suburbia leaves an often 

underresourced black urban core (Fullilove, 2009; Lipsitz, 2006, 2011). The defensive 

white town neighbors the disproportionately black multicultural city with the struggling 

tax base (Rusk, 2013; Tyson, 2013). The re-claimed white town has a new black fringe or 

section of town. Studies and court cases of each of these types of white towns, 

demonstrate how commonplace the pattern is of white resource hoarding, in part via 

black resource extraction (Hawkins v. Town of Shaw, Mississippi, 1972; Lewis & Diamond, 

2015; Mobley, 1981; Woods, 2017). The continuity of such cases, from the post-Bellum 

era to the post-civil Rights era, runs counter to racial progress narratives, which tout the 
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inevitability of a gradual, temporally linear dismantling of racial inequity and 

oppression (Ray & Seamster, 2016). 

Black communities, of course, have always resisted such exploitation through 

various strategies, including through legal challenges. The facts of the cases reveal much 

about the mechanisms of dispossession, even when black communities are within white 

municipal boundaries. 

A federal appellate court intervened on behalf of black residents in the white 

town of Shaw, Mississippi in early 1970s to force the municipal government to provide 

equitable water and sanitation services, as well as proper storm drainage, streetlights, 

and fire protection (Hawkins v. Town of Shaw, Mississippi, 1972). In the 1990s, black 

communities near the famous golf towns of Pinehurst, Southern Pines and Aberdeen, 

North Carolina, worked with the University of North Carolina Center for Civil Rights to 

force annexation into the town so they could get access to sewer lines (Dewan, 2005; 

Morgan, 2006a; UNC Center for Civil Rights, 2006).  In 2017, three children died in a 

house fire in Tamina, Texas, an unincorporated black fringe community whose leaders 

have been in a decades-long legal fight for water rights with the neighboring white town 

of Shenandoah. The fire fighters had to pump water a mile away from the house because 

there were no fire hydrants (George, Harden, & Lewis, 2017). 

The strategy of black independent incorporation thus appears to be predicated in 

part on the observed persistence of black precarity under white governance. Unlike 
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white secession, which Lipsitz argues is rooted in the white spatial imaginary, an 

investment in accumulation of the exchange value of land, property, and other assets, 

the origins of black secession are a desire for liberation and self-determination, for black 

power (Lipsitz, 2011). Black incorporation is also about political control over the dignity 

and rights of black people, which preempts due process violations rarely settled in a just 

manner by courts that prioritize apolitical interpretations of equality over the 

demonstrated outcomes of white supremacy and anti-blackness (Goel, Lovett Jr, Patten, 

& Wilkins, 1988). 

Beyond autonomy and liberation, black municipal incorporation is also about 

developing healthy environments, which require access to basic infrastructure and 

services. It is about control over the distribution of resources to ensure that residents get 

out of their government what they put into it.  

But despite these rationales, and multi-generational efforts to build and sustain 

what Roberts calls “freedom colonies” (Roberts, 2017), black towns are still imperiled by 

the very forces of white supremacist exclusion and extraction they sought to escape, 

embedded as they are in larger structures of white governance at the county, state, and 

federal levels.  

3.4 Plantation Power and the White Town  

“[T]he plantation is often defined as a ‘town,’ with a profitable economic system and local 

political and legal regulations”  (McKittrick, 2013, p. 2006).  
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This article focuses on independent black towns, as opposed to demographically 

black municipalities chartered by white politicians, because doing so reveals important 

insights into the conditions and possibilities of black political power and development 

capacity that may otherwise be obscured. 

First, despite an embedded American imagining of black people as urban 

dwellers in major metropoles like Atlanta, New Orleans, Detroit, and the original 

“chocolate city,” Washington, DC, and despite the fact that black towns, like many white 

cities, settled in the 19th century, there exist very few large independent black cities2 in 

the United States. Independent black towns are overwhelmingly small scale, low 

population, low density communities mostly located in rural and periurban regions in 

the U.S. South (Barefield, 1972; Crockett, 1979). The relative absence of independent 

black cities in a nation of 37.1 million black identified people suggests some 

differentiation between black-chartered and white-chartered municipalities.   

Second, there are scant records available to distinguish independent black towns 

from demographically black municipalities.  The U.S. Census Bureau collects a range of 

demographic and economic information on municipalities, but nothing about their 

origins. State records in North Carolina, and likely in other states across the country, 

charter municipalities without identifying who is seeking incorporation. In 2017, the 

                                                      

2 Per Perry’s analysis at Brookings Institute, I was able to identify only one large, independent black city in the U.S.—

Miami Gardens, FL, which incorporated in 2003 and has a current population of 112,021, 75% of which identifies as 

black.  However, there are at least two ongoing black cityhood efforts in Georgia, both outside of Atlanta. The first is 

Stonecrest (pop. 50,000), which officially incorporated in November 2016. The second is Greenhaven (pop 300,000), 

which has yet to incorporate, but if chartered, it would be the second biggest city in Georgia.  
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Brookings Institute, led by researcher Andre Perry, began an investigation into black 

cities, collecting data on all of the majority black municipalities in the United States 

(Perry, 2017). His data comprises 1257 majority black towns and cities, inclusive of 

independent black towns (Table 1), which provide critical insights about geographic 

distribution of the towns, which are overwhelmingly located in the U.S. South. 

However, the data provide no information about the municipal founders or the 

incorporation process.  

The relative invisibility of independent black towns vis-à-vis white towns and 

cities is one indicator that town formation may have a different significance and fate for 

black communities than for white communities. As an example, the numerous historic 

examples of black town promotions that Crockett offers in his history of black municipal 

formation in Oklahoma and Kansas are conspicuously absent in the post-Civil Rights 

era, even as contemporary adaptations (Crockett, 1979). 
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Table 7: Majority Black Cities and Towns in the U.S.  

 # of Black 

Towns/Cities 

% of Total 

South 1062 84.5% 

Northeast 146 11.6% 

Midwest 43 3.4% 

West 6 0.5% 

Total 1257 100% 

Data Source: Perry 2017 (Brookings Institute) 

*Includes a limited number of census designated places and metropolitan areas. 
 

Third, many black towns are situated in geographic parallel to white towns. Such 

proximity is not by accident; as mentioned earlier, many black towns sought 

independence at various junctures from the late 19th to early 20th century in attempts to 

cast off their dependence on and subjugation to white plantations, where they had little 

hope of building enough political power to change their conditions. Because these black 

communities were often unincorporated, located just outside of white municipal 

boundaries, and because particularly during that era, most black people living in those 

communities owned at least some the land on which they resided, independent 

incorporation often meant simply staying in place and seeking new jurisdictional 

boundaries and a new government (Aiken, 1987; Crockett, 1979). One hundred and 
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thirty-three years after the first black municipal incorporation of Princeville, however, 

many of these towns remain remarkably similar in demographics, physical geography 

and development to when they were founded, in marked contrast to the at times 

luxurious developments in the neighboring white towns—whose growth or decline may 

mimic white towns in faraway places more so than they compare with their black 

neighbors (Johnson et al., 2004; Joyner & Christman, 2005).  

These observations suggest that despite dominant assumptions of spatial and 

institutional neutrality—that municipalities are “race less” political institutions—the 

stark racialized disparities and wealth, growth, and development between white and 

black towns indicates the functioning of a superseding power structure —the plantation. 

Research on the relational dynamics of racialized space suggest that racial 

segregation is not simply about spatial distance, social exclusion, or even just about 

disparities in community investments. That is, a white town is not merely a political unit 

exercising a right of exclusive racial association. Rather, a white town is fundamentally 

reliant on, and  is developed by, the transfer of resources from the very communities of 

color from which it distances itself (McKittrick, 2013; Woods, 2017). From sundown 

towns to white municipalities practicing racial underbounding, many white towns are 

built by the very communities excluded from the benefits of their own labor (Aiken, 

1987; Joyner & Christman, 2005; Loewen, 2005). The process is often positioned as a 

zero-sum game; white placemaking corresponds to the unmaking of black places. The 
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“pairing” of white and black places and their relational laws and structures dates back 

to the antebellum era, to the plantation itself.  That place of legal, highly visible and 

brutal extraction of black labor gave way to the sites of legal, still visible spatialized 

exploitation via the Black Codes of the late 19th and early 20th century (Hartman, 1997), 

which gave way to Jim Crow segregation laws (Woodward, 1955), applied in various 

forms nationwide, eventually transforming into the “colorblind racism“ that tacitly 

reinforces barriers through laws crafted to target unnamed non-white racial groups 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2006). In each era, black places have been saddled with the paradox of 

dispossession despite the proximity to, and indeed building of, at times vast white 

wealth (Oliver & Shapiro, 2006). 

This article argues that the parallel social-spatial configuration of black towns, 

and their white counterparts can be best understood with in a framework of plantation 

power — the “creation, institutionalization, and management of extreme levels of 

conflict,” through the structural monopolization of the tools of economic development—

land, industry, finance, and essential resources, like water (Woods, 2017). I argue, along 

with Clyde Woods and Katherine McKittrick that the plantation as a political, social, and 

economic structure is neither dead nor waning, particularly in the South. The plantation 

is, rather, a current model of capitalist development economics, which may be observed 

in the relational structures and practices enforced in parallel black and white towns in 

the South (McKittrick, 2013). 
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Understanding the disparate development conditions of black towns thus 

requires making the plantation visible (again), by identifying and making legible the 

“white“ town, village, or city, because as Louise Seamster articulates, —“whiteness is 

invisible and unchallenged not because it is unimportant but because it is 

dominant…scholars must render whiteness visible in the urban regime to understand 

the perpetuation of urban racial inequality”(Seamster, 2015, p. 1056). Seamster argues 

urban growth machines are inextricably linked to white urban regimes, which broker 

decisions among political elites, businesses, and developers to drive municipal growth 

in ways that benefit them, to the detriment of nonwhite and poor constituents (Seamster, 

2015). She asserts that the inherent whiteness of the growth machine can be understood 

by paying attention to white urban regimes in relation to a symbolic other, a nonwhite 

urban regime. Indeed, Adolph Reed’s examination of black urban regimes demonstrates 

the fallacy of the growth machine as a neutral development practice, as he asserts that 

the power and resources to generate growth are redistributed to benefit white interests 

(Reed, 1999).  

The apparent conflict between black communities and white political institutions 

can be observed through the relationships between extractive white towns and the black 

towns which often formed to escape their reach. Such relationality lies at the heart of 

plantation systems — what Woods describes as “a method of colonization that imposes 

upon social landscapes a distinct regime of political, economic, and ethnic 
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regulation”(Woods, 2017, p. 41). His work on 200 years of iterative plantation power 

structures in the Mississippi Delta highlights the political economy of white racial 

domination of indigenous and black peoples even in the face of significant opposition, 

revolt, and attempts at secession and independence. He warns against post-modern 

assertions of the death of the planter class and its requisite socioeconomic relations to 

black and indigenous peoples, despite social and economic welfare policies ostensibly 

designed to reduce inequity.  

Plantation relations between many parallel black and white towns are for many 

reasons non-mysterious. The historic ties of what are now black towns to physical 

plantations or plantation style economics is well documented, mostly through histories 

of individual towns (Crockett, 1979; Painter, 1992). The challenge of economic, political 

and even physical independence may be elusive for a few interrelated reasons.  

The first reason is that despite black communities’ best efforts to build and attain 

capital, the exorbitant racial transfer of wealth to whites, initiated by African 

enslavement in the Americas, eclipsed any amount of labor, education, savings, and 

investment practices that black communities could build or possess—either individually 

or collectively. Indeed, as the former Center for Enterprise Development (now 

Prosperity Now) demonstrates, white wealth remains in the present day seven times the 

amount of black wealth in the United States. By conservative estimates, it would take 

228 years for black people to amass the same wealth as whites possess in the present 
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day, if there were no other major barriers to black advancement (Asante-Muhammad, 

Collins, Hoxie, & Nieves, 2016). Because wealth is a more robust indicator than income 

of financial stability and sustainability, the racial wealth gap places black communities 

at a deep disadvantage for the mechanisms of financial independence—from 

homeownership to investments.  Building a black town thus requires a level of capital 

and a tax base that—even in the absence of other racial barriers—may make 

independence far more complex than for most white municipalities. Without 

independent industry for black employment or access to credit, black towns are locked 

in a structural dependence on white towns, which capture resources from black 

communities in every facet of their lives—from labor to banking to consumer spending 

(Crockett, 1979; Woods, 2017). As demonstrated in the two cases below, much of what 

black towns receive from white towns is management of institutions and resources that 

they fight to management for themselves. 

The second reason independence eludes black towns is because, as I demonstrate 

below, they experience systemic and at times intentionally racist barriers to their 

success. They are forced through targeted policies to operate in ways that disadvantage 

them and further contribute to their dependence on white towns, along with other 

white-operated government entities in the vertical governance structure at the county, 

state, and federal levels. From irregularities in their charter provisions, which strip them 

of normal municipal privileges to post-incorporation limitations on their power, to 
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structural changes to public finance programs which render the ineligible for essential 

development capital, the inequities imposed on black towns are compounded by already 

existing inequities to further burden their efforts to thrive.  

The third reason, I argue, is the structures and policies of American governance 

are part of a social contract with whites as the intended beneficiaries (Mills, 2014). Thus, 

one may understand the locus of true political power will follow whiteness, despite the 

positioning of black people in positions of traditional political power. As articulated by 

Reed on black urban regimes, the rise in the late 20th century of non-white leadership in 

positions of governmental power coincided with an erosion, particularly in 

municipalities, of power within these positions, redistributing to new foci where whites 

were still in control (Reed, 1988, 1999). While Reed’s research centered on black public 

officials elected or appointed within white-incorporated cities, I argue this principle of 

power transference is still applicable to black-incorporated towns. Indeed, the disregard 

for both the physical boundaries and political sovereignty of black towns manifests 

through state appointed managers (White, 2018), state seizure of municipal power and 

assets (Coe, 2007) as well as lateral encroachment on territory by neighboring white 

towns (Crockett, 1979). 

Embedded in these jurisdictional power struggles are contestations over the basic 

resources for development, particularly essentials like water sources and sanitation 

infrastructure. Indeed, Erik Swyngedouw argues that urban water flows are products of 
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socioeconomic power relations, and can thus tell important narratives about the 

structure and development of cities (Swyngedouw, 2004). The conceptualization—

codified by the United Nations and in various other jurisdictional mandates, mostly 

outside of the United States—of an unequivocal human right to water, is eviscerated by 

development processes that transform water from a “natural resource” to an exclusive, 

and privatized commodity (Bakker, 2010). That commodification process illuminates 

extant power hierarchies, identifying who is and is not “worthy” of development or the 

“right to the city.” Thus, water may be understood as one demonstrative mechanism of 

racial power structures. The at-times extensive battles of black communities with 

horizontal and vertical white governments for incorporation (the right to exist as an 

independent municipality) are accompanied by the fight for basic infrastructure—water 

and sewer systems, roads, bridges, drainage, street lights, and electricity—among many 

other things (Rice, Waldner, & Smith, 2014; R. M. Smith & Waldner, 2018).  

Infrastructure is the essential foundation for all economic development. It 

requires extensive physical coverage—particularly within large, low density areas, and 

is extraordinarily resource intensive. According to a 2015 report by the National League 

of Cities, infrastructure needs are the most constraining factor on city budgets—most of 

which already have extensive infrastructure in place (National League of Cities, 2016). 

For this reason, infrastructure can also be a critical arena of development control and 

erosion of development capacity. This article assesses the present-day relevance of the 
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plantation power regime by tracing the developments of water infrastructure in two 

black towns in North Carolina. demonstrates the reinforcement of plantation systems 

through the underdevelopment of water infrastructure in two black towns in North 

Carolina.  

3.5 Two Black Towns in North Carolina  

As a phenomenon, black towns figure rarely in the literature of urban planning, 

sociology, geography, and local governance. When they do exist, they are discussed in 

isolation from one another and connections in their experiences, challenges, and 

successes are not made explicit. Recent efforts promise a more robust social science 

engagement with black towns—defined in various ways, from municipalities possessing 

majority black populations to unincorporated “freedom colonies” dating back to the 

post-Bellum era  (Perry, 2017; Roberts, 2017). 

