
The Rise and Fall of Cabrini Green: The Fate
of American Public Housing Unveiled

Welcome to the infamous public housing complex that captured the nation's
attention: Cabrini Green. Its towering structures once symbolized both hope and
despair, showcasing an era when bold initiatives aimed to address urban poverty
and inequality. Today, Cabrini Green stands as a reminder of the triumphs and
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failures of American public housing, igniting debates on the fate of these crucial
social projects.

The Birth of Cabrini Green

Located in Chicago, Illinois, Cabrini Green was established in the mid-20th
century as part of a nationwide effort to provide affordable housing to low-income
families. It was named after Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini, the first American
canonized saint, who dedicated her life to assisting immigrants. The sprawling
complex consisted of the Frances Cabrini Rowhouses and several high-rise
buildings.
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Designed with good intentions, Cabrini Green was initially regarded as a beacon
of hope. It offered underprivileged communities access to well-built residences,
equipped with modern amenities and communal spaces. Families moved in with
dreams of a better life, highlighted by easy access to employment opportunities,
education, and healthcare.

The Downfall and Devastation
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Unfortunately, the optimistic vision for Cabrini Green was soon overshadowed by
a series of factors that contributed to its downfall. The lack of proper maintenance
and the concentration of poverty resulted in deteriorating living conditions. Crime
rates soared, drug abuse became rampant, and the high-rise buildings turned into
breeding grounds for violence.

As the media sensationalized these challenges, Cabrini Green's positive
reputation crumbled. It became emblematic of a system that failed to provide a
safe and nurturing environment for its residents. Authorities struggled to address
the complex's numerous problems, leading many to question the viability of
American public housing initiatives as a whole.

The Demolition and Beyond



In an attempt to address the deep-rooted issues, demolition plans for Cabrini
Green were set in motion. Starting in the late 1990s, the high-rise buildings were
gradually torn down, symbolizing both an end and a new beginning. The aim was
to replace the failed complex with mixed-income developments that would
integrate diverse communities and provide residents with better opportunities.
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However, the complete eradication of Cabrini Green did not come without
controversy. Many residents were displaced, and accusations of gentrification
and forced relocation arose. The fate of the former residents and the surrounding
neighborhood became subjects of intense scrutiny, reigniting the debate on the
future of American public housing.

Lessons Learned and the Future of Public Housing

As the saga of Cabrini Green unfolded, several lessons emerged from its rise and
fall. It became evident that the focused concentration of poverty was untenable
and that meaningful community engagement and economic opportunities were
essential for successful public housing initiatives.

Today, cities across the United States are exploring new avenues to address
urban poverty, emphasizing mixed-income developments over concentrated low-
income communities. The aim is to create inclusive neighborhoods that offer
diverse housing options and facilitate social mobility.

While Cabrini Green may serve as a stark reminder of the challenges that public
housing faces, it also presents an opportunity to learn from past mistakes. By
prioritizing resident participation and integrating supportive services into these
developments, we can foster stronger communities and break the cycle of
poverty that has plagued American cities for decades.

The story of Cabrini Green sheds light on the complexities surrounding public
housing in the United States. It underscores the need for holistic approaches,
ones that address not only affordable housing but also social and economic
development. Through these comprehensive strategies and a commitment to
learning from the mistakes of the past, we can forge a future where safe,



sustainable, and inclusive communities become the norm – a future where
everyone has the opportunity to thrive.
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Joining the ranks of Evicted, The Warmth of Other Sons, and classic works of
literary non-fiction by Alex Kotlowitz and J. Anthony Lukas, High-Risers braids
personal narratives, city politics, and national history to tell the timely and epic
story of Chicago’s Cabrini-Green, America’s most iconic public housing project.

Built in the 1940s atop an infamous Italian slum, Cabrini-Green grew to twenty-
three towers and a population of 20,000—all of it packed onto just seventy acres
a few blocks from Chicago’s ritzy Gold Coast. Cabrini-Green became
synonymous with crime, squalor, and the failure of government. For the many
who lived there, it was also a much-needed resource—it was home. By 2011,
every high-rise had been razed, the island of black poverty engulfed by the white
affluence around it, the families dispersed.

In this novelistic and eye-opening narrative, Ben Austen tells the story of
America’s public housing experiment and the changing fortunes of American
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cities. It is an account told movingly though the lives of residents who struggled to
make a home for their families as powerful forces converged to accelerate the
housing complex’s demise. Beautifully written, rich in detail, and full of moving
portraits, High-Risers is a sweeping exploration of race, class, popular culture,
and politics in modern America that brilliantly considers what went wrong in our
nation’s effort to provide affordable housing to the poor—and what we can learn
from those mistakes.
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