
OCAD University Open Research Repository 

Faculty of Design

2021 

Anti-Black Racism in Pittsburgh
Chapman, Elise, Liu, Jayden, Jones, Jessica and Luk, Olivia 

Suggested citation: 

Chapman, Elise, Liu, Jayden, Jones, Jessica and Luk, Olivia (2021) Anti-Black Racism in 
Pittsburgh. In: Proceedings of Relating Systems Thinking and Design (RSD10) 2021 
Symposium, 2-6 Nov 2021, Delft, The Netherlands. Available at 
http://openresearch.ocadu.ca/id/eprint/3887/

Open Research is a publicly accessible, curated repository for the preservation and dissemination of 
scholarly and creative output of the OCAD University community. Material in Open Research is open 
access and made available via the consent of the author and/or rights holder on a non-exclusive basis. 

The OCAD University Library is committed to accessibility as outlined in the Ontario Human Rights Code
and the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) and is working to improve accessibility of
the Open Research Repository collection. If you require an accessible version of a repository item contact us 
at repository@ocadu.ca.

mailto:repository@ocadu.ca


Racism as a Wicked Problem


Quite simply, this is a human rights issue.



Racism directly impacts and impedes the lives of 
every Black Pittsburgher, and it’s our job as 
humans (and people with privilege) to combat 
racism, and make the world a more welcoming 
place for our Black neighbors.



Racism is also an institutionalized issue. It’s 
upheld by nearly every other system we have in 
our country: politics, criminal justice, education, 
employment, the economy... The list goes on. 
Because of this, racism is one of the most wicked 
problems there is, and it requires many complex 
interventions from various angles in order to 
mitigate the problem.



Our works cited can be found here.

Map Explanation



Our map is designed using off-center concentric circles. The 
circles are each representative of the scales at which effect the 
problem. We placed them off-center in order to represent the 
different scales most at play in each sector. For example, looking 
at things from a social lens, there is a lot more information 
represented in the individual and city sectors, whereas from a 
technological lens, there is more information represented in the 
global sector. The off-centeredness allows more space to be 
created in differerent sectors for this changing representation. 



The outermost ring represents the historical lens. In the wicked 
problem of racism, the historical lens provides much needed 
context and shows how past problems have created the problem 
we see today.  



Finally, the connection arrows between all of our nodes are 
represenative of the STEEP (Sociological, Technological, 
Economic, Environmental, and Political) analysis. We chose not to 
include Values, to analyze things from a STEEP+V perspective, 
because racism is a value based problem. While each part of 
STEEP affects all parts of the system, the core issue is truly values, 
so we found it to be overarching. 
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Problem: Slavery and the subsequent sharecropping generationally effected 
the economic situation of Black people, entering them into a vicious cyle of 
poverty. 



Intervention: Paying Black people reparations for slavery would help them to 
break the poverty cycle that they’re currently stuck in, allowing them to have 
more opportunities and build a future for themselves and the generations 
after them. This pay would come out of general taxes. 



Potential Negative Externalities: Outrage from racist white people; money 
that could be used on other parts of the economy or the social ecosystem 
would be siphoned away from those projects

Reparations System

Problem: Pittsburgh neighborhoods are currently extremely segregated. This 
lack of diversity leads to a lack of empathy and creates racist attitudes.



Intervention: Reverting redlining will help Pittsburgh’s neighborhoods to 
become more integrated, improving empathy and fostering a more diverse 
community.



Potential Negative Externalities: This will likely be very difficult to 
implement, as it wouldn’t be fair to force people out of their homes. Instead, 
it will be an extremely gradual process of trying to diversify buyers and 
renters of homes that go on the market.

Addressing Redlining

Addressing Redlining

Problem: White supremacist groups easily find homes in Pittsburgh, and 
vulnerable young white people often fall prey to their cult-like tactics.



Intervention: Teaching white students of Pittsburgh to recognize the signs of 
a white supremacist group and how to avoid being indoctrinated by one will 
reduce white supremacy in Pittsburgh.



Potential Negative Externalities: Implementing this program will cost 
money, which could be used for other programs, and likely take some time 
away from students’ other education.

White Supremacy Education

White Supremacy Education
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Problem: The poverty cycle is a vicious one, and it can be hard for people to 
stay out of the poverty cycle once they first break out of it. Poverty 
disproportionately affects Black people, so it’s important that this problem is 
addressed in order to help achieve equality.



Intervention: Setting a universal basic income for residents of Pittsburgh will 
help Black people stay out of poverty after the reparations program helps 
get them out.



