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the forces of suburbanization sapped both of their vitality. The apartheid
that characterized urban America surely characterized Harlem as well and
appeared to be the fate of Clinton Hill, too. Both neighborhoods came to
take on black identities and with that all of the history of struggle and
maltreatment that has been the fate of black neighborhoods in modern
America. Attempts at urban renewal while improving the housing condi-
tions of some failed to stem the decline of these neighborhoods after World
War IL. Yet in their grand beginnings the seeds of revival lay dormant,
bursting through when conditions were ripe. Clinton Hill began its re-
naissance before declining as far as Harlem did. But Harlem followed, so
that by the turn of the century gentrification was in full sway in both
neighborhoods. And for both of these neighborhoods, gentrification did
not mean the end of their black identity, rather, it was their black identity
that in some ways contributed to their revival.

This is the historical context of Clinton Hill and Harlem that served to
color residents’ reactions to the gentrification swirling about them.

3 There Goes the "Hood

THE ABHORRENCE WITH WHICH gentrification is viewed in many
circles is illustrated clearly by the results of an online search of the term
gentrification, which turned up the following:

The term is often used negatively, suggesting the displacement of poor
communities by rich outsiders. (Grant 2003)

“They’re pushing poor people out of the city and in the process breaking up
the power bases of their struggle,” he says. “It’s gentrification, but you
could also almost call it apartheid by both race and class.” (Lydersen 1999)
As such, gentrification is almost always a displacement Qf poor residents to
remote and less economically favored areas with similar substandard
housing, and a theft of public and private resources from other poor;r
neighborhoods which deserve to be improved for the people‘who already
live there, and should be understood and resisted as such. (Dixon 1998)

These snippets are illustrative of the popular wisdom of genFrlﬁcatlon as
anathema. It is a process that benefits the haves to the detriment of 'the
have-nots. It is a continuation of the history of marginalized groups being
oppressed by the more powerful. And always, gentrification leads to the
displacement of poor marginalized groups. . .

Outside of the ivory tower, gentrification has become a dirty WO'ld', at
least outside of real estate interests and city boosters. Althqugl} initial
reports of gentrification in the 1970s tended to be favorable, this view ¥1vas
quickly erased by ongoing concerns about displacement and Clas§ con 1L£
thought to be inherent in the gentrification process. Commumty-ba}s:e
organizations often sprung up to combat gentrification (MFGge 1991). For
example, in my neighborhood a community-based organization sponsors
an annual antigentrification block party. As early as 1985, the Real Estate
Board of New York felt it necessary to take out a full-page ad in a paper
defending the positive benefits of gentrification. A n(?npr.oﬁt researc.h, Com(—1
munications, capacity building, and advocacy organization at one time ha
an antigentrification Web site. . .

The political economy approach portrays gentrification much the same
way. This school of thought typically portrays mo.ne)./ed real estate inter-
ests, yuppies, and government elites as the bcne.ﬁ.c'larles of gentrlﬁ.catxf)p.
Through gentrification, the political economy critique has it, yuppies gain
aceess to space that is conveniently located to downtown employment
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and cultural amenities. Real estate interests profit by speculating on
previously marginal properties. Government elites see a rise in their tax
base and perhaps a decline in social services needs associated with the
poor. Smith and LeFaivre (1984, p. 17) write:

Thus the benefits of gentrification appear to accrue to the capitalist class,
defined as those who own and control capital for the purpose of investing it
for profit or interest, as well as to the middle class in general, who are the
beneficiaries not only of new living space but also of profitable, if com-
paratively small investments.

My conversations with residents of Clinton Hill and Harlem, however,
reveal a more nuanced reaction toward gentrification. If gentrification
were a movie character, he would be both villain and knight in shining
armor, welcome by some and feared and loathed by others, and even
dreaded and welcomed at the same time by the same people.

A positive reaction to gentrification was a clear theme that emerged
during my conversations with residents of Clinton Hill and Harlem. Some of
the positive reactions were based on narrow economic self-interests. Espe-
cially in Clinton Hill, where many of the respondents were homeowners or
cooperative owners, the escalating housing prices increased the return on
their housing investment substantially. Renee grew up in a nearby public
housing project moved into a Clinton Hill coop in the mid-1990s. (The
names and some identifying characteristics of the people quoted in this book
have been changed to protect their anonymity.) Since then she has been
considering purchasing her apartment, lamenting the opportunities lost:

1999, 2000 things turned around, the co-op stabilized a lot, and we began
to attract, uh, what we call a different market. In 1999 apartments here
sold, one-bedroom apartments, sold for maybe $35, $40, $45,000. That’s
when I should have made my move. Today that same apartment will sell for .
$160,000. Little steep for an apartment.