The study of black towns necessitates an inquiry into presumed benefits of 

municipal incorporation, both as a form of local political autonomy and as a structure to 

improve habitability and quality of life for residents. Though these questions have been 

taken up most recently by legal scholar Wilde Anderson (2008) and geographers Smith 

and Waldner (2018), there is more empirical analysis necessary to understand how the 

efficacy of municipal incorporation is impacted by racial power dynamics.  

I explore the formation, development, and current fate of two independent black 

towns in North Carolina—Princeville and Taylortown. The story of Princeville is well-
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documented, as discussed in the introduction. Recognized as the first independent black 

municipality in the U.S., Princeville is located across the Tar River from Tarboro, a 

former plantation on which the founders of Princeville were enslaved (Mobley, 1986). 

Taylortown, a lesser known black town, is also located adjacent to former plantation 

lands on which the town’s founder, Demus Taylor, was enslaved (Author unknown, 

2009). Though Princeville and Taylortown are not anomalies as independent black 

towns connected to former plantations in North Carolina, I selected them according to a 

few criteria—different regions, similarities in population, and date of incorporation. 

Each town is located in a different region of the state—Princeville in Edgecombe County 

in the Inner Coastal Plain region, and Taylortown on the border of the Inner Coastal 

Plain and Piedmont regions. Each of the towns was originally settled in the post-Bellum 

era, though Princeville (incorporated 1885) was incorporated 102 years before 

Taylortown (incorporated1987). Each town has less than 2000 residents and is located 

adjacent to historic white municipalities—Princeville is less than one mile from Tarboro, 

across the Tar River, and Taylortown is less than one mile from Pinehurst.  

Each of these towns sought municipal incorporation in efforts to institutionalize 

local autonomy, to create localized political voice via elections, and to develop 

economic, social, and educational institutions for black residents on par with those 

developed in white towns. As part of their development, each town also sought to create 

or improve access to basic environmental services, such as drinking water and 
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wastewater sanitation, and to create the infrastructure and economies necessary to gain 

greater power within their respective regions.  

3.6 Methods and Data  

Using government records, including municipal charters and town planning 

documents, newspaper articles, and interview data from relevant public officials, I trace 

the formation of Princeville and Taylortown, along with the development of each town’s 

water infrastructure, to assess 1) the efficacy of black municipal incorporation for the 

economic and political independence of black communities, and 2) the applicability of 

the plantation power regime, as articulated by McKittrick (2013) and Woods (2017) to 

the relationality of Princeville and Taylortown to their respective parallel white towns—

Tarboro and Pinehurst. I use qualitative coding and deductive analysis to answer these 

two research questions. I collect a range of public documentation relevant to the 

respective incorporation and infrastructure development of Princeville and Taylortown.  

The data are coded into three central themes—structure, resources, and development. 

Because previous literature suggests municipal incorporation creates a more viable 

jurisdiction for community independence, habitability, and political voice than the one-

tiered county governance structure (Anderson, 2007; Tyson, 2013), I first assess how the 

legal charters of Princeville and Taylortown compare to typical municipal structures 

created by the State of North Carolina and to the charters of comparable white towns in 

the state. Relatedly, I assess the extent to which financial resources are available to each 
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black town, through local taxation powers and through access to external funding, as 

compared to resources available to neighboring white towns. Coding for these two 

themes offers some evidence of the relative efficacy of black municipal incorporation for 

Princeville and Taylortown, as economic and political independence relies on possessing 

the requisite power and resources to sustain a community. This evidence also provides 

grounding to assess the applicability of plantation power regimes to the relationships 

between Princeville/Tarboro and Taylortown/Pinehurst. 

Per McKittrick and Woods, plantation power manifests through domination of 

black places in part through resource extraction and economic dependence (McKittrick, 

2013; Woods, 2017). Coding for the town structure and resources available to Princeville 

and Taylortown, along with the development of their most basic infrastructure—water 

systems— vis-à-vis their parallel white towns provides some substantive indicators of 

how each of the black towns relates to its white counterpart. Data is analyzed 

chronologically to develop a more comprehensive picture of the conditions under which 

each town incorporated, how it is able to govern vis-à-vis its respective white town, and 

what enables or hinders the development of its water infrastructure, which is essential to 

its long-term growth.  

If municipal incorporation is efficacious as opposed remaining unincorporated 

for black community autonomy, one would expect similarities in town structure, 

particularly charter powers, when compared with white towns of similar size and 
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location. One would also expect substantial changes in resources available to 

municipalities—via local taxation and/or external resources—as compared to what 

would be available to them as unincorporated communities, and compared to resources 

allocated to neighboring municipalities. Finally, if black municipalities are able to 

achieve independence from parallel planter towns—to move beyond plantation power 

relations—they should be able to develop basic foundations of an independent 

economy, specifically water infrastructure.   

Because the North Carolina state legislature (NC General Assembly) has 

virtually limitless power to shape the legal structure and powers of any municipality, 

observed disparities between black towns like Princeville and Taylortown and their 

white counterparts are not possible to attribute definitively to a particular cause, like 

racial discrimination. The legislative decision-making process for municipal 

incorporation remains obscure—many municipalities have no publicly recorded 

deliberations that might explain choices to constrain charter powers. However, media 

data and internal town documents—such as management analyses—often places these 

disparities in greater context, thus advancing the analysis.  

Though I provide pertinent information about the current conditions of both 

Princeville and Taylortown, the substantive analyses of this article focus on early 

moments in the development of water infrastructure in both towns—for Princeville, the 

early-mid 1970s, and for Taylortown, the late 1970s-late 1980s. Though Taylortown’s 
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water system development was virtually simultaneous with its incorporation first as a 

sanitation district, followed by its municipal charter 24 years later, Princeville’s charter 

formed nearly 100 years prior to its water system development and expansion. Thus, 

some of the analysis of Princeville will necessarily include records of its structure and 

relationship to other white governance entities dating back to the late 1800s.  

The time frame selected for this article has also proven to be a key limitation to 

accessing relevant records and persons. Though I have been successful in finding some 

public records and archival materials for each town, the availability of a range of public 

records is contingent on recordkeeping systems and resources of each town, which are 

extremely limited. For example, Princeville’s numerous floods have destroyed many of 

its public records—most recently the town was completely submerged in 1999 and in 

2016. The State Library and Archives of North Carolina have no records of Taylortown’s 

existence, despite its incorporation by the NC General Assembly in 1987. Taylortown’s 

water clerk is its only administrative employee and has limited capacity beyond 

managing water bills and the town’s water system. Further, as Taylortown does not 

possess the facilities to manage its own historic records, it relies on Pinehurst, the 

neighboring white town, to manage them at its archives. Finally, because of the time 

period that is the focus of this paper, many of the officials involved in developing the 

water systems in Princeville and Taylortown are now deceased or unavailable for 
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interviews. To date, I have only interviewed one former public official from Princeville, 

who served in the local government in the 1970s. 

Data for this project come from four main sources—the State Library of North 

Carolina, the North Carolina State Archives, the Tufts Archives in Pinehurst, and one 

semi-structured interview with a former public official for the Town of Princeville. 

Though much of the data are primary sources—economic profiles, management audits, 

and planning documents, I also use newspaper records, mostly from The News & 

Observer in Raleigh, NC, and The Pilot in Moore County.  

3.7 Findings from Princeville and Taylortown  

3.7.1 Structure 

The major governing bodies of the U.S. at the federal, state, and local levels are 

nested within an interdependent structure, where they are collectively able to manage 

legal and administrative operations at multiple scales. Within that system, 

municipalities are considered to be semi-sovereign localities intended to administer the 

specific day to day necessities of local residents (Ford, 1994; Tyson, 2013). Higher levels 

of government are designed to complement and check the power of the lower 

governments and to distribute resources that can support the ongoing development of 

local place and the infrastructures and institutions that connect these places (Frug & 

Barron, 2013).  
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Such interdependence, however, is predicated on some forms of trust between 

the multiple scales of government and a general commitment to economic development 

and stability. Municipalities therefore, are typically granted powers and resources by 

state government (including the state constitution) that are required to pursue that 

growth. Municipal charters, created and ratified by state government—create provisions 

for elected officials entrusted to pass laws and ordinances suited to local context and 

which facilitate local growth. Increasingly limited public finance programs—distributed 

by the state and federal levels—are designed to distribute resources to localities to 

further facilitate that growth (Frug, 1998; Morris, 1997).  

There is little evidence of such interdependence or trust vis-à-vis Princeville or 

Taylortown.   

The towns’ charters—both ratified by the NC General Assembly—place 

profound limitations on their municipal powers, which have implications for their 

ability to develop independent economies, beginning with water infrastructure.  

3.7.1.1 Princeville 

The 1885 charter of the Town of Princeville begins by subordinating the town’s 

own regulatory authority “to all provisions of the law applicable to the town of Tarboro” 

(NCGA, 1885). Though latter provisions of the statute and subsequent state amendments 

in 1923 grant Princeville residents the power to elect their own local officials, the first 
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section of the charter creates a preemptive limitation on the local government to pass 

laws that may be in conflict with those of Tarboro.  

The NC General Assembly further limits Princeville’s municipal power by 

placing restrictions on its property taxes and imposing a poll tax on its electorate:  

 

That the authority to tax real and personal estate and polls shall be  

limited to ten cents annually on the one hundred dollars’ of valuation,  

and thirty cents on the poll (NCGA, 1885). 

 

Though as mentioned above, the NC General Assembly possesses unfettered 

power to create, amend, and dissolve municipal bodies at its discretion, there is 

nonetheless a standard set of municipal powers granted to most cities and towns across 

the state. Those powers always include  the ability of the city council to promulgate 

ordinances (Lawrence & Millonzi, 1982). The anomaly of Princeville’s charter as the only 

black municipality in Edgecombe County is demonstrated through assessment of the 

charters of four white municipalities in the county, two of which possess smaller 

populations than Princeville — Tarboro (incorporated 1760), Leggett (incorporated 

1895), Conetoe (incorporated 1887) and Rocky Mount (incorporated 1907) – all of which 

were granted power of local rule, including promulgation of ordinances, setting their 

own local tax rates, and total sovereignty from any necessary relationship with 

neighboring municipalities and other forms of local government. This state-imposed 

disparity compromises one of the aforementioned criteria for municipal viability — the 
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legitimation of local governing bodies by other government institutions at all levels. In 

this instance, Princeville is created by the NC General Assembly not only as a legal 

“ward” of Tarboro, but also as a kind of contested territory, space without a solid legal 

grounding. Such precarity gives context to subsequent attempts by Tarboro and 

Edgecombe County in the late 19th and early 20th century to undermine and indeed 

dissolve Princeville’s charter, in efforts to thwart the growth of black political power that 

emerged early in the town’s history (Mobley, 1981, 1986).  

Beyond the question of political sovereignty, the NC General Assembly’s 

restriction on Princeville’s local tax powers also has implications for its ability to sustain 

a viable local economy. Local taxation power is an important rationale for communities 

to seek incorporation, as revenue provides essential and exclusive resources for town 

development – from infrastructure to housing to healthcare facilities (Frug, 1998; Rusk, 

2013; Tyson, 2013). Controlling taxation power thus controls development capacity — 

and future growth. Without such capacity, towns are often forced to rely on neighboring 

economies to employ constituents and to provide complementary services, from 

banking to shopping, that can maintain town populations, but may not result in greater 

economic independence. In the case of Princeville,     Tarboro retained its status as the 

dominant economic power, maintaining Princeville’s economic dependence on its 

industry for local employment, and eventually luring some of Princeville’s most 

prominent residents — black merchants and politicians to live within Tarboro’s 
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boundaries, where they would access greater amenities, including flood protection 

(Mobley, 1981, 1986).  

While it is unclear when or if the NC General Assembly ever officially repealed 

the language in Princeville’s charter that subjected the town to Tarboro’s laws, state 

records indicate that the town had a charter that did not include that original language 

by 1978 (Brough, 1978). The local tax restrictions, however, haunted Princeville for 

decades, culminating in its nearly failed efforts to construct a water system in the 1970s 

(Barefield, 1972). 

 It is important to note that despite the undermining of Princeville’s charter, such 

explicitly disparate conditions are sufficient, but not ultimately necessary, to 

compromise black towns. Taylortown’s charter 102 years later, in 1987, arguably looked 

more like Tarboro’s than Princeville’s. And yet, given the underlying socioeconomic 

structure of Taylortown, its relationship to Pinehurst, and the rise of so-called 

“colorblind” laws and policies — Taylortown and Princeville shared a similar fate. 

3.7.1.2 Taylortown 

By the time Geneva McRae became Taylortown’s first mayor in 1987, she was 

part of a 20-year fight for the community’s autonomy, manifested first in the 

development of a water and sanitation district in 1963. McRae returned to her 

hometown from a long career in municipal government in New York City to find 

Taylortown had grown somewhat, but remained drastically underdeveloped compared 
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to surrounding white communities. Shortly after joining the water district commission, 

she joined other commissioners in a difficult bid for municipal incorporation:  

 

  The petition they prepared in June of ’86 to go to the General Assembly 

  “was contested; it became controversial and they don’t take up anything 

   in short session that’s controversial.” During that time, the Assembly  

 passed a bill making it difficult to incorporate. “But we were determined” 

   (de Nissoff, 1990). 

 

Despite Taylor’s own vision of a thriving independent community of free blacks 

(much like Turner Prince), the reality was that much of the community was 

economically bound to Pinehurst. Like Taylor himself, Taylortown residents served as 

golf caddies, housekeepers, cooks, and groundskeepers for Pinehurst, the third largest 

golf resort in the world, providing the necessary time and labor to build a local economy 

whose benefits they scarcely experienced (Author unknown, 2009; Morgan, 2006b; 

Strom, 2005). Pinehurst might be considered, per Loewen, a de facto sundown town — 

currently 96.3% of its 15,000 residents are white and 0.8% are black, despite a significant 

population of black residents living on its fringes (Loewen, 2005; U.S. Census Bureau, 

2017a). As one of the major industries of the region, golf transformed the Southern 

Sandhills in the late 19th century from a few scattered agriculture-based plantations to a 

center for elite leisure and recreation (Strom, 2005). Though other manufacturing 

industries proliferated around the region, such as textiles and furniture manufacturing, 

golf and its complementary service industry dominated the economy, and employment 
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opportunities for the working class (Bell, 2005). Thus, within 30 years of legal 

emancipation, many free blacks in the region — and from across the state — went from 

laboring in fields and white planter households to tending golf greens and hotel rooms 

for the descendent planter class (Author unknown, 2009). The conditions of this 

“rearrangement” effectively replicated its previous iteration — the amassing of wealth 

for whites, and the dispossession of black communities that surrounded and served 

them.  

McRae’s efforts to fulfill Taylor’s vision culminated in Taylortown’s 1987 charter 

— which neither subordinated the town’s laws to Pinehurst or placed restrictions on its 

local taxes. Indeed, most of the charter contains standard provisions of local political and 

economic powers granted to white municipalities. However, the charter deviates from 

the standard by explicitly disallowing Taylortown the authority to exercise its ETJ, a 

power typically granted to municipalities in order to facilitate future land use planning 

and growth—both physical and economic (Joyner & Christman, 2005; NCGA, 1987). 

