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Comps Proposal 

 Rather than spark immediate integration across the American north, The Brown v. Board 

of Education decision of 1954 led to a policy of racial separation veiled by rhetoric prioritizing 

local autonomy. The urban north became a battleground for local control, as state level 

legislative policies reinforced ghettoization through indirect racially discriminatory policy. 

Specifically, the legislation of local school boundaries became a weapon used for white control 

of African American mobility. Rather than accept the federally mandated principle of racial 

integration, politicians popularized the idea of neighborhood schools as an inalienable right. The 

ideal of the neighborhood school symbolized white refusal to share urban space with the African 

American minority. This was perhaps most clear in the city of Chicago, where the resistance to 

integration was so great that the public-school system chose to install mobile homes outside of 

the overcrowded black schools of the inner city rather than move students to relatively spacious 

white schools.  

The influx of African Americans to Chicago as a part of the Great Migration led to an 

exponential increase of the city’s African American population and a subsequent pattern of 

“white flight” to the suburbs. By 1964, Chicago’s black population was 930,000, while the city’s 

white population had decreased by 399,000.1 African Americans largely moved into the South 

Side of Chicago, where the government began to construct massive high-rise public housing 

                                                
1 Danns, Dionne. “Black Student Empowerment and Chicago: School Reform Efforts in 1968.” Urban Education 
37, no. 5 (November 2002) (pp. 635-636).  



 
Sergent-Leventhal 2 

projects to contain the increasing black population.2 After the Brown v. Board decision, 

segregated cities across the American north faced pressure to integrate previously ghettoized 

urban space. The city of Chicago appointment of Benjamin C. Willis to be the superintendent of 

Chicago Public Schools from 1953 to 1966 signaled the beginning of a policy of avoidance 

regarding federal integration mandates. Willis was an ardent supporter of the “neighborhood 

schools movement” and an unwilling compromiser. His resolute insistence on keeping 

destructively overcrowded schools segregated on the basis of neighborhood proximity 

legitimized de facto segregation as a means of public policy. This in turn powerfully reinforced 

the ghettoization and white control of space in the urban city. These policies were quite effective 

in keeping Chicago Public Schools segregated; as in 1964, eighty-four percent of Chicago’s 

black students attended a school where blacks made up 90 percent or more of their school’s 

enrollment.3 As the black urban population rapidly expanded, Willis refused to construct 

integrated schooling, instead choosing to further ghettoized urban space by building temporary 

classrooms at black majority schools. By 1964, five of Chicago’s eight black high schools were 

operating at fifty percent over capacity, with over thirty-three thousand students attending school 

for only four hours a day so that the schools could accommodate two shifts of students.4  

The facially colorblind doctrine of Superintendent Willis constituted a modern form of 

segregation without the word “segregation.” In refusing to use rhetoric that acknowledged racial 

issues within Chicago, Superintendent Willis sought to bureaucratize schooling in colorblind 

terms. This allowed local government to circumvent federally mandated racial equality through 

bureaucratic control. However, African Americans regularly saw through this discriminatory 

                                                
2 Ibid   
3 Steffes, Tracy L. “Managing School Integration and White Flight: The Debate over Chicago’s Future in the 
1960s.” Journal of Urban History 42, no. 4 (July 2016): 709–32. (pp. 713).  
4 Ibid 
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policy. They did not acquiesce to it, instead actively rebelling through both the press and civic 

action. This is most notable in the editorials of the Chicago Defender, which took direct aim at 

Willis’ discriminatory policies and regularly called for his resignation. The most notable aspect 

of this was The Defender’s labeling of the temporary classrooms installed by Willis as “Willis 

Wagons.” Editorials attacking Willis’ temporary school unit constructions dominated headlines 

in Chicago from 1962 to 1966, both calling for the immediate integration of Chicago Public 

Schools as well as for the resignation of Benjamin Willis. These editorials were an intrinsic part 

of the active resistance to colorblind school districting policies in the African American 

community.  

However, Willis had the benefit of being supported by the mainstream white press as 

well as local government. As an appointee of Mayor Daley, Benjamin Willis framed himself as 

an educational expert and qualified bureaucrat. He hid behind this framing in discrediting public 

opinion and protest as uninformed and short sighted. The conservative white media aided Willis’ 

control of this narrative by publishing editorials and articles with titles such as “Thanks Dr. 

