
Woodlawn: Triumph and Decay in the “Real” 

Clybourne Park 

Clybourne Park isn’t a real neighborhood. But as I mentioned in my last post, Clybourne Park was inspired by 
Lorraine Hansberry’s play A Raisin in the Sun, which in turn was inspired by the playwright’s real-life experiences. To 
find the inspiration for Clybourne Park, I had to look for where the real intersected with the fictional. 

In 1937, when Hansberry was just 7 years old, her father moved her family to Woodlawn, a predominantly white 
neighborhood in the South Side of Chicago. However, a few years earlier, many of the white residents had organized 
and pushed for a racially restrictive covenant—a type of contract in which the property owners agreed that no African 
Americans could buy, rent, or lease property in the area, and this was upheld by the trial court in 1934 (Burke v. 
Kleiman). Because of this agreement, the residents of Woodlawn took the Hansberrys all the way to the Supreme 
Court of Illinois, where the covenant was again upheld. In retaliation, the Hansberrys appealed the case to the United 
States Supreme Court, where, inHansberry v. Lee, they finally won on the grounds that they hadn’t been fairly 
represented in the initial trial court, so the covenant couldn’t apply to them. 

In the middle of her father’s legal battle, the young Lorraine Hansberry was constantly intimidated by her 
new neighbors: 

“My memories of this ‘correct’ way of fighting white supremacy in America include being spat at, cursed and 
pummeled in the daily trek to and from school. And I also remember my desperate and courageous mother, patrolling 
our household all night with a loaded German Luger (pistol), doggedly guarding her four children, while my father 
fought the respectable part of the battle in the Washington court.”1 

The Hansberrys’ case finally concluded in 1940. 

So what became of Woodlawn? In its fictional incarnation, as imagined by Bruce Norris in Clybourne Park, things 

took a steep turn. By the second act, which takes place 50 years after the first, the neighborhood has undergone 
a huge change; most of its residents are black, and the neighborhood has suffered through decades of urban decay. 
In the real Chicago, Woodlawn has had a very similar history: by 1960, twenty years after the Hansberry case, the 
value of neighborhood properties had plummeted and African Americans made up 89 percent of its 
population.2 Though there have been a number of urban renewal efforts, Woodlawn has suffered from crime, a poor 
economy, and a high unemployment rate. 

In Woodlawn, African Americans were blamed for the decay of the neighborhood. But Woodlawn was not an 
exception; all across the nation, the popular imagination wove exaggerated narratives of black families moving in and 
driving down property values. Many white Americans feared it would happen where they lived, and this myth persists 
even today. Similarly, Norris has received criticism for a perceived implication in the play Clybourne Park that “whites 

build and blacks destroy.”3 And indeed, people tend to blame the people moving in, when it might be more accurate to 
place the blame on the people moving out. 

What came to define this trend of urban decay was something called “white flight”, which refers to the tendency of 
white families to move out of integrating neighborhoods, usually to the suburbs (it was in fact a major factor in the 
great migration to the suburbs in the 1950s). This flight was an escape from a perceived danger: “The view that a 
neighborhood is on the path of inexorable change, even when these changes have yet to occur, can trigger an 
exodus. Indeed, Americans maintain a strong bias toward the exit alternative when confronting ethnic and racial 
changes.”4 It was common for white Americans in this era to believe that an influx of black families would inevitably 
lead to a degradation of their standards of schooling and safety. They’d “seen it happen” in Birmingham and Chicago 
and Detroit, and wanted to get out before the same happened to them. 

To make matters worse, some real estate agents actively preyed upon these fears in a practice called blockbusting. 
Blockbusters were “predatory real estate speculators” who would “buy a house in a white neighborhood, rent it to a 
black family, wait a few weeks, and then start calling the neighbors.”5 White neighbors, aware of the patterns going on 
across the country (and having these horror stories retold and reinforced by the blockbusters) would sell their 
property at a loss. The blockbusters would then sell the property back to black families at artificially high prices and 
interest rates. This, in turn, often led to foreclosure and debt. However, the process was completely legal and heavily 
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exploited by real estate agents, especially in Chicago. In this light, the “myth of black neighbors lowering property 
values becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. But blacks didn’t drive property values down; real estate agents did.”5 In the 
end, urban decay that appeared to be “caused” by the migration of African Americans into white neighborhoods was, 
more accurately, the result of white fear and greed. 

This is the setting the characters come into in the second act of Clybourne Park, and both the real and fictional 
neighborhoods share one more big similarity: they’re beginning to gentrify. In future posts, I’ll talk more about the 
process and effects of gentrification, and examine how it relates to the play and also how it has affected many 
Oregonians. Stay tuned! 
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