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WHAT IS WHITE FLIGHT? 

“White flight” is a term that has arisen to encompass the move-
ment of white residents away from metropolitan centers to sur-
rounding suburban areas. The motivations for this movement 
can range from increased mobility via highways, dispersion of 
jobs, or racial tension, Inversely, minorities are often unable to 
leave unsatisfactory inner city conditions due to racial re-
strictions, economic restraints, or the constraints that “inelastic 
cities” pose (Sacks). The effects of white flight, among others, 
are lower rates of job creation, lower average income, lower 
population growth, higher poverty levels, and higher income 
gaps (Frey).  

 

BACKGROUND 

Hartford is a perfect case-study of white flight and its effects on 
the economic health and racial integration of a city. Hartford’s 
population has been steadily shrinking since its peak popula-
tion of 177,400 people in 1950 (Sacks). In the 1950s and 
1960s, the population swelled due to immigrants arriving to 
pursue opportunities in labor and factories. Up until the 1960s, 
racial restrictions on mortgages were also permitted by the 
Federal Housing Administration (Sacks). This further narrowed 
the options for minorities to live in the suburbs of the city.  

 Hartford quickly became heavily segregated, with the black 
population occupying most of the North End, while the white 
population shifted west toward the affluent suburbs of West 
Hartford and Avon. In the 1960s, many new construction pro-
jects were undertaken. One of the largest projects of the 1960s 
was the Constitution Plaza; constructed between 1962 and 
1964, it catered primarily to the interests of the business com-
munity and created no residential spaces (Sacks). In fact, it 
destroyed a working-class, older neighborhood that was prone 
to flooding known as “Front Street”. 

Hartford was also experiencing severe racial segregation 
in its schools. Even as late as 1989, the case of Sheff vs. 
O’Neill was presented by 19 Hartford students who argued 
they were not receiving the same level of education as their 
peers in other school districts (Superior Court). As seen in Fig. 
1, schools often had almost exclusively minority or white stu-
dent populations. To this day, the city of Hartford continues to 
struggle with effectively desegregating its school system.  

Racial segregation became racial tension, and racial ten-
sion became violence in the Hartford riots of July 1967. When 
a local black man was arrested, he was allegedly treated 
roughly by the police, and many began to protest at the police 
station in response. Riots broke out in the black-dominated 
North End at the corner of Main St. and Pavilion St., and many 
white-owned businesses and restaurants were destroyed. 
Many consider the riots a turning point in the racial divisions of 
the city (Sacks). 

The construction of highways was also a notable factor in 

facilitating white flight from the city of Hartford to the outer sub-
urbs (see Fig. 3). CT was especially affected by the  Federal 
Aid Highway Act of 1956. Although parts of I-91 were built in 
1945, the entire highway route was completed by 1965. Certain 
parts of I-91 also cut directly through predominantly minority 
neighborhoods (see Fig. 2)  I-84 opened in 1967. These high-
ways allowed more people to commute into the city for work 
and live in the suburbs.  In 1960 Hartford employed 116 thou-
sand people; about half lived in the city. By 1980 the number of 
jobs had grown to 143 thousand, but less than a quarter of the 
employees were city residents (Strong and Grant).  

The causes of white flight are many, but the effects are sin-
gle-handedly detrimental to a city’s racial integration, economic 
health, and to the people who occupy it.  
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