Potential Negative Externalities: People would potentially be upset about 
this use of their tax dollars; it could take money away from other programs

Universal Basic Income

Problem: Black people have to be on guard everywhere they go, all the time. 
From racist encounters with strangers to police brutality, there’s not a place 
for Black people that is guaranteed to be safe.



Intervention: Providing Black Pittsburghers with spaces just for them will 
help them to connect with one another and heal from the racism they 
experience outside of these spaces.



Potential Negative Externalities: Using public resources on a program or 
space that’s only for a part of the public would likely cause some outrage. It 
could also prevent that money and space from being used for other things.

Affinity Space Creation

Affinity Space Creation

Problem: Black people in Pittsburgh are unemployed at a much higher rate 
than white residents. This feeds into the poverty cycle and income inequality.



Intervention: Implementing a color-conscious program like this would help 
more Black Pittsburgh residents to get jobs, providing them with a secure 
income and increasing diversity.



Potential Negative Externalities: White unemployment rates may go up a 
little bit in order to compensate for Black employment rates rising. This also 
may run into some of the same issues that Affirmative Action did in terms of 
discriminatory practices.

Color-Aware Work Program

Color-Aware Work Program Reparations System Universal Basic Income

 The Hill District became a center for 
community and culture of Black 
Pittsburghers.

Anti-Black 
Racism


In Pittsburgh

Slavery was outlawed in 1779, 
but racial tensions and issues 
remained prevalent.

Black people got a bad reputation due to 
their strikebreaker jobs.

Black people moved to Pittsburgh to work in steel mills, but could 
only get jobs as strikebreakers. 

Black Pittsburghers were essentially forced into certain 
neighborhoods due to economic factors.

With the Civil Rights movement, 
segregation legally ended. 

Post-Civil Rights movement, attitudes towards 
Black people didn't change and Black people 
remained stuck in certain neighborhoods.

In our personal experience on campus and in the city, it's been 
really easy to notice that the faculty and professors at CMU 
tend to be mostly white and Asian, while a significant portion 
of food service workers on campus are Black.

The combination of Reaganomics and Pittsburgh’s shift away from the 
steel industry made things even harder for Black Pittsburghers 
economically, leaving the Black population of Pittsburgh with an extremely 
high unemployment rate.

Air pollution tends to be worse in 
poorer/minority neighborhoods, 
leading to a higher rate of air 
pollution-related deaths amongst PoC.

Illegal waste dumping occurs more in 
minority neighborhoods, which increases 
both physical and mental health problems.

Pittsburgh’s “racism as a public health 
crisis” declaration doesn’t discuss 
environmental racism much, if at all.

In poorer neighborhoods that typically 
have a higher Black population due to 
redlining, public funding cannot afford to 
create good green spaces for its residents.

Immobility of the Black community
Of those individuals who do escape poverty, Black 
Americans are more likely to fall below the poverty 
line in 5 or more of the next 10 years: about 50 
percent compared with approximately 30 percent 
of whites (Stevens 1999). 

Racism induced economic loss




The discrimination-led wealth gap has led to a loss in 
consumption and investment in the Black 
community. It is predicted that within 10 years, the US 
will lose $1 to 1.5 trillion in consumption because of it.

De facto segregation
Due to redlining, racial poverty, and 
systemic issues, Pittsburgh’s 
neighborhoods tend to be very 
racially segregated.

Racism induced poverty 
9 of every 10 Black American adults 
who live to age 75 (expected lifetime) 
will face poverty at some point in their 
adult lives, compared with 1 of every 2 
white adults (Rank and Hirschl 1999).


Mortgage industry 
discrimination

Exclusivity of resources 
and opportunities
The Black community has less access to stable 
jobs, good wages, and retirement benefits.

Unemployment of Black 
women in Pittsburgh is higher 
than 97% of cities











85% of cities have higher 
Black employment than 
Pittsburgh










Fetal Deaths are about 2 times 
more likely among Pittsburgh's 
black women than white women.

Black Pittsburgh residents' health, 
education, and employment prospect 
trails behind other comparable cities.






Healthcare Inequity

Covid-19’s effects on 
extremist groups

Air Pollution

For centuries, the global south has been taken 
advantage of, seen as lesser peoples, and 
“conquered” during the age of Imperialism. This 
has resulted in generational biases against people 
who are from the Global South.

