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What is a covenant?
● A provision in a property sale that limits the buyer’s use of the property

● Often “runs with the land,” meaning that it’s binding on future buyers as well

● Not all restrictive covenants are racial, many still legal

Source: Legal Information Institute, Cornell Law School

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/restrictive_covenant


Warning
Racist and outdated language coming in next slides
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Racial covenant
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Why should we still care?
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10Source: Albert Shanker Institute

https://www.shankerinstitute.org/segfunding


75%
White families

11

33%
Black families

Twin Cities metro home ownership

Largest gap in the country

Nationwide: Black home ownership about the same as 1968
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Covenanted homes:
15% more than 
non-covenanted

Redlined homes:
25% less than
median value



Uniform, granular, public data
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U.S. racial covenants
data on Github



Same file formats for each county
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U.S. racial covenants
data on Github
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Mapping Process

Digitized Docs Digitized MapZooniverseOptical 
Character 

Recognition 

Text
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Stats to date
● ~14 million pages processed across 11 counties

● 60,000+ covenants mapped

● 11,000 volunteers

● 51,000 volunteer hours

● In conversation with 30+ counties across 10 states + DC



Why crowdsourcing?
● It’s more accurate

● We don’t have 300 graduate 
assistants

● We do have 9,400+ volunteers

● Milwaukee: 200 - 700 
transcriptions per day

● Peak in 2020: ~2,000 per day
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“The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T.,” 1953
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"This is super tough to read. It makes me emotional. And, it 
counters that narrative that racism is 'imagined' 

or 'doesn't exist'."

One volunteer stated that it was revelatory, so matter of fact, 
that it countered the narrative of, "...just pull yourself up 

by your bootstraps."  

"I wasn't surprised that it happened, but to actually see it 
was eye opening" 19

The process is the product



Guiding principles
● The purpose of covenant research is to understand the scale and nature of racial covenants. This 

should be used to unmake the legacies of racial covenants and segregation; support policymaking 
that repairs the harm done; prevent future discrimination and segregation.

● Technological innovation should be in the service of facilitating, expanding and improving the 
volunteer experience. Removing community crowdsource volunteers from the process is 
antithetical to the Deed Machine’s goals.

● All data produced by the Deed Machine should be available to the public as much as possible.

● We need to both increase the scale at which property records can be processed and lower barriers 
for access for this technology.

● The Deed Machine should be able process records from a wide range of property record regimes 
and file formats, with a primary focus on a United States context.

● Data produced by Deed Machine installations does not need to be published in the same repository, 
but all such data should conform to emerging uniform standards. 20

● The purpose of covenant research is to understand the scale and nature of racial 
covenants. This should be used to unmake the legacies of racial covenants and 
segregation; support policymaking that repairs the harm done; prevent future 
discrimination and segregation.

● Technological innovation should be in the service of facilitating, expanding and 
improving the volunteer experience. Removing community crowdsource volunteers 
from the process is antithetical to the Deed Machine’s goals.



How we map matters
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How will this map be received? And what does that mean for how we map?
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Property identification is hard

● What is the lot, block, and addition?
● Many possible answers
● Only one is correct, requires context and additional research
● Each individual property really matters
● Statistically good is not good enough



23whitesupremacyculture.info



What are we trying to fix?
What are we trying to scale?

And who benefits from that? Who loses out?
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What You Can Do
● Understand historical harm and its impact on your work
● Ensure everyone leaves better off
● Decenter systems, center people
● Work on yourself



A critical time
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“The function, the very serious function of racism is distraction … It keeps you 
from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason 
for being. Somebody says you have no language and you spend twenty years 
proving that you do.”

– Toni Morrison, 1975, via Karen Attiah

“[D]iversity, equity and inclusion is ingrained in our values, and it advances and 
elevates our mission.”

– University of Minnesota President Rebecca Cunningham, Feb. 3, 2025



Link to https://mappingprejudice.umn/take-action/volunteer

Volunteer with Mapping Prejudice
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https://mappingprejudice.umn/take-action/volunteer
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