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Over the past fifty years, the inner city built environment—by which I mean the totality of the physical and social environment that comprise that undervalued and marginalized part of the central city where racial minorities and low income groups are concentrated and over represented—has become the place where structural racism and inequality are most sharply reflected.
This essay argues that current approaches to transforming inner cities are inadequate because they are informed by notions of charity, ignore structural racism and inequality, and do not seek to make fundamental change in the inner city's physical and social environment.
The argument is that an approach to inner city development is needed that conceptualizes community development and neighborhood revitalization in terms of struggles over the built environment and that calls for the radical reconstruction of the inner city.
The purpose of this essay is to discuss the need for rethinking community development and neighborhood revitalization and to outline a framework for the development of a new theory for radically transforming inner city neighborhoods that is based on the concept of turning point thresholds.
The bundle of contradictions most characteristic of structural racism and inequality are flourishing in the inner city built environment. In this setting, you find an overrepresentation of economic marginalization, low-wages, inadequate schools, bad housing, abandoned buildings, dilapidated neighborhoods, blight, poverty, poor health, crime, violence, and family instability.
Structural racism and inequality, the lack of money, and the urban land rent structure combine to create a Hadrian's Wall that forces low income groups to live perpetually on the cheapest, most undesirable residential lands and in the worst housing in the metropolis.
In 1965, when the black scholar, Kenneth B. Clark, referred to Harlem as a Dark Ghetto, he was talking about the emergence of the inner city built environment as the epicenter of  structural racism and inequality and joblessness and poverty. William Julius Wilson's Truly Disadvantage (1987), Massey and Denton's American Apartheid (1993), and Paul A. Jargowsky's Poverty and Place (1997) further developed the Clark thesis and showed that the socioeconomic problems of blacks and their spatial concentration in the inner city was growing with the passage of tune.
In the first half of the 20th century, the focal point of the struggle for black advancement was the battle against Jim Crow and legal discrimination. The 1954 Brown vs. the Board of Education landmark Supreme Court Decision signaled the beginning of a major assault on the citadel of the system of segregation and discrimination, which culminated with passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
Then, beginning with the Harlem riot in 1964, focus shitted from Civil Rights to conditions of life found in US inner cities, and struggle over the built environment emerged as the main fight to dismantle the structures of racism and inequality in the United States. Mass immigration after 1965 complicated, but did not alter the growing importance of built environment struggles. Now, instead of it being just an issue of African Americans, it expanded to become an issue mainly of communities of color.
By 1970 built environment struggles had supplanted the Civil Rights Movement as the key to black advancement in the United States. In the years to follow, starting with the Model Cities Program, community development, neighborhood revitalization, community economic development, community policing, community wealth production, community schools, community empowerment, faith-based initiatives, social capital, community building, participatory research, and university-community partnerships, and other approaches to ameliorating inner city conditions replaced sit-ins, boycotts, and demonstrations as the dominant forms of struggle against structural racism and inequality.
Yet, these efforts to ameliorate conditions in the inner city did not seek to radically reconstruct the built environment. Instead, informed by the Progressive Era spirit of charity and ideals of the settlement house movement, community development and neighborhood revitalization sought to improve life in the inner city, rather than change the place fundamentally.
Consequently, while such community development efforts might help some poor people, build and rehabilitate some houses, and fix a few potholes, they will not turn the inner city into a great place to live, work, and raise a family; a place that will help individuals and families reach their full human potential and that will offer them the best that humanity and technology have to offer.

To accomplish this loftier goal of transforming inner cities into great places to live and work, another approach to community development and neighborhood revitalization is needed. Such an approach would have radical reconstruction of the inner city built environment as its main task and would be informed by (1) the notion of turning point thresholds, (2) new methods of financing urban development, and (3) novel schemes to alter fundamentally the land rent structure.
Turning point thresholds are based on the idea that neighborhoods not only have tipping points, but also their dialectical opposite: turning points. When neighborhoods pass the tipping point, the forces of decline are greatly accelerated as the community rushes toward that point beyond which revitalization becomes extremely difficult, if not impossible.
A turning point is the flip side of a tipping point. When this threshold is passed, a set of multipliers and catalytic agents are trigger that positively transform the neighborhood's physical, social, economic, and political environment.  Pushing development beyond the turning point threshold requires an intervention strategy in which the magnitude of public and private investments are sufficiently to trigger a set of multipliers and catalytic agents capable of radically transforming the neighborhood.
Turning point scenarios demand investments as great as those typically used in big economic development projects. The problem is that current tools used in financing urban development are not capable of producing turning point scenarios in the inner city. So, new financing tools must be found, and the most logical place to find them is in the economic development world.
However, to use these tools effectively, it will be necessary to creatively apply them to a neighborhood development context. While the tools may vary, at a minimum, they should have the following characteristics: the power of eminent domain, bonding authority, and the ability to engage in land assemblage. The point is that tools such as tax increment financing and special districts can be adapted and used tools to radically reconstruct the inner city built environment.
Radical reconstruction of the inner city built environment also means altering the existing urban land rent structure. Gentrification, for example, is not the logical outcome of the process of neighborhood revitalization. Rather, it is a reflection of the ways that the pervasive systems of property taxation, appraisals, and land speculation thwart efforts to reconstruct inner city neighborhoods. This means that radical reconstruction of the inner city built environment must also revise the current system of taxation.
Lastly, the movement to radically reconstruct the inner city built environment must be led by residents. One reason is that urban regimes, big public institutions, and corporate interests are not really interested in radically reconstructing the inner city. They want to improve neighborhoods, but not radically transform them.
Another, even more important reason is the process of radical reconstruction must include transformation of both the physical and social environment. Individual self-realization, interconnectedness with other residents, and a spiritual transformation will happen only if residents are deeply immersed in the redevelopment process. If radical  reconstruction of the inner city built environment is to be a truly empowering and transformative experience, neighborhood residents must lead it.
In conclusion, traditional methods of revising neighborhoods will not lead to their radical reconstruction. Only by embracing an approach to community development and neighborhood revitalization based on the principles radical reconstruction of the inner city built environment, turning point scenarios, creative methods of urban finance, and the novel strategies for altering the urban land rent structure. The task now facing the scholarly community is to further develop the notion of turning point scenarios and to explore seriously new ways of financing urban development and new systems of land and property taxation.