Disrespect for the Global South

Illegal Dumping

Environmental Racism 
as a Public Health Crisis

Less Accessibility to 
Green Spaces

"Unite the Right" 
rally in 
Charlottesville, VA 
in 2017 caused the 
white supremacy 
movement to 
spread nationwide

Pittsburgh as a northeast hub for 
white supremacy (including groups 
like the National Alliance, KKK, Proud 
Boys, and Boogaloo Bois)

Vanguard of America = a white 
supremacist group from the "Unite 
the Right" rally

Mount Pleasant Township Police Chief Lou 
McQuillan, who recently announced he is 
running for a vacant magisterial district judge 
post, was listed as one of four administrators of 
a private Facebook group called the 
Pittsburgh Area Police Breakroom

Patriot Front = a neo-Nazi group of 100 
members that branched off of the 
Vanguard of America 

Politics moves slowly, especially 
with regards to racial issues

Affinity Orgs
Brown Mamas, Urban League of 
Greater Pittsburgh, Black Political 
Empowerment Project, and 
YWCA of Greater Pittsburgh’s 
Center for Race & Gender Equality 
are all spaces in Pittsburgh 
designated to be for Black 
residents to connect and have a 
safe space to be in.

Mayor Burgess introduced a bill that would prohibit hateful 
activity among the city workforce in Jan. 2020 (awfully late 
for a policy like that to be introduced, not even passed).

Instead of perpetrating mass 
casualty attacks like mass 
shootings, extremist 
organizations have been 
more involved in rioting and 
engaging in civil unrest to 
"leverage chaos."

Lack of Diversity in 
Pittsburgh Newsrooms 

PoC only represent 9% of newsroom 
workers in the Pittsburgh region. Often 
journalists of color fear they might face 
backlash over their concerns about 
coverage and representation of the 
Black community in this environment. 

PoC find work spaces that lack 
diversity less appealing and are 
less inclined to seek employment 
in these areas

Black Pittsburgh residents are 
represented poorly in media 
Pittsburgh news media represents the black 
community through a white perspective. It 
over-represents Black Americans as criminals, and 
Black victims of disaster are given less favorable 
news coverage than similarly impacted whites. 

Systemic Poverty Caused by 
Political Institutions
“Chronic exposure to structural and institutional racism, 
regardless of a mother’s socioeconomic status or educational 
attainment” is the primary culprit for high infant mortality rates 
among Black women.

"[researchers examined] one of the first studies 
to examine the outputs and inputs of an 
algorithm that predicts health risk, and 
influences treatment, of millions of people. 
They found that because the tool was 
designed to predict the cost of care as a proxy 
for health needs, Black patients with the same 
risk score as White patients tend to be much 
sicker, because providers spend much less on 
their care overall"

Social media is now used as a 
form of widely accessible activism, 
where any person can voice their 
opinion and support for anything, 
including civil rights issues.

Social Media Activism

Algorithm Bias

Tech Gentrification

Automation in the Midwest

Black Workers 
Underrepresented in Tech

Automated Racism

While not effective on a large scale, 
petitions started online can gain a 
very large following and have real 
traction with local politics.

Online Petitions

Black people on social media often have 
their venmo listed in their bio so that 
white people can pay reparations to 
Black individuals.

Pittsburgh’s city council signed an 
ordinance declaring racism a public 
health crisis in late December 2019

� Black Americans are at a much greater risk 
of homicide victimization than whites�

� Although Black Americans comprise only 27 
percent of the City of Pittsburgh’s 
population, more than 80 percent of 
homicide victims are black.�

� Between 1997 and 2007, Blacks in Allegheny 
County experienced an average homicide 
victimization rate that was 19 times greater 
than the rate for non-Blacks. 

Victimization of 
Black Community

Public Health Crisis

Medical Racism
Black residents have higher chronic 
disease mortality rates and a lower 
life expectancy

80% of homicide offenders are Black

The population of homicide offenders and homicide victims share the 
same demographic: young Black males under 25 years of age. 

88% of Homicide offenders already had a criminal record 

Disproportionate incarceration, arrest, and 
confrontation of Black people
Allegheny county is only 12.9% Black but a third of defendents and all secured monetary 
bail came from neighborhoods with high Black population.

 

67% of the Allegheny County Jail population is Black.



Black residents make up only 23.2 percent of the Pittsburgh population, but they 
experienced 44 percent of all traffic stops, 71 percent of all frisks, 69 percent of all 
warrantless search and seizures, and 63 percent of all arrests conducted by the Pittsburgh 
Police in 2019.