Over 50% of North Carolina’s municipalities exercise ETJ powers, which allows local 

government to regulate a limited amount of land (up to 3 miles in NC) outside of its 

current boundaries, using zoning laws and other land use restrictions (Lovelady, 2013; 

Owens, 2006). The general purpose of ETJ is to allow towns to plan for future growth 

prior to annexation.  
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Denying that power to Taylortown is likely linked to the town’s quest for 

independence from Pinehurst’s ETJ, because Taylortown residents did not trust that 

Pinehurst would employ its land use power in a manner that would be beneficial to its 

then unincorporated community (Chamberlain, n.d.). There was good reason for that 

distrust. Taylortown is only one of six historic black communities settled in the ETJ or 

within sequestered boundaries of the white towns of Pinehurst, Southern Pines, and 

Aberdeen. Like Taylortown, the communities of Lost City, Jackson Hamlet, Monroe 

Town, Waynor Road, and Midway all contribute essential labor to build the physical 

and economic environments of each of the white towns (Morgan, 2006b). But despite 

their close proximity to and economic reliance on labor from these black communities, 

neither of the white towns agreed to provide essential infrastructure and services to 

black residents, including wastewater sanitation, water, and garbage collection (Morgan, 

2006b; Strom, 2005). Further, the services that were provided were taxed at a higher rate 

because of communities were not technically located within the municipal boundaries of 

any of the white towns. Joyner and Christman found that, contrary to assertions that 

living unincorporated is cost-effective because residents have the option of paying only 

for the services they select, the private costs of essentials like sewage treatment and 

garbage disposal are much higher for residents of the black fringe communities of 

Moore County and they are within the white municipal boundaries (Joyner & 

Christman, 2005). 
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Besides the lack of infrastructure access, another consequence of residing within 

the Pinehurst ETJ is that residents are restricted in their ability to build basic 

infrastructure and exercise other freedoms of property ownership, because of 

Pinehurst’s land use controls (Joyner & Christman, 2005). ETJ residents also have no 

voting privileges in Pinehurst municipal elections. As demonstrated most prominently 

when Pinehurst hosted the multimillion dollar 2005 U.S. Open golf tournament, 

protested by the remaining black fringe communities because of the town’s refusal to 

redistribute its resources for appropriate water and sanitation services, seeking 

municipal independence seems the most viable option to escape Pinehurst’s 

development priorities (Joyner & Christman, 2005).  

Given the documented recent history of exclusionary jurisdictional practices of 

Pinehurst, Southern Pines, and Aberdeen (Joyner & Christman, 2005), and the much 

longer history of the plantation regime on the land that became Pinehurst and 

Taylortown, the asymmetry of the jurisdictional powers granted to Taylortown 

fundamentally undermine the municipality’s growth potential, particularly in 

competition with each of the white gulf resort towns. Already positioned at an economic 

and political disadvantage as a black worker town within a booming white industrial 

region, the state charter decision all but ensured that the NC General Assembly—not the 

black elected officials — would dictate its future. 
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Incidentally, Princeville’s annexation powers, while unspecified in its 1885 

charter and subsequent amendments, were ultimately restricted in a similar manner as 

Taylortown via an exemption to the permissive statewide annexation rule. Princeville’s 

Tarboro-based town attorney, Martin L. Cromartie, Jr, called attention to this 

discrepancy in a 1974 newspaper article:  

 

  The town, unlike most other municipalities in North Carolina, has no 

  power to annex. It was exempted from a general annexation law passed 

by the legislature “because it was a ‘colored’ town which might ‘run 

wild,’” Cromartie said in a letter to [assistant U.S. Attorney General] 

Pottinger (W. Smith, 1974).  

 

The specific structural disparities imposed in Princeville and Taylortown 

targeted their capacity for independent legislation (and thus legitimacy) and 

community-driven growth and development – two important functions of municipal 

governance. Thus, rather than mobilizing upwards, from marginal unincorporated 

communities to towns that were parallel to their white counterparts, municipal 

incorporation appeared to shift Princeville and Taylortown laterally, from marginal 

unincorporated communities to marginal towns. Compounding these observed 

disparities is their obscurity; there is nothing apparent that identifies these 

municipalities as structurally unequal to white towns. In the contemporary era of 

colorblind racism, this fact is particularly salient as the stark development disparities 

observed in these towns may be attributed to the dysfunctions within the towns 



 

97 

themselves, per Bonilla-Silva’s articulation of cultural racism (i.e., Princeville and 

Taylortown are underdeveloped because of incompetence of black leadership or failed 

local cultural norms) (Bonilla-Silva, 2006), rather than historic and persistent power 

disparities reproducing the structural dependence of both towns on the economies of 

their parallel white towns.  

Though there are multiple avenues to observe structural dependence in 

Princeville and Taylortown, the provision of water infrastructure is particularly robust, 

precisely because water access, distribution, and quality are prerequisites for municipal 

development and growth. Despite being incorporated over a century apart, both 

Princeville and Taylortown pursued the development of modern, centralized water 

systems in the 1960s and 1970s. The process and outcomes of developing these critical 

infrastructure projects offer clarifying insights into the mechanisms of the plantation 

power regime. 

3.7.2 Resources  

3.7.2.1 Princeville 

Princeville by 1965 had already experienced catastrophic flooding seven times, 

the Tar River separating it from Tarboro overflowing its banks and completely 

submerging the town. That same year, after Princeville rebuilt after each flood with a 

majority of its residents, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers installed a 2.5 mile dike 

along the river, offering flood relief, and generating a more positive outlook for the 
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town’s future. Ray Matthewson, then Princeville’s mayor, heralded the new 

infrastructure as a turning point in the town’s development:  

 

“With the river taken care of, there’ll be building and remodeling, 

 and people coming back instead of leaving. We’ll have running  

 water in the houses, too, and maybe the government will give us 

 a grant of some type for sewage disposal…We haven’t had success 

 about industries yet, he said” (Davis, 1965).  

 

In addition to flood management challenges, Princeville did not possess a 

centralized water and sewer system, relying instead on decentralized wells, outhouses, 

and septic systems in select places, all of which were compromised by the high water 

table and poor soil drainage, with scarce financial resiliency to completely recover after 

each flood (Mobley, 1981). The installation of the dike created a new opportunity to 

focus much of the town’s efforts on economic growth and development of local industry 

to further the towns’ goals of greater autonomy, as most residents’ labor and spending 

power was transferred to Tarboro, which possessed all of the industry and nearly all of 

the business commerce (Mobley, 1981, pp. 23–26). 

Indeed, from Tarboro’s antebellum cotton economy in the late 19th century, to its 

fertilizer plant, knitting mills, and lumberyards developed at the turn of the 20th 

century, Princeville provided a consistent supply of physical labor and service work to 

the town, though “it took no large share of Tarboro‘s new prosperity” (Mobley, 1981, p. 

25). Developing Princeville’s water distribution infrastructure was considered a major 
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step toward ultimately redistributing that prosperity, despite the fact that Tarboro 

maintained ownership and control over the water supply (W. Smith, 1974). Its first 

opportunity to realize that goal came in the late 1960s/early 1970s. 

By the 1970s, finance for such critical infrastructure as water and sewer was 

accessible by low-income communities through the U.S. Housing and Urban 

Development agency (HUD), eventually through the agency’s Community 

Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, which was established in 1974 (U.S. HUD, 

2014). The program applied a formula to determine which communities were in greatest 

need of interest-free funding for various economic development projects—from 

remediating substandard housing to building recreation centers to improvement of 

municipal services  (U.S. HUD, 2018). Through its attempts to access this funding for its 

water infrastructure, Princeville officials discovered in the early 1970s that Tarboro had 

been utilizing Princeville’s population demographics and economic eligibility to qualify 

for millions in HUD funding for its own development projects. According to Harvey L. 

White, who served as an external manager for Princeville’s in 1973, none of the funding 

granted through those fraudulent applications was distributed to Princeville (White, 

2018). This discovery was just the first of multiple stoppages in Princeville’s efforts to 

build its water system. With its funding eligibility stolen, the town sought intervention 

from HUD, only to be further hindered by the agency itself. Rather than compensate 

Princeville for the millions unjustly gained by Tarboro, HUD directed its funds towards 
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“improving Princeville’s management so that it could learn to properly manage public 

resources” (White, 2018).  

3.7.2.2 Taylortown 

As mentioned previously, the fight for Taylortown’s independence has always 

been inextricable from its fight for access to water and other infrastructure. The physical 

contrast of Pinehurst to the Taylortown (and to the unincorporated black communities) 

is stark—thousands of acres of meticulously manicured lawns, gleaming golf courses 

with white sand bunkers, smoothed roadways and multimillion dollar estates lead out 

into miles of unlit gravel or blacktop pathways lined with homes under chronic 

disrepair, some in peril of collapse (Strom, 2005). Wells visible, but mostly dry and 

unused.  

Of these six black communities outlying Pinehurst, Southern Pines and 

Aberdeen, Taylortown was the only one that petitioned to incorporate first as a water 

and sanitation district in 1963, and then as a municipality in 1987, for the purposes of 

gaining greater access to public finances for developing an economy that would be less 

tethered to Pinehurst (Chamberlain, n.d.; de Nissoff, 1990; Joyner & Christman, 2005).  

 

However, as observed in Princeville, the structure of public finance reflects 

certain assumptions about value accumulation—particularly of property—and 

development that do not apply in the same manner in black communities as in white 
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communities. Specifically, finance systems presume a return on investment based on the 

increase the value of property and other assets that benefit from the initial investment. 

As discussed earlier, such assumptions are complicated by the racial wealth gap and by 

the fact that black communities experience greater property depreciation than 

appreciation (Kijakazi, Paul, Price, Hamilton, & Darity Jr, 2016). Thus, although there is 

no available evidence that Taylortown had its public resources stolen like Princeville, the 

structure of financing programs – both public and private — are nonetheless tailored 

towards a different fiscal reality than experienced by Taylortown and many other black 

communities. Without interventions that address for historic and contemporary 

economic disadvantage, it is difficult to replicate the gains experienced by white 

municipalities. 

Therefore, when the Taylortown Sanitary district received an $180,000 loan to 

build its water system in 1963, the repayment terms (38 years at 4% interest) may have 

appeared reasonable under a typical white standard of municipal investment and 

growth. In reality, however, those resources alone were still insufficient to properly 

complete the system as intended (Gilkeson, 1986), and Taylortown had few other 

resources to supplement its completion. By 1986, the system was in dire need of repair, 

and the district had no financial means to do so.  

 

Today, the system is in need of repair and, and the people of Taylortown  
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still have a debt of $87,000. That debt and operational costs are paid 

through user fees and a special tax of 60 cents per $100 property 

valuation, which is in addition to their county property tax…the payback 

now represents a burden onresidents whose income is in the lower 

brackets and whose property does not carry high valuation (Gilkeson, 

1986). 

 

The Taylortown district’s subsequent petition to the Moore County 

Commissioners for application assistance for the HUD CDBG program stemmed both 

from the community’s need for direct interest-free finance and from its status as a non-

municipal sanitation district, which meant that it required a local government proxy to 

apply for funding on its behalf. Again, because Taylortown lay outside the municipal 

boundaries of Pinehurst, it could not request the town to attain a grant for its water 

system. The subjection of Taylortown to the development priorities of other local 

governments presented another structural challenge to its autonomy, even as a 

sanitation district—as demonstrated at the same County Commissioner meeting by the 

district’s ex-officio board member, Micajah Wyatt, who recounted “the 22 year history of 

[Taylortown’s] efforts to secure grants and loans to improve the water system” 

(Gilkeson, 1986). 

Beyond the challenge of gaining the assistance of the County Commission was 

the need-based challenge of competing against other struggling communities across the 

state in the CDBG program—which Tarboro had resolved by simply exploiting 

Princeville’s need-based eligibility:   
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One problem does exist, however, and [consultant engineer] Hobbs 

pointed out that although Moore County has pockets of acute need, the 

overall picture of this community is one of prosperity. And this does not 

look good on the computer which sifts out economic data in  

 the block grant decision-making process. Such information shows  

 Moore County to be a county of high average income, with a high  

 property valuation and a low unemployment rate. “We look like  

Utopia in the computer,” Hobbs commented (Gilkeson, 1986). 

 

Princeville and Taylortown’s efforts to access essential funding and resources for 

their respective water systems reveals two persistent mechanisms by which the 

plantation power regime reproduces the relationality of structural dependence. First, 

there is the repeated strategy of de-legitimation. Tarboro’s aggressive breach to 

Princeville’s sovereignty as an independent town recalls the state legislature’s 1885 

charter provisions tethering its laws to those of Tarboro, the first ominous signal that 

Tarboro had a claim over Princeville that superseded traditional municipal 

relationships. Though the town’s charter had been amended by the 1960s, Tarboro’s 

refusal to recognize Princeville as a space outside of its reach and subjection remained 

persistent, superseding the law. In Taylortown, extant financial structures undermined 

the viability — and perceived legitimacy — of the sanitation district, forcing McRae to 

request a government proxy at the county level to apply for funding on their behalf.  

The second mechanism — related to the first — is invisibility. One can 

understand plantation towns like Tarboro and Pinehurst not only as places where 
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wealth accumulated through labor and resource extraction from adjacent black 

communities, but also where the source of the extraction is rendered invisible by 

representing wealth as a product of the virtues of the planter class — discipline, rigor, 

and even morality. In both cases, what is extracted is not merely the labor of black 

communities who undergird the economies of Tarboro and Pinehurst, but also equitable 

access to the resources intended to help alleviate the burden of their economic relations 

with those towns. Both Princeville and Taylortown are those disappeared both in public 

record and in public discourse in the process of building white “utopias.” And without 

access to appropriate funding, both towns are also under threat of physical 

disappearance as a consequence of conduct underdevelopment. 

3.7.3 Development 

3.7.3.1 Princeville 

Maintaining a plantation system is not an isolated effort of any one town or 

agency—public or private. Rather, the system is supported by various complementary 

institutions at all levels of government and in the private sector, which can, even 

without coordination, isolate subaltern communities and reinforce existing flows of 

power and resources. Such combined efforts are well demonstrated in the case of 

Princeville’s decades-long fight for water. But while Taylortown’s water battle is not 

nearly as dramatic and confounding, the outcomes are nonetheless similar to Princeville.  



 

105 

If the discovery of Tarboro’s fraudulent CDBG funding did not result in political 

vindication or compensation for Princeville, the appointment of the two HUD-funded 

external managers — both black men – provided important insights into the town’s 

endeavors and challenges. Ernest Barefield and Harvey L. White served successive 

terms in Princeville — Fairfield in 1972 and White in 1973. White, was offered the 

position directly after receiving his undergraduate degree in Public Policy from North 

Carolina Central University, having little experience with town management. Barefield 

was more experienced, and went on to serve in the administrations of two black 

mayors—Coleman Young in Atlanta and Harold Washington in Chicago.  The two 

external managers were charged with publishing analyses of Princeville’s administrative 

compliance and failures. However, these analyses are valuable not only as evidence of 

the towns’ contemporary conditions, but also as persistent a perspective on the politics 

undergirding its development efforts.  

 In the introduction to Barefield’s 1972 analysis, he notes that Princeville is one of 

few black towns which hold “potential for success”:  

 

 The fact that as a black town in the United States it holds a real  

 potential for success without a large degree of white help is  

 unique. What is of most importance to Princeville is the fact that  

 the whites in Edgecombe County and Tarboro have a high degree  

 of tolerance of Negro existence. They seem to feel that the Negro  

 ought to have his success. This may change should Princeville  

 become an active black town and a true force in the county.  

 Only history can tell (Barefield, 1972, p. 1).  
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White’s 1973 assessment of Princeville was not as direct in its articulation of the 

racialized contingency of Princeville’s success, but nonetheless recognized the character 

of the town’s struggles and uncertain future as a consequence of its specific origins and 

contested existence:  

 

 The Town prides itself on the fact that no slave has ever lived in 

 Princeville, and that it once existed under the name of “Freedom  

 Hill.” This factor of pride in its origin appears to have been the  

 moving force that has held the community together under inhumane 

 conditions during the last two hundred years [including slavery]. 

Although this desire to endure as a distinct entity has enabled the Town 

to survive, it has also produced a community which has severe economic 

and environmental restraints…The willingness to endure the known fate 

 of complete economic disaster and personal sacrifice appears to be  

 the most valuable asset that the community has, and if capitalized  

 upon, could prove to be an enduring avenue for the successful growth 

 and development of the Town (White, 1973, p. 2).    