Or, consider the experience of James, a man in his forties who grew up in
nearby Bedford-Stuyvesant and attended college for a few years before
settling in East New York as an adult. He moved into Clinton Hill at the
age of twenty-eight: “I paid $18,000 in cash for my apartment in 1988.
Now this unit would go for a couple of hundred thousand dollars. That’s
because people are coming from areas that are even more expensive.” For
these homeowners, gentrification has been a boon. Whatever their dis-
comfort about whites moving in, increased police protection, or other
facets of neighborhood change, it would be impossible for them to ignore
the economic benefits associated with gentrification.

That homeowners would stand to benefit from gentrification is an ob-
vious if sometimes overlooked result of gentrification. Moreover, because

v
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of disinvestment in these neighborhoods, housing prices in the past were
extremely depressed. Those who purchased in eatlier years were not nec-
essarily affluent but now stand to reap a considerable windfall should they
decide to sell their property. To some degree this is happening for people
who were fortunate to become homeowners in Clinton Hill and Harlem.
Naturally some people are enthusiastic about this facet of gentrification.
Barbara is a graduate student who moved to Harlem seven years ago. She
was initially a renter, but her building turned into a cooperative several
years ago. She summed up how the recent changes in Harlem were af-
fecting her personally: “To sum it up I am experiencing the changes, I'm
rolling with the punches. Pm excited about the possibility of making
money. And I look at this as an investment—I’ll be making money from my
apartment.”

The increase in housing values for homeowners of Clinton Hill and
Harlem is clearly a good thing for these homeowners. Given the paltry
homeownership rate in Harlem as shown in table 1.1, however, the
economic benefits of gentrification are unlikely to accrue to many Harlem
residents. In contrast, in Clinton Hill, where there is a substantial pres-
ence of black homeowners, these economic benefits are meaningtul. In-
deed, in recent years much has been made of the vast inequalities in
wealth between blacks and whites. It has been pointed out that the dis-
parity in wealth is much larger than the income disparity, and much of
this difference has been laid at foot of unequal housing values (Oliver and
Shapiro 1995). Oliver and Shapiro {1995, p. 147) write:

In general, homes of similar design, size, and appearance cost more in white
communities than in black or integrated communities. Their value also rises
more quickly and steeply in white communities. ... Whether or not dis-
crimination is intended, the racial housing-appreciation gap represents part
of the price of being black in America.

Conley (1999) has also pointed out the costs of differences in wealth
accumulation due in part to lower housing appreciation among blacks.
These increases in home equity, particularly in Clinton Hill where much
of the property is owned by blacks, are perhaps a long time coming.
That homeowners who moved into gentrifying neighborhoods would
benefit from gentrification is perhaps not surprising even if this fact is
relatively overlooked among commentators. But the economic benefits
stemming from increased property values for homeowners was hardly the
most prevalent source of goodwill expressed toward gentrification, More
prevalent and perhaps more surprising was the reaction of some long-
term residents to other aspects of gentrification, Many residents appre-
ciated the improvements in amenities and services. Gentrification often
brings to mind yuppies and the upscale specialty shops that serve them,
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leaving the impression that these services would do little for long-term
residents. To some extent this characterization is accurate, but it is not
always complete. The changes taking place in Clinton Hill and Harlem
in some ways might be perceived as the normalization of commercial
activity in these neighborhoods after decades of disinvestment. A super-
market with decent produce, a drugstore, and a moderately priced res-
taurant are amenities taken for granted in many neighborhoods but were
in short supply in inner-city areas like Clinton Hill and Harlem.
Associating increased retail activity with gentrification does beg a
chicken-or-egg type of question. Is the arrival of a Duane Reade drugstore
really a sign of gentrification? In recent years there has been a revival of
many depressed inner-city neighborhoods (Von Hoffman 2003). When
this revival occurs either in a hot market, a neighborhood with an at-
tractive housing stock, or a neighborhood with a good location, gentri-
fication will often accompany the revival. Certainly higher-income
residents make the opening of a store like Duane Reade more attractive.
Likewise, the presence of basic stores and amenities like a Duane Reade
certainly make inner-city neighborhoods more attractive to those we
might classify as the gentry. Although a Duane Reade certainly could

ProTO 7. A sign of the old and new. A check cashing place, common sight in low-income
neighborhoods, abutting a Starbucks, a ubiquitous symbol of gentrification.
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open without gentrification, the arrival of higher-income residents and
other kinds of investment make the arrival of these types of investment
more likely to occur. Certainly residents of these neighborhoods con-
sidered all of the improvements as part of the package of gentrification—
as will be discussed in the next chapter.