Tendency of bond denied to the 
Black arrestees 
In 2019 Out of the 415 Black and white allegheny county 
residents arrested on a misdemeanor charge, only 
Black arrestees were denied bond altogether. 
Wheareas, every white person charged with a 
misdemeanor was offered bail options

Politicians

Intervention:

Universal 
Basic Income

Intervention:

Reparations 
System

Red Summer of 1919

Worst period of white-on-black violence across the 
country, Pittsburgh included.

Over ten months there were at least 25 riots. More 
than 250 Black people were killed without 
repercussion. Victims were lynched, burned, shot 
and beaten to death. Thousands saw their homes 
and businesses destroyed.
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Tendency of criminal activities within and 
against the Black community
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Every social media platform 
has an algorithm for 
displaying content, and 
those algorithms are 
systematically biased 
against black creators on 
their platforms; their 
content is displayed less 
and certain accounts will 
get “shadowbanned”.

As technology enters the home sector, 
neighborhoods quickly become gentrified. 
This is due to the widening gap between 
social classes, as poorer areas can’t maintain 
the level of technology that is expected from 
wealthier areas. 

Companies are rapidly trying to automate 
production in the Midwest, where there is a 
large number of factories. Pittsburgh is 
beginning to heavily rely upon this new tech, 
but Black populations are often deemed not 
profitable to include in the automation process. 

Black people make up only 8.7 percent of 
those in computer and mathematical fields. 
The number is even lower when you look at 
the major tech companies: The workforce at 
Google is 3.7 percent Black, and Facebook is 
1.7 percent Black in technical roles. Black 
people make up only 8.8 percent of the 
technology workforce in Philadelphia 
(compared to their 43% Black population).
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White Supremacy 
Education
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Intervention:

Affinity Space 
Creation

Black 
Pittsburgh 
Residents

Journalists 

Medical 
Professionals

Tech 
Companies

Online 
Communities

Environmental

In Pittsburgh, Young Black 
men are 42 times more 
likely to die from homicide 
than young white men









The Police 
Force

White Supremacy 
in Local Politics

June 22, 1971: Patrolman Howard Landers shot and killed 19 year-old Ernest 
T. Williams. November 1971: District Judge Rabe A. Marsh issued an 
injunction requiring six white Pittsburgh police officers to stop, “harassing, 
threatening, intimidating, and beating” Black Pittsburgh residents. 
Federal Judge Gerald J. Weber ruled that the hiring practices of the 
Pittsburgh Police Department showed ‘racial and sexual discrimination,’ 
and issued an Order on hiring in the Department. November 1978: The 
Pennsylvania Justice Department was called in to assist in a fact-finding 
commission on alleged police brutality in Wilkinsburg. April 6, 1995: The 
pursuit and death of Jerry Jackson.

Pittsburgh history of police brutality 

Pittsburgh Area 
Police Break Room 
Facebook Group 
A private group consisting of posts 
that criticize chiefs & officers who 
took a knee or supported the Black 
Lives Matter movement.Individual Racial Bias

Racial bias against black people still 
exists in Pittsburgh due to a history of 
institutionalized racism.

Black women make 54 cents 
for every dollar made by a 
white man















Employment discrimination

Intervention:

Addressing

Redlining

Negative portrayal 
of Black people in 
the media

Poverty pushes 
Black individuals 
to commit crimes

The vicious poverty 
cycle keeps the Black 
community immobile

Black community in 
Pgh most affected by 
air pollution

Black people 
being denied jobs 
in “high skill” fields

Black individuals are 
disproportionately 
incarcerated

Limited resources 
are available to 
those in poverty

Racism considered as 
a public health crisis 
to help combat this

A system of racism 
(for example, slavery) 
is abolished.

Racist people with 
influence put a new 
racist system into place.

The Pittsburgh public health crisis declaration was filed with two 
additional bills: One would establish an investment fund to 
develop programming for addressing racial disparities; the other 
a “policy forum”—a committee tasked with determining how the 
investment funds would be used

The Black community in 
Pittsburgh has a lower life 
expectancy and a higher 
infant mortality rate 
compared to other cities







Socioeconomic consequences of 
Racism in Pittsburgh



A Pennsylvania state department 
created to assist low income 
communities with their stuggle in 
environmental justive.85 percent of Pennsylvania’s power 

plants are located in neighborhoods 
with more low income and Black 
families than the state median

Office of 
Environmental Justice

Power Plant Placement

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1o4sSmDWHWhwgHwzNaaYzeQ80MkwIl-qo_t7PDcx_Xfg/edit?usp=sharing