Willis” and “Give Willis a new contract” that praised Willis’ actions as a visionary and 

perpetuated his self-construction as a professionalized expert immune to criticism.5 These 

favorable editorials were mirrored in the local governance of Chicago, as Willis received near 

complete administrative support throughout his tenure as superintendent to the point where the 

Chicago School Board refused to accept his resignation in 1963.6 As a “symbol of resistance to 

school desegregation” Willis himself became a flash point in the debate surrounding integration.7 

                                                
5 Yuenger, James. “Give Willis a New Contract.” Chicago Daily Tribune. May 28, 1965, sec. Front page. and 
Collins, Jerry. “Thanks Dr. Willis.” Chicago Daily Tribune. November 14, 1961 
6  Delmont, Matthew F. Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School Desegregation. 
American Crossroads 42. Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2016. (pp. 60) 
7 Rury, John L. “Race, Space, and the Politics of Chicago’s Public Schools: Benjamin Willis and the Tragedy of 
Urban Education.” History of Education Quarterly 39, no. 2 (1999): 117. (pp. 133) 
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As historian Matthew Delmont writes, “White parents, community leaders, and media who 

valued Willis’ resistance to school desegregation inevitably outweighed whatever pressure civil 

rights leaders were able to apply.”8 The racialized debate played out in the media of Chicago, as 

the public perception of Willis was essential in providing both legitimacy to his segregatory 

practices on one hand and undermining his colorblind rhetoric on the other.  

Much has been written about the black student protest movements that resulted from 

Willis’ segregationist practices. Specifically, the 1965 Chicago Freedom Movement led by Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr. dominates the historiography of civil rights in Chicago at that time.9 

However, the body of work regarding the causal variables behind this movement has been less 

investigated on the academic level. I hope to look into that by examining the public perceptions 

of Benjamin Willis in relation to his obstinately colorblind policies.  

In my research, I would like to evaluate Willis' strict adherence to "neighborhood 

schooling" as a segregationist policy. Specifically, I hope to evaluate the rhetoric used by Willis 

in order to explore how his "colorblind" policies perpetuated structural racism through the 

ghettoization of downtown Chicago. In making this evaluation, I hope to shed light upon the use 

of "Willis Wagons" as a means to control urban spaces in instilling a color line within the 

American city. To do this, I will juxtapose editorials from the Chicago Defender and the 

Chicago Tribune, supplemented with an analysis of the writings and speeches of Willis himself 

that I will study at the Hoover Institute Library at Stanford University. The study of these 

                                                
8 Delmont, Matthew F. Why Busing Failed: Race, Media, and the National Resistance to School Desegregation. 
American Crossroads 42. Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2016. (pp. 61) 
9 See: Danns, Dionne. "Chicago High School Students' Movement for Quality Public Education, 1966-1971." The 
Journal of African American History 88, no. 2 (2003): 138-50, Smith, P., Ralph, J., LaFayette, B., & Finley, M. 
(2016). The Chicago Freedom Movement Martin Luther King Jr. and Civil Rights Activism in the North (Civil rights 
and the struggle for Black equality in the twentieth century). Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky. 
Fish, John Hall. Black Power/white Control : The Struggle of the Woodlawn Organization in Chicago. Princeton 
Legacy Library. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1973. 
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primary source documents will aid in answering questions like: In what ways did Benjamin 

Willis' use of "Willis Wagons" as a means of "protecting" neighborhood schools entrench a 

structure of white control of urban spaces? How did Chicago Tribune editorials about Willis' 

policy advance these ideas, and how did black media (through the Chicago Defender) at the time 

critique them? In what ways did the Chicago Tribune’s use of colorblind rhetoric echo that of 

Benjamin Willis in encouraging the acceptance of complete segregation via the neighborhood 

school? 

The educational implications of Willis’ reign as superintendent continue to play out in 

modern urban education. As historian John Rury writes, “the spatial distribution of ethnic groups 

in the metropolitan area has changed dramatically, but the geographic differentiation of 

educational resources has remained intact, even if the geography of inequality has also shifted 

somewhat since the Willis years.” Willis’ neighborhood schools policy constitutes an attempt to 

control what sociologists Kate Phillippo and Briellen Griffin termed “the geography of 

opportunity” in racializing and controlling urban space.10 As Phillippo and Griffin write, 

“Geographical spaces are neither neutral nor apolitical. Instead… geographical spaces [are] both 

socially constructed and socially constructive.”11 The historian Tracey Steffes accentuated this 

point, writing “As new scholarship has shown, schools did not simply reflect the neighborhoods 

but could be active agents in constructing and policing their boundaries and shaping their 

identities and were particularly potent in helping to create and maintain residential 

segregation.”12 In short, the white monopolization of urban space in the city was made possible 

                                                
10 Phillippo, Kate L., and Briellen Griffin. “The Social Geography of Choice: Neighborhoods’ Role in Students’ 
Navigation of School Choice Policy in Chicago.” The Urban Review 48, no. 5 (December 2016): (pp. 670) 
11 Ibid 
12 Steffes, Tracy L. “Managing School Integration and White Flight: The Debate over Chicago’s Future in the 
1960s.” Journal of Urban History 42, no. 4 (July 2016): 709–32. (pp. 711) 
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through the “neighborhood schools” movement. This movement dictated the distribution of 

urban space in cities like Chicago, with educational and societal consequences that remain 

relevant today.  
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