 

Barefield and White articulate both the simultaneity of black perseverance and 

potential and the difficulty of success as measured by social, political and economic 

power. While White does not explicitly reveal the white regime as the intervening force 

preventing Princeville’s development in his management analysis, he does so in 

retrospect in his interview:  

 

 The challenge [of communities like Princeville] is that the racial system  

 is covert. There are subtleties in how things are done. It is part of the  
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 American fabric that has never been altered. Princeville did not become 

 less developed by mistake (White, 2018).  

 

In addition to tethering Princeville’s compensation to improving town 

management, HUD also conditioned funding of Princeville’s water system on the 

expansion of its tax base (W. Smith, 1974). The agency decided that maintaining the 

system would require more locally generated revenue, which could be accomplished by 

annexing a community called Southern Terrace, a wealthier, substantially whiter 

community which lay just outside of the town limits. Because of the statutory 

prohibition of unilateral annexation imposed against Princeville, the town had to seek 

special authorization from the NC General Assembly in 1971 (Barefield, 1972; W. Smith, 

1974). And, for the third time in its history, Princeville also had to petition the legislature 

to finally eliminate the cap imposed on its property tax rate, so that it could set the tax 

rate at the level required to raise the appropriate revenue for its new water system and 

to sustain its existing  services (Town of Princeville, 1971).   

HUD’s mandate backfired when residents of Southern Terrace filed a lawsuit 

against Princeville in state court, which was shortly followed by administrative 

complaints to the U.S. Department of Justice under the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965, 

alleging that the annexation of white residents was an intentional effort to dilute black 

voting power in the over 90% black town, rather than simply an effort to increase 

revenue for water infrastructure (W. Smith, 1974). Attempts to explain Princeville’s 
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existence as a black town with a need for a bigger tax base fell flat before the U.S. 

Department of Justice, which launched a full investigation into the voting rights claim. 

The controversy loomed large enough to garner media attention from the Raleigh News 

and Observer, the one of the major newspapers in the state, in which the Princeville’s 

attorney, Cromartie, characterized the investigation:  

Cromartie said George Washington passed through what would become  

the town during his 1791 tour of the South, and “if he were to take that 

Southern tour again today, Princeville is the only town he would 

recognize”…“And,” Cromartie added, “George Washington was the only 

federal official from the Federal City to give the time of his sundial to the 

people of Princeville until [Assistant U.S. Attorney General] Stanley 

Pottinger began to harass it under the Voting Rights Act of 1965”…At 

best, [Cromartie] has said, the Justice Department investigation “is a 

careless use of manpower; at worst, it is a criminal assignment of 

manpower to a ‘make-work project’ to avoid use of the manpower in 

serious matters that need attention” 

 (W. Smith, 1974). 

 

To satisfy the Department of Justice that Princeville was in fact an historic black 

town, and that the annexation had no dilution effect on the black vote, a detailed 

statistical analysis was required of Princeville’s demographics. Because the town 

possessed no data at that level of detail, the town’s mayor, James E. Bridgers, “spent five 

weeks going from house to house after work each day to compile the statistics the 

government demanded” (W. Smith, 1974). 

The federal targeting of Princeville using a mandate ostensibly designed to 

protect communities like it represents a similar form of de-legitimation and invisibility 
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as practiced by Tarboro in its profiteering from the town’s inequitable position. The non-

recognition of a then nearly 100-year-old black town that was neither fugitive nor 

undocumented undermines the substantive protection of the Voting Rights Act itself, by 

leaving places like Princeville in greater danger of abuses as they try to survive. This 

particular instance of federal aggression also counters a prominent narrative in the of the 

Civil Rights era in the South that black people and communities could attain justice from 

the federal government that they could never rely on from state and local government, 

due to localized racial hostilities (Barkan, 1984). Even HUD, through its purported 

efforts make Princeville a viable municipality, relied on readily available racial 

scapegoating to assess Princeville’s underdevelopment as a result of its own 

incompetence rather than as a consequence of the outright fraud and theft of much 

needed resources by Tarboro (White, 2018).  In the aggregate, these multilevel assaults 

place Princeville in a permanently defensive position—forcing the black town to 

repeatedly justify its actions, and indeed its own existence, thus reproducing plantation 

relations.  

Though both external managers—Barefield and White—recognized the outsized 

gap in power and resources between Tarboro and Princeville—and the resultant 

contingency of Princeville’s solvency and long-term viability on the whims of what was 

still, in essence, a white planter class—both also recognized that there did not exist a 

policy regime that could alter that reality. For example, in his analysis of Princeville’s 
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current and potential revenue sources in 1973, Barefield notes that there are several 

sources that the town had not accessed either because it would not generate much return 

(e.g., sales and use tax refunds from the state) or because the eligibility requirements 

were too onerous (e.g., grants and loans):  

 

In as much as revenues from sales and use tax refund depend on  

the level of spending by the governmental unit, there may be small 

 incentive for a town with a budget the size of Princeville’s to apply 

for their refund…Finally there are state and federal grants and loans.  

This is a source of revenue which has not been exploited for two  

reasons. First, state and federal grant and loan programs are based upon  

formulas requiring local matching shares. With a total budget of  

$35,000 it seems quite unlikely that Princeville can actively participate in 

such programs to any meaningful extent. Secondly, this very same 

budgetary constraint mitigates against Princeville securing competent 

staff and administrators who can help the community compete with other 

communities for these grant funds. If these grants were based solely on 

need Princeville would be assured of substantial supplemental State and 

Federal grants or loans. But since this is not the case, the several hundred 

people who merit governmental aide remain in abject poverty. Only an 

unusual injection of federal funds which can be administered flexibly can 

relieve conditions in Princeville 

 (White, 1973, p. 24).  

 

By the late-1970s, Princeville was at last able to construct a water and sewer 

system utilizing the funding HUD promised following the annexation of Southern 

Terrace. The town eventually won the lawsuit in the NC Supreme Court and settled the 

Voting Rights Act investigation; however, the HUD funding, over half of which was in 

the form of loans, had already accrued significant interest (W. Smith, 1974). that could 
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not be easily repaid due to the embedded time lag between construction of the system 

and revenue generation—and any compounding factors due to the substantial racialized 

barriers to increasing property values and tax revenue. Though Southern Terrace 

eventually integrated into Princeville’s socioeconomic and political life—following 

another plot to defeat the annexation by taking over town government and dissolving 

the municipality entirely— (White, 2018), the annexation did not manifest the improved 

economic stability advised by HUD. White’s analysis details the new challenges to the 

town’s economy post-annexation:  

 

 Since annexation Princeville has been experiencing a severe financial  

 crisis. The Town has been forced to serve a citizenry three times the  

 appropriated for. In 1972 the projected increase for Powell Bill  

 [road construction and maintenance] revenues was 80%; however, the 

 actual increase was only 28%. Similarly, although the increase for beer 

 and wine state shared revenues was projected to be 50% there was no  

 increase at all. Approximately 1/2 of the town’s annual operating budget 

 is obtained from the municipal electrical system revenue. This system 

 serves only 1/3 of the town population. Hence, a small percentage of the 

 population is supporting services for the remainder. Contrary to earlier  

expectation, annexation—in the short run—has proven to be 

economically detrimental. In the future Princeville can expect to face 

continued financial difficulty, unless all possible means of collecting fees 

and taxes are investigated and innovative methods of stimulating 

revenues are found (White, 1973, p. 12). 

 

Princeville’s numerous development constraints—from taxation to annexation – 

form a complex web from which is difficult to determine which constraint has the most 

power to undermine its persistent efforts for sustainable cityhood. However, as with its 
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charter restrictions, Princeville’s condition is ultimately overdetermined by the barriers 

directed against it. Taylortown provides a more parsimonious model of structural 

dependence, in which a major constraint — funding access— is sufficient to arrest the 

town’s development. 

3.7.3.2 Taylortown 

By the time Moore County secured $260,000 in CDBG funding to repair 

Taylortown’s ailing and indebted water system, the sanitation district faced another 

looming challenge—land control and potential erasure by Pinehurst. The state 

legislature granted the village an ETJ that extended two miles outside of its municipal 

boundaries—including much of Taylortown. Despite its existence and a sanitation 

district, the community was still unincorporated, which meant that it would have little 

agency in shaping its own future once Pinehurst utilized its power to implement its land 

use and development plans. On the heels of a complex, but ultimately successful CDBG 

application to upgrade its water system, the community decided it wanted to determine 

its own fate instead of granting Pinehurst more power. Over Pinehurst’s opposition, 

Taylortown residents petitioned for municipal incorporation and held a public forum to 

gauge resident support:   

 

 Asked if anyone in the audience who was a resident of Taylortown was  

 was opposed to incorporation, no hands went up. But every hand was 

 raised when support for incorporation was asked for despite the  

 understanding that their personal taxes would surely go up if  

  incorporation takes place (Lindau, 1987). 
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After a long territorial battle with Pinehurst and the NC General Assembly, after 

which the legislature passed a law making incorporation more difficult (de Nissoff, 

1990), Taylortown was officially incorporated in late 1987, with municipal leadership 

pulled largely from the existing sanitation district. As discussed above, Taylortown’s 

charter prohibits it from exercising extraterritorial jurisdiction, which strips it of any 

agency it would have to grow via unilateral, or involuntary annexation (Hackney, 1987). 

Like Princeville, Taylortown’s physical growth still requires special permission from the 

state legislature.  

Days after incorporation, a broken water line shut down Taylortown’s entire 

water system for two days, forcing nearby fire departments to haul water to the 

community. While the CDBG funding administered by Moore County provided enough 

for some repairs to the system, including some well repairs and repainting the town’s 

80,000 gallon water tower (Gilkeson, 1988), the needs of the water system continued to 

outpace the amount of resources available for repairs and upgrades. Because its 

constituents were already paying higher tax rates to repay the initial water system loan 

from 1963, the town’s options for raising money through more taxes or higher water 

rates were limited (Gilkeson, 1986). Further, some residents formed a committee called 

the Concerned Citizens of Moore County (Schulze, 1985), accusing McRae and other 

officials of funding mismanagement, and sought to have them ousted from office.  
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In another effort to save the water system, Taylortown did in the late 1980s what 

Princeville did a 1971— petitioned the NC General Assembly to annex a small shopping 

center complex and subdivision called Pinesage in hopes of increasing its tax base 

(Sinclair, 2017). However, the liability of the water system, which did not possess the 

structural capacity to service modern commercial buildings—particularly in the event of 

a fire—ultimately outweighed the revenue generated by the annexation. Though the 

town could still provide sewer service to businesses like the grocery store and druggist it 

annexed, Taylortown still has no recourse to enforce payment for that service, since the 

accompanying water service is provided by Moore County’s water board. The forced 

decoupling of Taylortown’s water and sewer services signal even greater financial losses 

for the town (Sinclair, 2017). 

3.8 Discussion and Conclusions 

In Development Arrested, Woods challenges the still-dominant idea that “unfree 

labor systems, particularly slavery, are feudal or semi feudal throwbacks that are 

incompatible with capitalism” (2017: 6). Instead, he argues, bringing forth the works of 

scholars like Jamaican economist George Beckford, that there is “capitalist dynamism, 

adaptability and innovation in plantation regimes and not the rigid and unchanging 

aristocracy of mythology” (Woods, 2017, p. 7).  Woods makes visible the evolution of the 

plantation system of unceasing profit seeking through resource extraction in the 
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contemporary planning and development of social-spatial relations in the Mississippi 

Delta.  

If the Mississippi Delta is a regional representation of those relations, one can 

understand the cases of Princeville/Tarboro and Taylortown/Pinehurst as local 

representations with regional implications. That is, if the independence efforts of 

Princeville and Taylortown are viewed properly as attempts to break free from the 

“social order,” the combined—and ostensibly uncoordinated—efforts of Tarboro, 

Pinehurst, the counties of Edgecombe and Moore, the state of North Carolina, and 

various agencies of the federal government, “innovated” their planning strategies to re-

create the same social order that sustained the white towns for over a century.  Per 

Reed’s urban black regime—the locus of power shifted to reinforce white power, 

stripping black power of its saliency (Reed, 1988). The “ordeals” of the failed water 

systems are the strategies of such innovation, and represent just one example of how the 

municipality is a racialized political institution, with a functionality predicated on 

whiteness.  

The myriad development challenges faced by these two black towns were 

compounded by two other factors which arose in the 1980s and remain relevant in the 

present day. The first is the tightening of the employment sector via deindustrialization, 

and an even sharper economic dependence on the service sector provided largely by 

Pinehurst’s thriving golf empire, in the case of Taylortown. For example, by 2005, Moore 
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County had lost 65% of its jobs in textile and furniture manufacturing (Bell, 2005). In the 

case of Princeville, financial crises of deindustrialization led to a white exodus from 

Tarboro, along with an in-migration of black residents, many of them from Princeville. 

Unlike Pinehurst, Tarboro’s black population is now equivalent to its white population 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2017b). Princeville’s own population loss to Tarboro and other 

adjacent white towns created a crisis for the town survival. Like Taylortown, which has 

also experienced population loss, much of the population is comprised of elder 

generations. 

 Second, the structure of federal funding for community development changed 

fundamentally beginning in Ronald Reagan’s presidential administration and 

continuing in the present. Deep cuts to grant programs like CDBG, which funded both 

Taylortown and Princeville, deprive the smallest towns of direct interest free financing, 

leaving them with little recourse, aside from tax increases—which is extremely limited 

in places with significant populations living on fixed incomes and few viable businesses 

(Morris, 1997) . Increased reliance on loan programs for community development—even 

at low, fixed interest rates—render most municipalities like Taylortown and Princeville 

ineligible due to their small tax bases and, relatedly, substandard credit ratings.  

The current state of each town’s water system is evidence of the continued failure 

of development financing to serve the interests of places with the greatest need. In 2014, 

after decades of attempts to maintain its hard-won water system, Princeville ceded 
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control of the system to Edgecombe County, further stripping away the towns revenue 

and autonomy (Kay, 2016). Taylortown is facing a similar fate. Following a days-long 

water shut off during the Thanksgiving holiday and 2017, the town residents — 

particularly those living in the Pinesage community — petitioned Moore County to take 

control of the water system away from the town government (Sinclair, 2017). The mayor 

— Ulysses Burnett — accused of mismanagement, responded that the fundamental 

problem is as it always was access to funding (Sinclair, 2017). What these events mean 

for Taylortown and Princeville is that despite its generations’ long fight for 

independence, the weight of political and economic institutions pushes them inch by 

inch towards seizure by white government administrations, and perhaps eventual 

dissolution.   

This phenomenon extends far beyond North Carolina, and indeed beyond the 

South. Black towns, both incorporated and unincorporated, from Tamina, TX, to East 

Palo Alto, CA, face similar fights for autonomy and development against parallel white 

towns (Goel et al., 1988; Tresaugue, 2015). As Barefield and White both acknowledged in 

the 1970s, standard policy prescriptions do not function as viable solutions to this 

phenomenon, as the plantation power regime is, as Woods asserts, innovative and ever 

evolving. The work of shaping that evolution however, begins with making it visible. 
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4. Governance Reclaimed: Community-Based 
Development in North Carolina and Alabama 

4.1 Introduction  

The exit to Buckhorn Road on the border of Orange and Alamance Counties in 

North Carolina is unremarkable except for the Petro Truck Stop that one can spot from 

Interstate 85 in either direction. In the late 1990s, a portion of that land was owned by 

Mr. Smith3, whose family settled in the Buckhorn-Perry Hill area in the early 20th 

century. Their community is one of four black communities lying on the outskirts of 

Mebane, an historically white town and economic center of eastern Alamance County, 

where black people worked in every sector, from housekeeping to furniture 

manufacturing. With few exceptions, however, those communities were neither 

politically nor socially incorporated within Mebane’s town boundaries. In the tradition 

of sundown towns, blacks were expected to spend their days building the economy of 

Mebane, and to spend their evenings residing in homes outside the town boundaries—

just beyond the reach of Mebane’s basic services, like sewer lines, garbage collection and 

paved roads. 

