
Pruitt-Igoe
 While the neglect, limited amenities, vandalism, and crime of St. Louis’s

post-war public housing projects were falsely attributed to modern
architecture, Pruitt-Igoe’s failure was due to numerous social, political, and

economic factors that should be held accountable. After the 1949 US
Housing Act, urban renewal and slum clearance became the primary focus

for many cities, leaving public housing an afterthought. As the white middle
class was leaving for the capitalistic ideals of suburban home ownership

and private automobiles, the displaced welfare class of minorities remained
in need of urban public housing. Economic and spatial limitations, political

control, and marginalization laid the groundwork for the Pruitt-Igoe project,
with modernism’s isolating, controlling designs simply reinforcing the main

causes of the project’s downfall.
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Due to the declining occupancy level, the
St. Louis Housing Authority was unable to
sufficiently get enough funds from renters

to maintain the buildings, as the 1949
Housing Act had detailed maintenance was
to be paid for in this way. Broken elevators,
dirty areas, and vandalism were not fixed.
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increased in a reaction
against the flawed funding

mechanism and subsequent
neglect of maintenance,
racial discrimination and

isolation of the project from
the city, and from the design
flaws of modernism and the
limited amenities available.

Modern architecture was chosen by the architects of
the project, Leinweber, Yamasaki & Hellmuth, due to
the architectural trends, high density of residents,

and restrictions from a field agent of the PHA.

Limited political funding for the project
prevented numerous amenities from being

added to the site, and urban renewal, the focus
of the 1949 act, created limited space for the

project’s residents to go. Funding from
residents continued to dwindle as vacancy,

unemployment, or pay cuts increased for the
residents, as funding was to be from rent.
The limited space for the project isolated

residents from each other and the city and, in
combination with the limited amenities, caused

physical, social, and mental frustrations.
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The US Housing Act was created by
the federal government under

Truman’s presidency. Through this,
funds were available for cities to

clear slums and create urban
redevelopment and public housing

in a post-war cleanup effort. By
this time, white flight, racism,
capitalistic family home and

automobile ownership ideals, and
suburban sprawl were working

together to lead the white middle
class to the suburbs, abandoning

their previous city units. 

The original, publicly told version
of the project failed to see the
complex overlap between the
various economic, social, and

political factors, choosing instead
to place blame on the architects,

modernism, and the seemingly
inevitable, linear events that

followed.

Pruitt-Igoe and two other St.
Louis projects went on a 9-
month rent strike in 1969,
worsening the neglect and

dropping occupancy levels.
H.U.D. started to consider if

the project should be closed.
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The architects were blamed for the
limited amenities, such as no public
bathroom or play area, and the form

of modernism was blamed for the lack
of neighborly bonding due to the

scale, density, and form that isolated
the residents from each other
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Katharine G. Bristol published this
journal article in 1991, highlighting the
change in view on the failure of Pruitt-
Igoe. Rather than simply blaming it on
the failure of the architects and their

chosen form for the project modernism,
Bristol challenges that more political,

economic, and social factors, and their
overlap, led to the demolition of the

project. The public housing project was
doomed from the beginning, and the

modernistic forms used simply
supported the failure. The public view on

Pruitt-Igoe was thus changing, noticing
the complex, non-linear web of

connections between a variety of actors. 
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Around the 1990s, this view began to change.

On March 16, 1972, three of
the central Pruitt-Igoe

buildings were leveled. The
failures of Pruitt-Igoe became
more widely talked about, but
the Public Housing Authority

and St. Louis Housing
Authority claimed the project

failed due to architectural
problems

The demolition finished in
1976. 

The public heard and
believed the project’s

failures to be due to the
architects and high

modernism, marking the end
of the design movement.

President Nixon froze the
funds for public housing
efforts, with Pruitt-Igoe
serving as one example
of the failed attempts. 
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The vandalism and crime near the project

were reactions against the structural

discrimination and isolation of the residents.

The African American residents were blamed

for the vandalism and crime as a “result” of

their uneducation and “predisposition” to it,

according to many white newspapers. 

Urban renewal gentrifie
d areas

of poor and minority groups,

cleared slum areas, and aimed to

bring the white middle class

back. These displaced groups

thus relied on the promise of

public housing.
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Space within cities was

used primarily for urban

renewal, leaving minimal

space for public housing

efforts and the displaced

minority and poor groups.

White flight can also be connected to

many white middle class citizens

being uncomfortable with the influx

of black citizens from the South into

the cities as they hope for jobs.

A field agent of the Public Housing Administration

declared the original, more intricate design of the

architects too expensive and demanded a plan of

33, 11-story high rise buildings. The architects were

left to decide the form/style used.

The 1949 PH Act was primarily

used for urban renewal efforts in

St. Louis rather than public
housing.

D
u

e to
 th

e 19
4

9
 P

H
 A

ct, ren
t

fro
m

 th
e p

ro
ject itself w

as to

b
e u

sed
 to

 fu
n

d
 m

ain
ten

an
ce.

Urban re
newal w

as th
e prim

ary

monetary fo
cus.

In the postwar era, many cities had an  
influx of black citizens from the South,
all looking for jobs in their new cities.The war limited the money and

materials available for public
housing projects and broughtalong inflation.
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Capitalistic efforts thrived

in the peacetime after WWII.

Le Corbusier and other modern architects spread ideas of architecture in which the architect could

aim to account (incorrectly) for every need of the individual citizen. The Pruitt-Igoe architects likely

saw this as an opportunity to “fulfill” the residents’ needs despite the limited funding available.
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The single family home, private automobile, and

home ownership became the ideal American living

situation in the peactime era.
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As unemployment and salary

reductions hit, vacancy rose, causing

less funds to be available from rent

payments.

Without sufficient funds from the poor

and middle-class residents’ rents, neglect

rose within the project.

The PHA field
agent demanded
a high density,low-budget plan.

Inequalities cause

some groups to

rely on government

assistance.

By Abby Way