Mebane refused to extend services to the black communities neighboring the 

Petro Truck Stop, even after annexing and extending municipal water and sewer lines to 

the strip of land Mr. Smith sold to the developer of the truck stop site. With the services 

                                                      

3 Name is changed for confidentiality purposes.  
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installed, the developer subsequently sold the land to the Petro company for ten times 

the amount the developer paid Mr. Smith.  

Rather than attend a Mebane city council meeting to air his grievances, Mr. Smith 

called Omega Wilson, a resident of one of the other black communities called West End, 

and President of the West End Revitalization Association (WERA), a community 

development corporation (CDC) formed in the early 1990s to address the basic needs of 

the “satellite” black communities bordering Mebane.  

Over 500 miles away, in Lowndes County, Alabama, the heart of the Black Belt 

region, when the state’s public health department ordered the arrests of black residents 

who lacked access to adequate wastewater sanitation, on grounds that they were 

endangering public health, those residents called Catherine Coleman Flowers, a 

Lowndes County native and Executive Director of the Alabama Center for Rural 

Enterprise (ACRE), another CDC formed in the early 2000s to fight for access to basic 

sanitation infrastructure for Lowndes County and the larger Black Belt region.  

Wilson and Coleman Flowers are more than just trusted community leaders— 

they are quasi-government officials working to provide services to their respective 

communities and to achieve environmental justice through clean, desirable local 

development. WERA and ACRE differ from traditional civic organizations in three 

important ways. First, their work centers around the provision of basic public services—

like wastewater sanitation—that are traditional government functions taken for granted 
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by most (especially white) communities across the United States. Second, they are 

operating as a substitute for often indifferent and even hostile government structures at 

all levels, which contribute to ongoing public health and development crises in their 

respective communities. Finally, the work of these organizations extends far beyond 

their relatively short histories—WERA and ACRE are part of a long tradition of informal 

governance by community-based organizations , from informal social groups to 

churches, governing in the aggregate what Margaret Walker Alexander once called “a 

nation within a nation”— a black country embedded within and fighting to survive a 

white nation (Woods, 2017, p. 31).  

Utilizing data collected from 27 in-depth interviews with community members 

from the extraterritorial areas of Mebane and from the Town of White Hall in Lowndes 

County, with leadership from both WERA and ACRE, and using archival 

documentation of their respective struggles for basic infrastructure and services, I 

identify the quasi-governmental functions served by the organizations and analyze the 

strategies used by both organizations in attempts to realize their respective missions. 

This research contributes to the evolving literature in environmental justice by 

advancing comprehension of the substantive advocacy of environmental justice 

organizations, particularly in relationship to the governing bodies from which they seek, 

often unsuccessfully, environmental protection.  
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4.2 “The Wrong Complexion for Protection”  

Access to livable, environmentally safe communities is a challenge combatted by 

communities of color for at least the past 35 years under the banner of environmental 

justice. Responding to patterns of local development that reserved a range of economic, 

environmental, and residential amenities for whiter, more wealthy places while 

targeting lower-wealth and communities of color for toxic industries and other negative 

externalities of economic growth  (e.g. landfills and hazardous waste sites), community 

organizers and scholars identified such disparities as racist malpractice of toxic 

industries and of the governing organizations tasked with regulating those industries 

and, perhaps more importantly, with directing the development of places from rural 

towns to metropolitan regions (Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2008; Mohai, 1996; 

Mohai, Pellow, & Roberts, 2009; Pellow, 2004).  

Environmental justice as a political demand developed in the 1980s and 1990s to 

accomplish among other things, equitable participation of low-income communities and 

communities of color at all stages of environmental decision making, for the 

development of safe, non-toxic places to live, work, and play (National People of Color 

Environmental Leadership Summit, 1991).  

Local governance for planning and development is a focal point for 

environmental justice advocates, as siting decisions and their impacts are strongly 

shaped by local power dynamics and affect the health and economic sustainability of 
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overburdened communities. Importantly, as the social movement that began in rural 

North Carolina advanced (Bullard, 2008), the objectives of environmental justice 

expanded from prevention of toxic overburdens to include the provision of basic 

environmental amenities and services—from access to infrastructure in places like West 

End and Lowndes County to access to grocery stores in urban and rural localities (S. M. 

Wilson, 2009). 

The underlying premise of environmental justice, in scholarship and as a social 

movement, is that extant governing bodies, from local planning boards to the federal 

U.S.  Environmental Protection Agency (U.S. EPA), will eventually progress— through 

policy changes, legal enforcement and political representation—to grant equitable 

participation and environmental protection for all communities (Pellow & Brulle, 2005). 

Decades-long efforts from community organizers and supportive scholars 

generated a suite of changes by governments at all levels, raising the profile of 

environmental disparities across the U.S. From a presidential executive order 

establishing environmental justice as a federal priority (E.O. 12898, 1994) to policies 

enacted at the state and local levels from California to North Carolina, to legal advocates 

efforts to use civil rights law for redress against environmental disparities, 

environmental justice as a concept is codified within traditional governing bodies across 

the U.S.(Cole, 1994). 
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However, despite such accomplishments, most policies or laws passed to 

advance environmental justice are designed neither to amend nor supersede traditional 

environmental laws, which are largely agnostic to concerns about equitable distribution 

of toxic facilities and their cumulative impacts on public health. Policies and laws 

purported to enforce environmental justice are typically “toothless” in the face of 

otherwise legal permitting processes and the political and economic heft of industry 

(Kuehn, 2004). 

Thus, for many communities of color, the promise of political and legal 

representation within traditional governance structures has not come close to 

transforming the environmental conditions against which they have been fighting for 

decades. These “crises” of governance result in various community-based strategies to 

achieve some form of environmental justice by other means, including by forming quasi-

governmental organizations, like WERA and ACRE.  

4.3 Race and Governance 

The experiences of communities of color in decades-long battles for 

environmental protection from traditional governing bodies is demonstrative of the 

phenomenon of colorblind racism observed by scholars of critical race theory. That is, 

despite the formal end to legal racial apartheid, the post-Civil Rights United States 

maintains persistent racial inequities in all areas of life, from education to life 

expectancy. Of particular relevance are environment-related disparities in health and 
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wealth outcomes for communities of color, such as higher asthma rates and lower 

property values, despite so-called colorblind laws which are facially race neutral and 

purport to extend protections across communities, but discriminate in practice to 

disproportionately benefit white communities (Bonilla-Silva, 2001, 2006; Lipsitz, 2006; 

Mills, 2014; Pastor, Morello-Frosch, & Sadd, 2006; Taylor, 2014).  

The federal environmental laws passed in the 1970s, as one example, are “race 

neutral” statutes created to provide basic protections to the nation’s air, land, and water 

quality, through permitting programs administered largely by state environmental 

agencies, which determine which industries can operate polluting facilities to maintain a 

mandated level of environmental quality (Cole, 1992). However, in practice, studies 

demonstrate that permits for such industries are disparately distributed to communities 

of color, such that the environmental quality is degraded in those communities as 

compared to whiter and wealthier communities without violating the basic 

environmental quality standards of the laws (Kuehn, 2004). Similarly, enforcement 

against violations of the same environmental laws are practiced inequitably, 

disadvantaging communities of color. 

Geographer Laura Pulido argues for a theoretical approach to racialized 

environmental inequities as not merely a consequence of benign, unintentional “white 

privilege”—though she acknowledges that intentionality is not required for such 

disparities—but also as a consequence of “white supremacy,” a systematic 
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reinforcement of white domination that is simultaneously intentional and taken for 

granted such that it does not appear as hostile as its impacts suggest (Pulido, 2015).  

The persistence of such racial disparities despite formal legal equality calls into 

question the intentions underlying the democratic concept of the social contract—the 

agreement to consent to government for the public good of all rather than pursuits of 

competing individualist interests. Political philosopher Charles Mills identifies the social 

contract as foundational to colorblind racism, as he argues that white supremacy is the 

unnamed premise on which Western civil society is formed (Mills, 2014). While 

redefining the social contract as the racial contract, Mills traces the ongoing 

development of modern civil society through iterative practices of racial hierarchy, from 

slavery and colonialism to segregation and economic stratification. His argument that 

such hierarchy is a fixture of Western civil society, even if the definition of who falls into 

which racialized group within the hierarchy changes over time, clarifies how such 

disparities become so much a part of societal “common sense” that reproducing them is 

unremarkable, and perhaps even “natural” (Mills, 2014). 

Such an enduring and naturalized system of racial apartheid implies a 

relationship of traditional (white) government to communities of color that is more 

oppositional than protective, and that may require communities of color to develop local 

strategies and organizations to confront and protect against harm or neglect, while 

pursuing their respective environmental objectives. 
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4.4 Community-Based Governance 

This article argues that community-based organizations like WERA and ACRE 

are part of a long history of informal black governance that dates at least as far as the 

post-Bellum era in the U.S. Specifically, I view the CDC, first conceptualized as part of 

anti-poverty efforts in urban communities of color in the 1960s (Peirce & Steinbach, 

1987), as a professionalized iteration of many community-based organizations, such as 

masons guilds, missionary societies, and churches, which function not only in their 

official capacities as trades groups, charities, and spiritual counselors, but also as 

community governance, acting as community representatives, operating community-

based schools, and providing other community essentials, like housing and 

infrastructure (Lipsitz, 2011; Pattillo-McCoy, 1998; Wiese, 2005). For black communities, 

particularly during legal segregation, but extending into the present day, these 

multifunctional community organizations provided vital resources and leadership 

necessary to counter the racist negligence and hostilities of traditional government. For 

example, in her 1998 study of the black church as cultural catalyst for social action, she 

describes the functions of the organization: 

 

“The church acts simultaneously as a school, a bank, a benevolent society, 

a political organization, a party hall, and a spiritual base. As one of the 

few institutions owned and operated by African Americans, the church is 

often the center of activity inblack communities”(Pattillo-McCoy, 1998). 
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The necessity of self-sustaining communities, even post segregation, is a reality 

still faced by many black communities and other communities of color, particularly 

those located in more rural places with smaller populations, fewer economic 

opportunities, and less political visibility, like West End and White Hall. However, as 

demonstrated in Levine’s recent work on the governance roles of CDCs in historically 

neglected low income communities of color in Boston’s Fairmount corridor, the pursuit 

of self-determined governance can be salient for communities of color in any context.  

Nevertheless, to understand both the particularities of so-called “failed 

governance,” which, as Harrison would argue is more aptly described as “naturalized 

regulatory neglect” (Harrison, 2006), it is critical to disaggregate and discern 

“communities of color.”  While all communities contend with the consequences of white 

dominance, the specific historic and contemporary relationality of various racial groups 

to whiteness both contextualizes and shapes government response to various conflicts, 

including environment and development.  

For example, the particular community-based organizational strategies that may 

govern places like the San Joaquin Valley in California, where predominantly Latinx 

populations must contend with the politics of immigration to protect workers in the 

agricultural sector from toxic exposures represents presents a differing character of 

power asymmetry to indigenous peoples fighting to maintain political and land 

sovereignty in the face of compromised mineral rights (Cornell & Kalt, 1990) or to black, 
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“quasi-citizen” descendants of slaves and sharecroppers attempting to protect family 

land sold to ancestors post-emancipation from erasure by a highway  (McKittrick & 

Woods, 2007).  

Zaferatos’ assessment of the complications of land use planning in indigenous 

territories, as a more specific example, where tribes must persistently organize against 

federal and state governments to enforce rights to self-governance and sovereignty that 

tribal sovereignty codified in federal treaties (Zaferatos, 1998). 

My focus on community-based organizational strategies in black communities is 

thus less reflective of fundamental differences in power struggles against white 

governance among communities of color (though some do exist) and more reflective of 

the importance of capturing the particularities of community-based governance in black 

communities that may be otherwise conflated with the experiences of other 

communities.  

While CDCs do not have a standard organizational structure or mandate for 

specific activities by the U.S. government, the non-profit organization was originally 

intended to devolve limited resources to communities for reinvestment, particularly in 

affordable housing (Erekaini, 2014).  

Approximately 5000 currently exist across the country and in various black 

communities, from the first established in Brooklyn, New York, to organizations in the 

black exurbs of Dallas and in more rural locales, like the Alabama Black Belt (Erekaini, 
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2014). Some analyses of non-profit organizations like CDCs argue that they are 

representative of trend of privatized governance, the devolution of power and resources 

to non-elected officials, abandoning traditional government responsibility for resource 

redistribution (Marwell, 2004).  

In the case of the Fairmount corridor in Boston, for example, the author presents 

convincing evidence that the leaders of the various CDCs in the region have effectively 

overpowered local elected officials, and are viewed by key government bureaucrats as 

then “legitimate” representatives of their communities. While Levine’s study is unclear 

about whether this arrangement is ultimately more beneficial to the communities 

themselves, the findings are clear that the CDCs are well resourced and appear to be 

reinvesting those resources into communities that need them (Levine, 2016).  

While the question of privatization and devolution of governance is certainly 

relevant to understanding how well CDCs like WERA and ACRE do support their 

respective communities, my analysis concerns the specific quasi-government functions 

of both organizations, neither of which is nearly as well-resourced as their peers in the 

Fairmount Corridor. By the account of their founders, Wilson and Coleman Flowers, 

respectively, WERA and ACRE formed in the 1990s and 2000s in response to efforts by 

governing bodies at the state and local levels to undermine, and in WERA’s case, 

eviscerate black communities which have existed since emancipation and had been 

persistently neglected by traditional governing bodies, which would not provide the 
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necessary resources to build basic wastewater sanitation infrastructure, among other 

basics of development. Having attempted unsuccessfully to work within the extant 

government bodies to change conditions in their communities from the top down, 

Wilson and Coleman Flowers took advantage of the CDC organizational model to 

attempt change from the bottom up, in the tradition of black community-based 

organizations that long preceded them. In their ongoing efforts to protect the future of 

their communities, WERA and ACRE were required not only to consider how to invest 

and redistribute what resources, if any, they managed, but more importantly, they had 

to replicate some traditional government functions—like planning and development—to 

counter efforts by traditional governing bodies to use those functions against them.  

This study of WERA and ACRE’s experiences contribute to a small, but growing 

literature on the substantive organizational work of environmental justice advocates, 

and provides another perspective on the functionality of CDCs, rooted in the histories of 

informal governance in black communities.  

4.5 Two Southern Black Communities 

This article arises out of observations from a project on the wastewater sanitation 

access in two communities in North Carolina and Alabama. The cases were initially 

chosen because despite differences in geography and local government structures, the 

four unincorporated communities outside of Mebane, NC—West End and White Level 

in Alamance County, and Buckhorn and Perry Hill in Orange County—and the 
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incorporated town of White Hall in Lowndes County, AL were struggling with similar 

challenges to wastewater sanitation infrastructure. In addition to similar topographical 

problems with soil drainage, which make private solutions to wastewater sanitation 

untenable, these communities also face a number of barriers to resources necessary to 

build sanitation infrastructure. Though the specifics vary, the commonalities are the 

policies, delays, and outright refusals of governing bodies at the local, state, and federal 

levels to provide access to basic infrastructure and services, even with knowledge of 

public health risks to residents.  

In the course of my interviews with 27 residents of these communities, the 

specific habitability challenges presented by the sanitation crisis, along with other 

development limitations were contextualized by the deep connection and commitment 

the participants articulated to the communities themselves, anchored by a range of local 

institutions they endeavor to preserve because they represent genuine community 

interests. Some of these local institutions, like WERA and ACRE, have themselves 

attempted to broker arrangements with government entities to gain access to basic 

amenities, with varying levels of success, as discussed below. But regardless of their 

accomplishments, current and former residents of these communities retain a 

commitment to place because of freedoms and cultures produced in those spaces that 

they do not perceive as possible in other places, even those with more financial 

resources and greater development. 
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The respective histories of the communities provide further context for the 

perspectives of the interview participants and the governance efforts of WERA and 

ACRE. Though it may not have imposed the legal practices of its northern counterparts, 

the City of Mebane is best described as a “sundown town”—a white municipality which 

imposes restrictions—enforced by law or social threat—on the ability of non-whites 

(particularly blacks) to reside or own property within its boundaries (Loewen, 2005). 

Sundown towns are so-named because blacks typically labored within the town 

boundaries during the day, thus building local economies, but were required to leave 

the jurisdiction by sundown.  

The historic black communities of West End, White Level, Buckhorn and Perry 

Hill—which lie just outside of Mebane’s boundaries—comprise a significant portion of 

the town’s labor force, and yet for over 150 years have been excluded from the town’s 

boundaries and its municipal services (O. Wilson, 2016b; S. M. Wilson, 2009).  Further, 

several portions of the communities lay within Mebane’s extraterritorial jurisdiction 

(ETJ), which allows the town to impose its land use zoning laws and create new 

developments in the communities without granting community members the right to 

vote in municipal elections (O. Wilson, 2016b; S. M. Wilson, 2009). This legal 

arrangement is the source of much of the ongoing land use conflicts between Mebane 

and the communities.  
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Lowndes County, AL is an historic site of black political resistance dating to the 

post-Reconstruction era. With a significant black landowning class, the county hosted 

many early efforts in black rural education and labor organizing, as documented by the 

sociologist W.E.B. DuBois in the early 20th century (Jeffries, 2010). In 1965, thousands of 

demonstrators participated in the historic Voting Rights March, which traversed 

Lowndes County eastward from Selma to Montgomery.  

Despite the march, voting rights remained violently suppressed in the county; 

the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) stationed itself in what is 

now the Town of White Hall, and fought alongside locals for access to the ballot and 

black political representation, manifested through the founding of the Lowndes County 

Freedom Organization—the first Black Panther Party (Jeffries, 2010; Johnson, 

McConahay, Sears, & Invisibility, 2015). Unlike the communities around Mebane, which 

are suburban/periurban, Lowndes County is rural, much of its land is now controlled by 

absentee landowners, predominantly for industrial agriculture (Bailey & Majumdar, 

2014). Such corporate land interests are largely at odds with the interests of local 

residents, as they constrain the possibilities for alternative economic development, 

beginning with local infrastructure (Bailey & Majumdar, 2014).  

4.6 Data and Methods  

The primary data for this article come from a series of semi-structured interviews 

with 27 current and former residents of the communities of West End, White Level, 
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Buckhorn and Perry Hill bordering Mebane, North Carolina and the communities in and 

around the incorporated black Town of White Hall in Lowndes County, Alabama. We 

used a diverse case selection method to identify these cases, seeking two cases of historic 

black communities from the post-Bellum era that differed in their legal status as 

municipalities—one municipality and one unincorporated community (Seawright, 

Gerring, Seawright, & Gerring, 2014).  We also had established previous relationships 

with both communities through research collaborations and community advocacy.   

The interviews are part of a collaborative multimedia project called In 

Conditions of Fresh Water, co-created by visual artist Torkwase Dyson and myself, in 

partnership with WERA and ACRE (Center for Documentary Studies, 2016). The 

premise of that project was compare two seemingly different black Southern 

geographies—periurban unincorporated communities and a black incorporated town—

to identify the patterns and constraints of development they shared,  particularly their 

challenges with access to wastewater sanitation. Further, we used the interviews to 

identify other similarities in the political and economic histories of these communities 

that may factor in their similar development. Because there were no constraints on who 

could participate in the project, other than connection to the respective communities, the 

interviews were semi-structured so as to allow unique questions to specific community 

members, based on their respective roles within and relationships to the communities. 

Each interview averaged about 1 hour in length and covered several topics—experiences 
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growing up in the respective communities, memories of infrastructure in homes and 

community buildings, types of local economic development, local industry, local 

community institutions and functions, employment, relationship to governing local, 

state, and federal governing bodies, perceptions of causes of infrastructure access 

challenges, desires for future of the community, levels of connectedness to community.  

  One immediate goal of the project was to present the comparative case study as 

public scholarship—in the form of a documentary exhibit—to engage participants in 

conversations about whether and how these communities were familiar to them—

whether they could be considered anomalies or part of a larger pattern of black place 

development. A second goal was to utilize the study, and feedback from public 

engagement as a foundation for future research on similar communities.  

Using an iterative coding process, I first organized interview responses according 

to a code structure reflective of the various topics covered by my semi-structured 

questionnaire. Several codes interrelated with the original codes emerged to reflect more 

nuanced responses under the original codes. Though the questionnaire did not contain 

questions focusing on the respective roles WERA and ACRE play in the realm of 

governance, the coding process revealed an unanticipated pattern among respondents of 

deemphasizing the roles of traditional government actors or agencies at the local, state, 

and federal levels, in desired development and access to basic sanitation infrastructure. 

That is, rather than respond to questions about infrastructure access with reference to 
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engagement with traditional government actors or attempts to alter jurisdictional 

boundaries to potentially gain greater access to development resources, respondents 

largely demonstrated an agnostic or oppositional stance towards their respective local 

governments and their potential to bring desired development to the communities.  

This study focuses on two key themes arising from this identified pattern—the 

governance functions of the CDCs and the strategies and outcomes of their respective 

work. Though the article explores these themes as reflected in all of the interviews, 

because I am most interested in the specific functions and strategies of community-based 

institutions, the data used is more heavily focused on interviews with the two leaders of 

the CDCs—Omega Wilson of WERA and Catherine Coleman Flowers of ACRE. Their 

insights as the founders and directors of their respective CDCs anchor my analysis of 

why the institutions were necessary, what purpose they serve for the black 

communities, and how they interact with existing governmental institutions. Interviews 

with community members—some of whom are directly affiliated with WERA and 

ACRE—provide further insights about the history and character of the communities, 

and why they worth protection.   

In addition to the interviews, I use newspaper archives from several local and 

national news outlets and other relevant documentation to triangulate and corroborate 

the information gleaned from the interviews. I focus on WERA and ACRE’s involvement 

in two discrete conflicts concerning infrastructure access—WERA’s battle for municipal 
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water and sewer access as leverage against a highway slated to destroy several sections 

of West End and White Level, and ACRE’s battle to attract infrastructure development 

resources to prevent the criminalization community members who could not afford 

adequate wastewater sanitation.  

Through inductive analysis of the interview responses, I identified WERA’s and 

ACRE’s governance functions as performed in the discrete conflicts mentioned above, 

and informed by each organization’s relationship to traditional governing bodies. 

Though the findings are framed by the specific governing functions of the two 

organizations, the strategies and outcomes are interwoven throughout. In their efforts to 

protect the futures of their respective communities, I argue that WERA and ACRE 

perform three important government functions—planning, development, and research. I 

also argue, based on interview responses about organizations preceding WERA and 

ACRE and informed by previous research on black community-based organizations, the 

functions that WERA and ACRE serve in their respective communities reflect  a historic 

tradition necessitated by racialized structural limitations on traditional government 

agencies to serve the specific development interests of black communities. Indeed, if 

such agencies provided equitable protection of black communities, one might expect a 

far less persistent pattern of underdevelopment and toxic development in black 

communities across the United States. Relatedly, one would also expect a less persistent 

pattern of black communities seeking municipal independence—like White Hall in 
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Alabama—or creating similar community organizations—such as the community 

development corporation—to attempt to provide some of the services that traditional 

government could provide but does not. 

This methodological approach is limited by several factors. First, because the 

data analyzed are part of a broader research project, this research would benefit from 

more targeted follow up interviews about the functions of these organizations that were 

restricted by time and resource constraints. Second, much of the data for this research 

comes from interviews with Wilson and Coleman Flowers, which privileges their albeit 

important perspective without the parallel perspectives of the communities for which 

both actors advocate through their respective CDCs. For this reason, I do not seek to 

evaluate any outcomes of WERA’s and ACRE’s respective efforts. Third, the 

perspectives of interview participants is skewed geographically, such that the voices 

from West End in NC and White Hall in AL are more prevalent than the various other 

black communities that surround them. Fourth, the perspectives of the oppositional 

governing bodies, such as the City of Mebane and the U.S. EPA, are not represented in 

this article; however, I do use archival media where possible to describe the relevant 

conflicts and the actions of various parties.     

By broadening the scope of the myriad investigations of race and place 

disparities by environmental justice scholars and social scientist from various 

disciplines, I aim to expand the lens from the specific sites and perpetuators of multiple 
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inequalities to include the shapes and strategies of the institutions created not only to 

fight back, but also to govern more equitably. 

4.7 The Homecoming  

Wilson and Coleman Flowers both returned to the places that raised them — 

West End and Lowndes County respectively — after decades living in larger, 

historically white towns and cities across the country, from Tougaloo, MS to Detroit, MI. 

Both educators (Wilson is also an insurance proprietor), their responses to the conditions 

of their communities were quite similar, despite being from two distant states in the 

South. 

[W]hen we came back here 20-some years later Mebane didn't look like 

what we imagined it'd look. A lot of the houses our neighbors lived in 

were abandoned...We noticed that some of the toilets...were still in 

people's backyards. We noticed people still walking across planks, across 

ditches where water was to get to the mailbox. Or to get to dusty, muddy 

streets. We noticed that children were still walking on muddy roads to 

get to the school bus. And this was in the city and parts of these 

communities that were right outside the city. But when you got to other 

areas and other communities, the streets were paved, there were 

sidewalks, it was curb and guttering and all this kind of stuff (O. Wilson, 

2016b). 

 

When I went back home in 2000... I saw that things hadn’t changed that 

much. I mean, there were Black elected officials, but in terms of having 

access to wastewater infrastructure, I saw that that was not there. And I 

also saw there wasn’t an investment in making sure that people had some 

of the other kinds of amenities. People still had to drive long distances to 

maybe get to a pharmacist or get to a well-stocked grocery store 

(Coleman Flowers, 2017). 
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The conditions they described were made starker by their contrast with the 

places for which they left home – even the smallest places, like Tougaloo, had 

infrastructure that was absent in West End. Wilson expressed that the conditions in 

which he remembers growing up were probably worse, but he paid less attention to it 

because it was the only place he knew. Coleman Flowers recognized the racial dynamics 

of underdevelopment within Lowndes County; disparities between the county’s white 

and black towns mirrored the contrast with the other historically white municipalities in 

which she lived:  

 

Hayneville has the infrastructure because Hayneville was a white town 

and it was the county seat. Fort Deposit had the infrastructure because 

Fort Deposit was a white town. The black towns didn’t have the 

infrastructure (Coleman Flowers, 2017). 

 

 

Beyond the immediate implications for the health and well-being of black 

communities in the Black Belt, Coleman Flowers’ observations present a critical fracture 

in the long-accepted conceptualization of the social contract, as manifested through the 

incorporation of municipalities. That is, though the municipality implies a commitment 

– both from within a community and from external government actors — to provide for 

the general safety and well-being of the local public within its jurisdiction, the contract 

remains unfulfilled for black incorporated towns like White Hall, just as it does for black 

unincorporated communities. Indeed, Mills’ conceptualization of the racial contract 
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comports with an understanding, as articulated above, of governments that are not so 

much failing black communities as they are simply not designed to provide for and 

protect them (Mills, 2014).  

Another implication of the racial contract as applied to this local development 

context is the similarities observed between White Hall and West End. That is, despite 

differences in legal jurisdiction — White Hall is incorporated and West End is 

unincorporated – they share similarities in physical development and infrastructure 

access challenges that White Hall does not share it with its white-founded neighboring 

towns. This observation runs counter to the general expectation that the change in legal 

status and resource access that is supposed to follow municipal incorporation of a place 

like White Hall would result in a significantly more developed town then its 

unincorporated counterpart. Though these observations only cover two cases, they are 

consistent with evidence from other studies of black communities which argue that the 

legal structures intended to shape places are best interpreted racially contextualized, as 

race often plays a prominent role in creating place, no matter the location or legal status 

(Hunter, 2013; Hunter & Robinson, 2018; Lipsitz, 2011). 

Relatedly, in addition to similar development challenges in their respective 

communities, Wilson and Coleman Flowers experiences reflect the legacy of 

community-based organizations as well as community stewardship by individual 

families that long proceeded the formation of ACRE and WERA, and which had helped 
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to sustain the community since their inception. Wilson recalls moving with his wife 

Brenda, who is also an educator, and their three children back to West and to care for 

their grandparents and to open an insurance firm in the community. Their home was 

located within a portion of West End that it been annexed into Mebane after a long battle 

by the black masons and the black churches to gain access to basic water and sewer 

services for many of the black residents.  These same kinds of community-based 

organizations were also responsible for building many of the homes in the black 

communities, for operating schools during segregation and even sponsoring local sports 

teams. 

 By the time the Wilsons returned, many of the leaders of those organizations 

were either deceased or unable to continue the community work in the same manner. 

And there were too few people of younger generations who remained in the 

community. Thus, within the first few months of opening the doors to his new insurance 

firm, the community identified Wilson as someone who could step into a similar 

leadership role:  

 

When I started going back to my church…a lot of members of the church 

would come to my office to ask me—“Well, I got a problem with my 

sewer.”  “My septic tank overflows.” Or “I want a septic tank but I got a 

outhouse.” Or “Can you help me get my street paved?” All these things—

they were just bombarding me—“We know you Jesse and Mary Lillie’s 

boy and you came back here with some college education so you need to 

help us fix some of this mess…” I resisted for two years, but they didn’t 

stop coming (O. Wilson, 2016b).   
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Coleman Flowers, who returned to Lowndes County in 2000, after her father’s 

death, attributes her decision to stay in Alabama to fight for the preservation of these 

communities to the communities' long history of political resistance, communal care, 

and to the legacy of her parents, who were akin to “the jail house lawyers of Lowndes 

County”:  

Anytime someone had a problem, they would knock on my parents’ door 

all times of the day and night. Whenever [community members] would 

get letters from the government, had to make decisions, even criminal 

cases, they would come and ask for their advice. Another word [for my 

parents] would be ‘fixers’, ‘cause that’s basically what they did. My father 

loved Lowndes County, and my mother...died helping somebody. And 

that’s kind of the way my family has always been. We’ve been blessed 

with skills and the access that other people don’t have, and what I was 

taught is that instead of using your skills and your access just for 

yourself, you help the community, too. And that’s what I try to do 

(Coleman Flowers, 2017). 

 

Possessing the perspective of distance and experience in other, whiter locales, 

Wilson and Coleman Flowers were able to identify not just the stark disparities between 

their home communities and the other places they lived, but also identify the various 

government and private actors contributing to those conditions. Despite declining 

populations and disinvestment, both Wilson and Coleman Flowers committed decades 

of work to protect the legacy and future of these historic communities.  
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4.8 Why Fight?  

Environmental justice scholarship often details the multiple overlapping 

struggles of a black communities like West End and White Hall — lack of clean water, 

contaminated landscapes, substandard housing, toxic industries — prompting frequent 

inquiries about the value of such communities, and why residents choose to stay and 

fight rather than move away (Taylor, 2014). Beyond the complex racialized dynamics of 

black special mobility and its limitations by white segregation regardless of class 

(Lipsitz, 2011; Massey & Denton, 1993), such inquiries often interpret black places as 

“void, wasteland… territory” without history or culture to protect (Mills, 2014, p. 49). 

Such presumptions also ignore the functioning of the racial contract in shifting the 

negative externalities of economic development within black boundaries. The erasure of 

such histories and of the processes through which black communities are imposed upon, 

even as they resist, reinforces the implication not only that the communities not worth 

preserving, but also that their burdens are of their own making (Taylor, 2014). 

The reality is that black communities like West End, Buckhorn, Perry Hill, White 

Level and White Hall, which date back as far as the post-Bellum era, remain entrenched 

within persistent plantation power relations with white-controlled governance 

structures, manifested primarily through enforced economic dependence. However, 

their existence is also a manifestation of the dreams of black freedom, autonomy, and 

cultural production — they are the places were black people could do better than simply 



 

145 

survive (Crockett, 1979; Lipsitz, 2011; Wiese, 2005). The sociocultural traditions, 

aesthetics, politics, and ethics of these communities carried beyond the South, and were 

reproduced by black migrants throughout the United States (Hunter & Robinson, 2018; 

Lipsitz, 2011; Wiese, 2005). Thus, the decades-long fights for the black communities 

bordering the city of Mebane and for those in Lowndes County are just as much about 

preserving black autonomy, history, and culture, and protecting the quality of life for 

the future as they are about saving home. These motivations were strongly reflected in 

interviews with current and former residents of both communities.  

Beatrice Anderson described the decision she and her husband made to raise 

their five children in White Hall, where she works odd jobs installing pipes for septic 

tanks and her husband Keon Dudley is on permanent disability, despite the possibility 

of more secure job opportunities in Montgomery, only 45 minutes away: 

 

[Montgomery] wasn’t nothing like down here. Cops used to come to your 

home just to harass you. I like the country—I love the country. You can 

feel free. You sit on your porch, you speak to your neighbors, sometimes 

your neighbors don’t bother you or nothing like that, you play your 

music, fire up your grill, and you don’t got to worry about the police 

coming through saying turn your radio down, you can’t sit here, drink 

your beer, you know things like that. You know to me, it feels like it’s a 

little private. It’s laid back. That’s what I like about it. And it’s got a lot of 

dirt. You take your shoes off in the little sand…yeah. It’s been good 

(Anderson, 2016). 
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Ruby Rudolph, who serves as a councilwoman for the Town of White Hall, said 

that though she feels the town is now “being torn down” by those who want political 

power, she has yet to move to Montgomery because of her deep familial connection to 

the place—her grandmother hosted marchers on their family land during the Voting 

Rights March—and because of her love for the community: 

 

 I don’t know about other towns, but this town was thriving at one time  

when we had people who wanted to do things, and did it gracefully and 

we didn’t have a lot of money to do stuff with. But you gotta be together, 

you gotta be united, you gotta join together, you gotta band together, and 

you gotta stick together. And that’s how so many things has happened 

here in Lowndes County (Rudolph, 2016). 

 

Finally, Carolyn Poteat explained how she valued the sense of mutuality that 

operated with in her community of Cheeks’ Cross, a subdivision of the Buckhorn and 

Perry Hill communities, such that, despite having secure job and life in New York City, 

she decided to return to her community after nine years away: 

 

Every family was close…reason why was everyone was basically on the 

same level. When you’re on the same level, you’re reaching for the same 

things. If a child needed something to wear, or if they needed some food, 

that wasn’t a worry back then because if you went to a house and they 

were eating, you ate. No question about it (Poteat, 2016). 

 

The respondents all articulated complex relationship to their communities — the 

willingness to stay for the commitment to staying connected despite quality-of-life 
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challenges, including a lack of clean drinking water and raw sewage on their lawns. But 

while such challenges are extreme — much of the United States has access to running 

water and wastewater sanitation services – observations from the interviews indicate 

that 1) the most extreme conditions are not ubiquitous across communities; and 2) black 

life, whatever it takes place, is complicated by one disparity or another. Indeed, as 

Anderson articulated, the decision between Montgomery and White Hall was the choice 

between an hourly wage job and police harassment or fewer job opportunities in the 

ability to sit on her own porch in peace.  

The acknowledgement that black communities face different versions of similar 

fates, regardless of jurisdiction or government regime, simultaneously forecloses the 

expectation of full inclusion within the social contract, while creating space for 

innovation of a different kind of governance. In the absence of a compatible government, 

black communities have turned inward for other strategies, and in the process created a 

range of institutions which collectively serve as a government structure that represents 

community interests — even if, as Iton demonstrates, those institutions are placed under 

the false dichotomy of “the political” and “the cultural” (Lipsitz, 2011). While they are 

categorized by mainstream government institutions as community development 

corporations, a type of not-for-profit organization designed to cooperate with 

government to direct resources to struggling communities — typically at the 

neighborhood level — I argue that WERA and ACRE are best described as “quasi-
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governments” mostly working in opposition to government neglect and hostilities, and 

representing the long-term development interests of their respective communities, 

grounded in historic traditions of community based organizations.  

Founded a decade apart, WERA and ACRE formed to pursue the goals of basic 

services and non-toxic community development. Both organizations arose out of acute 

crises; for WERA, a highway bypass planned to destroy most of West End and a 

substantial part of White Level. For ACRE, the crisis was the routine arrests of black 

residents in Lowndes County who could not afford adequate on-site sanitation systems 

or obtain clear legal title to their family lands to install appropriate infrastructure. 

Wilson and Coleman Flowers both attempted to meet their communities’ needs by 

serving in traditional government roles; Wilson ran unsuccessfully for Mebane City 

Council in 1999, and Coleman Flowers was the director of economic development for 

Lowndes County in the 2000s. The demoralizing outcomes of those efforts led them to 

commit to accomplishing their goals as independent organizations. Though they interact 

regularly with traditional government bodies at all levels, WERA and ACRE perform 

three local government functions—planning, development, and community research.  

4.9 Planning  

Land-use planning is one of the central functions of the municipal government. 

Municipalities pursue development at various paces and create long-term strategic plans 

to identify and prioritize locations for future development, making key decisions about 
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financial and political costs of alternative sites. The racialization of place and power thus 

plays a profound role in planning processes – communities considered disposable can be 

“disappeared” from maps and planning documents in advance of disappearing them in 

reality (Woods 2017). Such was the case for West End in the early 1990s.  

For over a decade, the City of Mebane, Alamance County, and the North 

Carolina Department of Transportation, planned the construction of a highway bypass 

which would allow large-scale transport of manufactured goods from an industrial park 

in Mebane to a connecting highway in Danville, VA, where they could then be 

transported to the Northeast (O. Wilson, 2016b; Womack, 1999). As part of that plan, the 

route of the highway bypass would cut straight through West End and part of White 

Level, demolishing family homes and churches dating back to the late 1800s. Because the 

communities are located in Mebane’s ETJ, the town had power to direct the route of the 

bypass through the communities with the least political power within their jurisdiction. 

By the time Wilson saw the map of the bypass route in the daily paper, the community 

he recognized as his own have been rendered as a vacant space — “empty and 

unoccupied, ‘virgin territory’”(Mills, 2014, p. 49)—for the region’s development 

priorities, despite Mebane’s long dependence on the satellite communities to build its 

own economy. Wilson describes the community response and initial efforts to address 

the problem with government at the state and municipal level:   
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[P]eople were just irate. Because basically their attitude was, we’ve been 

living over here by ourselves, minding our business, working in your 

factories, cleaning your floors, feeding your babies out of our own breasts 

and staying over here ironing your clothes when our own children are at 

home do not have the needs that they need. You know, farming your 

farm, farming our farms, you know working, basically two shifts, and so 

people turned out in groves, when they found out the highway was set 

up to come through this community. So we addressed it…we took it to 

the state legislature and they shooed us away…Our elected officials, most 

of them didn't want to meet with us. We took busloads of people and 

most wouldn't even let us in their office…Some of the white residents 

would come to the city council meetings when we were there for 

entertainment, because they said it was better than watching TV to listen 

to us complain and be made fun of and criticized by the white city council 

members in public (O. Wilson, 2016b). 

 

WERA incorporated in 1995 so that it could raise the resources necessary to 

create an alternative plan for the highway bypass, and eventually plan for more 

equitable development of basic amenities — water, sewer, street paving, drainage — 

across the four communities. As part of that process, the community is required greater 

visibility, both for themselves and for the various governmental and private institutions 

they solicited for assistance – including the U.S. Department of Justice. Over a decade 

before the common use of geographic information systems (GIS), Wilson remapped the 

City of Mebane to include the communities of West End, White Level, Buckhorn, and 

Perry Hill— all from the office of his insurance firm. He recounted the mapping process 

in a memo:  
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After contacting North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) 

engineers and contractors…mapping information erroneously revealed 

that only a few houses existed in these historic people of color 

communities that would be impacted by the federally funded eight lane 

119-bypass and overpass corridor…West End and White Level, in the 

direct path of planned highway construction, both had over 85-per cent 

African American and Native American heritage since slavery ended in 

1865. Both communities also had over 100 homeowners dating back three 

and four generations. 

 

Omega Wilson Insurance purchased new Microsoft mapping software. 

Omega, WERA board members, and church members conducted “drive-

arounds” to get residents comments on where they knew the historic 

people of color post-slavery communities begin and ended 

geographically, street-by-street, lot-by-lot, etc. During phone calls with 

U.S. Department of Justice attorneys in Washington, DC, Omega was 

informed that communities have the right to determine their historic 

boundaries… 

 

After WERA submitted copies of its digital community mapping 

documents to the USDOJ and the USDOT, the NCDOT updated its 119-

bypass/overpass planning to include WERA communities’ boundaries. 

This helped modify the planned highway construction path, get first time 

sewers lines installed, dirt streets paved, etc. (O. Wilson, 2018).  

 

WERA used Wilson's map not only to provide evidence of the systemic racial 

exclusion of the four black communities by the city of Mebane, but also to identify areas 

in need of infrastructure access and other forms of services to improve mobility and 

livability in the communities. The organization’s subsequent Title VI administrative 

complaint to the U.S. Department of Justice — filed prior to court decisions restricting 

such complaints— further entrenched its work and expertise within the domain of 

planning and development; WERA now has over 20 years of experience working with 
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and against various government agencies across multiple administrations to further 

manifest the communities’ visions for their futures. 

4.9.1 ACRE 

One of the major obstacles to equitable planning and development, intersected 

with the distribution of resources, is the legal and political framing of a development 

crisis or failure. Indeed, the interpretation of a systemic problem as individual-level 

failure frequently reproduces the same problem at the expense of those who can least 

afford the consequences. The framing of water and sanitation access as an individual 

financial responsibility rather than as a universal human right that protects public health 

creates chronic crises for under-resourced communities across the US, including water 

shut-offs, legal citations, evictions, criminal charges, and loss of child custody (Jones & 

Moulton, 2016). Coleman Flowers’ return to Lowndes County challenged her with a 

crisis she had not encountered before, but compelled her to remain in Alabama to work 

on resolving it.  

In 1999, the Alabama Department of Public Health escalated its enforcement of 

state laws against the straight pipe infrastructure used by people without access to 

functioning septic systems to dispose of their sewage (Jonsson, 2002). The prosecutions 

not only failed to resolve the sewage problem, they also created a situation where people 

could not find work because of their arrest record and in where in some cases, people 

lost their homes (Coleman Flowers, 2015). At the county level, the commission simply 
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does not have the credit or capital to install sewer systems for its unincorporated 

residents— Lowndes County is 725 square miles (Coleman Flowers, 2017). Similar 

physical problems plague the mostly black municipalities; even if there is an existing 

sewer system – as in the historically white towns of Hayneville and Fort Deposit, the 

current black town officials do not possess the tax base or the credit to consistently 

maintain or expand the systems. 

Like WERA in 1995, ACRE incorporated in 2005 to provide the services that local 

government could not afford, and that most state and federal programs—mostly 

administered through credit-contingent loan programs—would not finance. In a 2015 

interview, Flowers recounts one of ACRE’s first major planning efforts—a regional 

water and sewer authority. The Black Belt Water and Sewer Authority would have 

served as a regional utility district that would be eligible for public funding from state 

and federal programs solely to provide water and sewer services in the region. Such a 

district would be an anomaly in the State of Alabama, which currently has only one 

sewer utility district operating at the county level for the unincorporated residence in 

Mobile County. To support this initiative, ACRE collaborated with other organizations 

to advocate for a special federal appropriation to fund the utility district and other 

similar efforts: 

 

Initially we had received an appropriation from Congress. The 

appropriation was approved in 2002; we didn’t get it for eight years. I 
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mean, that’s probably the best example of resistance, just benign neglect. 

The appropriation was to help us address 

the [sanitation] problem, and we thought we could use the appropriation 

to actually put systems in place, for families who had been cited [by the 

Alabama Department of Public Health] at that time. However eight years 

later, [U.S.] EPA kept turning us down. And the only thing they would 

approve for us to do was a plan of action instead of doing actual 

construction—they would not allow us to use grants for that (Coleman 

Flowers, 2015).  

 

ACRE pursued an alternative plan and strategy which Flowers said had not been 

previously pursued — conducting household survey is across Lowndes County to 

assess the magnitude of the sanitation crisis, so that the organization could bring more 

attention to the problem and build the political will and capacity to find solutions. After 

surveying virtually every household in the county, ACRE found that between 40 to 90% 

of households in Lowndes County were without adequate waste water sanitation 

services. These findings further galvanized the organization, as it expanded its efforts 

beyond Alabama to attract attention and resources to the region: 

I had meetings with state officials and federal officials. We met with EPA 

reps, we met with people at Tuskegee [University]. We met with people 

from Alabama Department of Community Affairs. We met with a person 

at the Rural Utilities at USDA  

[U.S. Department of Agriculture]…because one of the options we looked 

at was—why don’t you let the water authorities go into the sewer 

business? And we were told, ‘we’re not gonna let that happen…their debt 

limit is too high.’ So, every time we did something, we were sent back to 

the drawing board (Coleman Flowers, 2015). 
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4.10 Development 

In its efforts to pursue its growth objectives, Mebane systematically hindered the 

surrounding black communities from the development benefits of the economy they 

helped build. Government-enabled corporate interests from multiple sectors such as car 

manufacturing, industrial animal farming, and the timber industry — extract resources 

and development capacity from Lowndes County, controlling the land and ensuring the 

property tax rates remain the lowest in the nation (Bailey & Majumdar, 2014; Public 

Affairs Research Council of Alabama, 2017). Black community development efforts in 

both of these places thus require strategies that are oppositional to mainstream direction 

of resources and political interests. Indeed, in the case of the Buckhorn and Perry Hill 

communities southeast of Mebane, the extension of water and sewer infrastructure to 

the Petro Truck Stop — part of Mebane’s development objectives — were more of a sign 

of the communities’ endangerment rather than their potential progress. When residents 

requested that the city simply extend its water and sewer lines beyond the Petro stop to 

their homes, the city refused (Womack, 2000a). When other residents filed for a building 

permit to add bathroom facilities to their homes they were also refused:  

 

When [the first resident] told [Mebane officials] where the house was, 

they said, ‘No,we won’t give you a permit to build a bathroom, we’re 

gonna tear those houses down anyhow…’ And there was another family 

that…wanted to put a bathroom inside. Couldn’t get the permit. Didn’t 

have the clout to fight the argument or whatever. So Habitat for 
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Humanity built [the family] an outhouse. It was on public radio. They 

built them an elaborate outhouse (O. Wilson, 2016b).  

 

WERA and ACRE both played different, but nevertheless unorthodox, roles in 

their respective development pursuits. WERA utilized the public controversy over the 

highway bypass to leverage development resources for West End. ACRE attended to 

individual emergencies as possible, and pursued relationships with key players across 

the political spectrum to garner greater attention to the region. 

4.10.1 WERA 

Federal administrative complaints are mechanisms for holding lower 

governments at the state and local levels accountable to fulfill their appropriate roles, as 

subject to federal laws and funding mandates (Cole, 1994). They are typically not 

designed to offer compensation for harms, but rather to place injunctions against for the 

future homes, as is the case with complaints made under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 (Cole, 1994). However, WERA accomplished a significant exception to that 

general rule — the organization used the administrative complaint as a development 

tool to provide water and sewer infrastructure, street paving, and appropriate drainage 

for the community. With guidance from a sympathetic attorney at the U.S. Department 

of Justice, WERA was able to leverage the highway bypass construction — which 

violated several rules in the planning process – to not only save much of West End by 
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creating an alternative route, but also to ensure that homes closest to Mebane’s 

wastewater treatment plant, fulfilled their “right to basic amenities” (Bonner, 2000): 

 

We filed the [administrative] complaint… with the [U.S.] Department of 

Justice, and the [U.S.] Environmental Protection Agency because we said 

the highway was going to tear down communities and houses with 

federal monies, and these communities never even had access to safe 

drinking water, they never had access to paved streets. Some of them  

had power lines that look like they were put up when the Pony 

Express…you know. I mean, you couldn’t buy a new washer or dryer 

without your breakers shutting off because the lines wouldn’t carry in 

these communities, real archaic stuff. So we filed the  

administrative complaint, and the Department of Justice declared that 

this community has been denied right to basic amenities due to a historic 

pattern of discrimination...Basically  what they told us was, before you 

can build a highway, you gotta modify the path of it, and start installing 

some of these amenities that people have been denied all these years (O. 

Wilson, 2016b). 

  

Despite the U.S. Department of Justice’s legal pressure on Mebane, the town 

remained recalcitrant, refusing to find the funding necessary to provide the services 

legally required under the administrative complaint. In response, WERA bypassed the 

town government to identify public grant funding for the development that Mebane was 

then forced to apply for administer to extended services to 104 homes in and adjacent to 

West End (O. Wilson, 2016b; Womack, 2000b). Wilson had to file five subsequent 

administrative complaints to compel Mebane to use the funding in accordance with its 

administrative settlement, some of which have yet to be completed in present day (O. 

Wilson, 2016b).  



 

158 

4.10.2 ACRE 

ACRE pursued a multi-pronged approach to development in Lowndes County. 

Contending with a much larger geographical area than Mebane and its surrounding 

communities, the organization worked with various other organizations and individuals 

to manage many of the more dire individual cases in the county, while continuing to 

fight for a more comprehensive solution (Coleman Flowers, 2015). Media dating back to 

the early 2000‘s illustrates the range of circumstances to which ACRE responded.  

From the arrest of a pastor of a church with failing sewer infrastructure in 

Brundidge, AL (Brown, 2015) to an elderly woman living with her to disabled sons in a 

tree damage trailer with a failed septic tank (Roney, 2008),  ACRE intervened to connect 

people with the resources necessary to improve our resolve the challenges. Through 

connections to the Montgomery-based Equal Justice Initiative — a civil rights law firm 

located being focused on criminal defense and social justice work, ACRE attained legal 

support to successfully resolve cases like the one in Brundidge; and through an early 

partnership with the Alabama Rural Initiative (“Alabama Rural Initiative,” 2016), 

sponsored by Black political conservative Robert Woodson, Sr., ACRE obtained 

resources to install septic tanks and remediate some substandard housing in the region 

(Coleman Flowers, 2017). 

The range and interconnectedness of these efforts enabled ACRE to develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of how the history of Lowndes County and the 
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greater Black Belt region is intimately linked to current challenges with land tenure, 

extractive economies, and infrastructure. ACRE transported this narrative beyond 

Alabama — and beyond the United States — to advocate for a human right to water and 

sanitation. For example, Coleman Flowers has represented the Black Belt region at the 

UN Climate Change Conference to highlight the connections between sanitation access 

and the public health outcomes of global warming, and the organization has met with 

the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights to bring 

international attention to the region:  

 

In December, on a trip to Alabama I helped coordinate, Dr. Alston said he 

had never before seen such horrible sewage problems in the developed 

world. He told a reporter from AL.com:  ‘There is a human right for 

people to live decently,’ and that government must provide ‘the essentials 

of life, which include power, water and sewage service.’ 

In a statement on the trip, Dr. Alston noted, ‘The State health department 

had no idea of how many households exist in these conditions, despite 

the grave health consequences. Nor did they have any plan to find out, or 

devise a plan to do something about it. But since the great majority of 

white folks live in the cities, which are well served by government-built 

and maintained sewerage systems, and most of the rural folks in areas 

like Lowndes County, are black, the problem doesn’t appear on the 

political or governmental radar screen’ (Flowers, 2018). 

 

By connecting the struggles of the Alabama Black Belt to similar struggles across 

the United States — and communities from rural West Virginia to Los Angeles county, 

and by connecting rural development issues two more high profile crises, like climate 

change, ACRE created a novel platform to influence discourse about infrastructure and 
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poverty in such a way that it is garnered the attention of federal law makers like U.S. 

Senators Cory Booker and Doug Jones, who are seeking a more comprehensive national 

strategy for infrastructure development (Office of Senator Booker, 2018). Similarly, 

WERA’s successful strategies to achieve positive development outcomes for West End 

and White Level generated a national platform to share its lessons with similarly-

situated communities in the U.S. and Canada, along with government agencies mostly at 

the federal level. The federal inter-agency working group on Environmental Justice to 

which WERA belongs (U.S. EPA, 2018), strategize about how to take a more 

comprehensive approach rather than a piecemeal to infrastructure development such 

that communities are not saddled, as West End remains, with incomplete facilities (O. 

Wilson, 2016b). 

Both faced with entrenched local power structures with a long histories of black 

exclusion and exploitation, WERA and ACRE created community-based representative 

governments to interrupt the regular functioning of local planning and development. 

Though neither Wilson nor Coleman Flowers was professionally trained to perform 

these functions – nor intended to center their careers around infrastructure – they were 

nonetheless responsive to the communities from which they first learned about 

community-based political resistance. Beyond the particularities of their struggles, it is 

important to note that their efforts were not simply antagonistic or politically risky — 

they were dangerous. Both Wilson and Coleman Flowers detailed various threats to 
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themselves and their families — from death threats sent to Wilson’s home to a 

poisonous snake left in the apartment where Coleman Flowers lived with her young 

daughter (Coleman Flowers, 2015; O. Wilson, 2016b). The precarity of this work 

ultimately reinforces its necessity; that advocacy for such basic needs as water and 

sanitation could be met with such violence indicates the continued unreliability of 

traditional governance for the protection of black communities.  

In addition to extensive efforts in local planning and development, WERA and 

ACRE grounded their work in multiple knowledges — from public health to 

international human rights law — that they both co-produced with and commissioned 

from universities across the country. These knowledges, unlike those traditionally 

produced in academia, are always connected to indigenous community knowledges 

which ultimately produced research that could be tailored to each organization’s 

ongoing planning and development endeavors. 

4.11 Research  

While not a core local government function, research is an important resource for 

range of government activities — from monitoring public health to determining the 

shifting demographic patterns in anticipation of future growth and development site. As 

CDCs operating with limited access to the knowledge sources that could shape their 

decisions and priorities, and representing communities generally ignored or rendered 

invisible in public documents like maps and planning studies – WERA and ACRE rely 
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heavily on the indigenous knowledges of their constituent communities, on their own 

citizen science pursuits, and on partnerships with research institutions — mostly 

universities. These three streams of research are integrated into the knowledge base of 

each organization, offering fresh insights into accepted knowledge about a range of 

issues, from the quality of the municipal water to the persistence of parasites long 

considered eradicated in the U.S. 

Perhaps the best example of combining indigenous knowledge is with a citizen 

science is the process Wilson and other WERA members conducted to produce the map 

of the four black community is outside of Mebane. In addition to serving as a planning 

document, the map captured the accepted physical boundaries of the communities 

within which community members could orient themselves and the infrastructure 

challenges (O. Wilson, 2018). This both made them visible and facilitated the ultimate 

process to properly locate the infrastructure that was developed from WERA’s 

administrative complaint (O. Wilson, 2018).  

Wilson’s tedious efforts to render these new boundaries onto a map that would 

be legible to traditional governing bodies, is classic citizen science – utilizing formal 

knowledge production methods – such as mapping software – to create translatable 

community information (Bonney et al., 2009). Similarly, ACRE’s painstaking countywide 

survey allowed community members to connect confidentially with other trusted 

community members to generate a clearer picture of the scope of the county sanitation 
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access challenge. Because of the persistent threat of arrests, legal citations, and land 

seizures, it would have been virtually impossible to gain that valuable knowledge 

without an intra-community facilitation. The results of that study that between 40 to 

90% of Lowndes county residents like ask access to adequate sanitation infrastructure, 

has been cited and numerable publications, from media coverage to U.N. reports (Cleek, 

2015; de Albuquerque, 2011).  

Each organization’s approach to university research partnerships is this 

informed both by the importance of community-based knowledge production, and a 

desire for knowledge that is translatable and can be employed and service of community 

planning and development and representation (Coleman Flowers, 2015; O. Wilson, 

2016a). That is, the priority is the utility of the research to meet their objectives, rather 

than the utility of academic publication. Their partnerships however, demonstrate that 

these objectives — often framed as competing — are not mutually exclusive. 

 Indeed, WERA’s partnerships with the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill 

yielded several publications detailing the public health impacts related to a lack of basic 

amenities, along with a methods research article proposing a new model of community-

owned and managed research — where research is driven by the priorities of impacted 

communities rather than the particular interests of an external researcher (Heaney, 

Wilson, & Wilson, 2007; S. M. Wilson, 2009; S. M. Wilson, Heaney, Cooper, & Wilson, 

2008).  
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ACRE’s own research partnerships span from Alabama to New York, including a 

range of scholars from engineers to public policy researchers, all working on different 

facets of the wastewater sanitation crisis. A 2017 study by the Baylor’s National School 

of Tropical Medicine, conducted in partnership with ACRE, found the persistence of 

hookworm and other tropical parasites in the fecal matter of Lowndes County residents, 

and generated so much attention to the region that the Alabama Department of Public 

Health refuted its findings, accusing the researchers of using improper methods (Fox10, 

2017). The organization also utilizes its university partnerships to generate potential 

engineering solutions. To date, has hosted two sanitation engineering challenges where 

scholars compete to design an infrastructure that is affordable and will operate in Black 

Belt soil (Coleman Flowers, 2015). 

WERA’s and ACRE’s approach to research not only advances knowledge that is 

essential to their community work; it also reveals lived realities are not typically found 

utilizing traditional research methodologies, which subordinate indigenous knowledges 

as subjective and non-rigorous. These “alternative realities” of black communities raise 

critical questions about how dominant forms of knowledge production can reproduce 

white realities — both in research and in the practices like community planning and 

development — which rely on that research. The organizations’ insistence on producing 

alternatives to such research strategies is thus essential for the integrity of their work. 
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4.12 Conclusions 

The story of WERA & ACRE is a story of counter-governance — the creation of 

alternative institutions to mitigate the harms of dominant government. As a strategy, 

countergovernance is itself is an old tradition in black communities, which have scarcely 

been able to rely on dominant white governing bodies to protect their interests (Woods, 

2017). The systemic underdevelopment of black communities — especially in the 

provision of infrastructure like water and sanitation — are emblematic of that lack of 

protection. The necessity of turning inward — for mutual reliability and community 

care, produced a range of community-based institutions of which WERA and ACRE are 

simply the latest iteration. Stepping into the role of planning and development duties 

abandoned by government at all levels in North Carolina and Alabama – these two 

CDCs worked for decades to reform “governance” with the intention of benefiting their 

communities, and creating a model for other similarly situated communities, 

particularly in the U.S.  Further, quasi-government organizations like WERA and ACRE 

deserve greater attention not only because of circumstances under which they were 

formed, but also because they comprise an institutional type which is certainly not new, 

but nonetheless offers an important perspective on the alternative possibilities of 

governance practices and the various knowledges that can produce them. 
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5. Conclusion  

This research explores the efficacy of the municipality as an institution of 

equitable development and community protection. I began this project to understand 

what unincorporated black communities like West End, White Level, Buckhorn and 

Perry Hill might expect to change about their current environmental conditions if they 

were either annexed into a municipality like Mebane or if they, like Princeville and 

Taylortown, decided to pursue their own independent black town governments. My 

findings in North Carolina do not indicate that municipal incorporation alone is the 

transformative strategy for comprehensive civil and economic rights and self-

determined development once touted by Goel et. al in 1988 (Goel, Lovett Jr, Patten, & 

Wilkins, 1988).  

Instead I find, in accordance with extant literature on environmental inequity, 

that the built environmental amenities like doctors, which are associated with municipal 

incorporation in North Carolina are more likely be located in white municipal 

communities. Though grocery stores are more likely to be located in Latinx communities 

regardless of incorporation, I also find that black and Latinx communities are more 

likely to be saddled by environmental disamenities like toxic chemical facilities, also 

regardless of incorporation. Finally, I find disparities in environmental burdens even 

between black and Latinx populations. Black populations in North Carolina are less 
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likely to host the environmental amenities analyzed in the study and more likely to host 

environmental disamenities, regardless of their jurisdiction.  

Beyond challenging expected benefits of municipal residence touted by 

geographers and legal scholars (Aiken, 1987; Anderson, 2007; Tyson, 2013), these 

findings underscore the importance of more nuanced analysis of communities of color. 

The particular histories of various non-white racialized groups, and their positioning 

within persistent but unfixed social hierarchies makes focused analyses on specific 

groups an important research practice. I thus focus the remainder of this research project 

on black identified communities in two states in the U.S. South—North Carolina and 

Alabama. While such a focus narrows the scope of my findings to a particular racial 

demographic, I argue that a nuanced analysis of how a phenomenon (like municipal 

incorporation) impacts black communities creates a more solid foundation for deeper 

comparative analysis across various communities of color.  

In each chapter, but particularly in the second chapter on independent black 

towns, my findings reflect empirically what Mills theorized in The Racial Contract–that 

the boundaries of black places are “normatively discontinuous with white political 

space” (Mills, 2014). That is, black places, no matter their jurisdiction, pay the 

environmental, social, and economic costs (among other burdens) of anti-blackness.  

 

Black places can still be understood as a nation within a nation (Woods, 2017). 
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Given that reality, I find that in the long tradition of black communities, turning 

inward for alternative strategies untethered to traditional politics and governance offers 

some limited promise for black communities attempting to direct the development of 

their communities, often against the interests of governments at the local, state, and 

national level which practice a politics of disposability against the communities of color 

they are appointed to protect. Organizations like WERA and ACRE, formed out of the 

urgency of environmental and public health crises, developed innovative methods of 

achieving the development objectives of their constituent communities. As leaders of 

these quasi-governments, Wilson and Coleman Flowers relied both on their own skills 

and on their commitments to upholding the village ethos to bring about meaningful 

change in North Carolina, Alabama, and influencing the work of similarly-situated 

communities across the U.S.  

There are several important limitations to these analyses which are important to 

consider for future work. The first is the scope of the project itself, which is limited 

mostly to North Carolina, with limited research in Alabama. States possess varied laws 

and policies around municipal incorporation that are important to address in future 

studies to build greater generalizability on the phenomenon of municipal 

underbounding and the varied capabilities of municipal governance. Though I argue 

that race is operationalized to produce similar disparities across the U.S., it is important 
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to understand the varied mechanisms through which those disparities are produced, 

and if there are important substantive differences in outcomes across state jurisdictions.  

The second is that the temporality of incorporation may be important for future 

statistical analyses to understand the impacts of incorporation on development of built 

environments. That is, particularly for the first study, a longitudinal analysis of 

development both before and after incorporation would aid in a deeper understanding 

of how incorporation facilitates (or not) desirable economic development for municipal 

residents across racial demographics.  

Third, the incorporation of counterfactual cases, such as burgeoning independent 

black cities in Georgia to compare with extant cases of smaller historic black towns, 

could help sharpen the second study by identifying if and when conditions exist under 

which black communities may be able to better drive their own development than the 

cases of Princeville and Taylortown suggest. Because these independent black cities are 

relatively new cases, it will require more time to properly compare them with black 

towns dating back to the late 19th century.  

Finally, the third study would benefit from a thorough analysis of the tangible 

impacts and outcomes produced by WERA and ACRE, which would necessarily include 

perspectives from the communities served by the respective CDCs. A comparison 

between the CDCs and historic black community-based organizations would offer 
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greater context into the continuities and discontinuities in community governance 

practiced across generations.  

In future research, I aim to address some of the limitations of this project, as well 

as pursue a deeper exploration into the phenomenon of black independent 

municipalities, particularly in light of recent incorporation efforts and successes in 

medium and larger sized communities in Florida and Georgia. I hope to address directly 

each of the limitations in the respective studies to sharpen my analysis of municipal 

incorporation and race in environmental protection and to better understand the 

substantive work of creating black towns and cities, both in the historic and 

contemporary contexts.  

Given the evidence of these three studies, I will also devote a substantial portion 

of my research in the foreseeable future to better understanding the various forms of 

black community institutions—regardless of their jurisdiction—and their respective 

placemaking strategies. As discussed in the third study, the knowledges produced by 

and for these spaces can offer critical insights into both the faults of whiteness-centered 

political institutions, and alternative approaches to the politics of development. 
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