The lack of retail amenities is not only an inconvenience but may have
significant affects on quality of life. Indeed, scholars in the United Kingdom
have coined the phrase food deserts to describe neighborhoods where af-
fordable and nutritious food is not readily available (Wrigley 2002). In-
stead of markets where fresh fruits and vegetables and other nutritious
options are available, residents of many poor neighborhoods have to make
do with corner stores with higher prices and fewer nutritious options. Some
have linked residence in these food deserts to unhealthy lifestyles that
contribute to morbidity and illness (Acheson 1998). Although evidence of
food deserts in the United States is anecdotal, if their existence is an em-
pirical reality, gentrification might make more nutritious food readily
available and affect the health of poor residents in these neighborhoods. As
will be shown shortly, several residents pointed to the improved avail-
ability of fresh produce and other grocery items as one of the more salient
changes they associated with the changes in their neighborhood.

Aside from possible health implications, residents relished the options
that gentrification afforded them. Juan is a mid-fortics resident of west
Harlem, where he has lived all of his life. He witnessed the waxing and
wating of the neighborhood. The urban renewal programs, the heroin
plagues, the crack epidemic, and the disinvestment that beset the neigh-
borhood from the 1960s on. This disinvestment left the neighborhood
with few satisfactory retail options. He is very cognizant of the changes in
this area: “But, uh, as I was mentioning the things, there’s a Fairway [a
new supermarket]. You know. Uh, and that’s terrific. Because the, you
know they have a nice price range on things. If you want to buy some-
thing that is upscale it’s there. If you wanted something reasonable it’s
good. But the quality is good.” Tina is a single mother in her thirties
native to Clinton Hill. As such she was born when the first stirrings of
gentrification were beginning in parts of Clinton Hill, and when Myrtle
Avenue, the main thoroughfare up the street, was called Murder Avenue.
Her overall reaction to the changes was as follows:

I just like the change...and all the people. I really like the changes. You
know, you get to see, different people, different stores being opened, even
though those people’s kind of snotty. Some of them are, some of them
is kind of friendly, so...me and my kids go up on DeKalb Avenue to
the different restaurants. Then, we went to the sushi restaurant. My son
was like, what is this? I was like, let’s just try it, cause I’ve never had it
before.
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ProTto 8. New coffee/bakery shop on the once notorious “Murder” Avenue.

What is particularly surprising about Tina’s response was her positive
reaction to amenities like a sushi restaurant. This is the type of neigh-
borhood change that many would assume would benefit only the newly
arrived gentry. Tina’s response suggests that this is not always the case.
Her response should not be interpreted as indicating that all long-term
residents are appreciative of the more boutique type of amenities that
often accompany gentrification. Most residents did not mention such
amenities, instead focusing on those that impacted their daily lives, such
as supermarkets. A few were even openly hostile to restaurants that they
viewed as being targeted for them. Terry, native of Harlem in his fifties,
said, “We don’t eat there. I went in there for a piece of cake and it was
like four bucks! I can get a whole cake for four bucks. Obviously they
don’t want too many of us in there. We don’t get down like that
spending four dollars for a piece of cake, know what I'm saying?” Terry
lives in the same public housing project where he was born and raised
and provided the comments in response to a query about some of the
pnew restaurants that had opened in the neighborhood. The prices,
though standard for restaurants in New York, seemed outlandish to him
and his peer group—“we don’t get down like that.”” But for the most
part, residents were appreciative of at least some of the changes taking
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place in their neighborhood. Ms. James migrated to New York City
from the South as a child and has been living in Clinton Hill for some
forty years, since she was a teenager. She witnessed the decline of the
neighborhood and is now witness to the change and seems amenable to
these changes.

Now we have um, see, a lot of things changed in that community after the,
the Watts rebellion. And then you had several of the many rebellions, okay,
and each time that something like that would happen, things would change.
It used to be all Italian merchants on Myrtle. But after the rebellions things
was real tense. Then Italian merchants left um, when it became, when Clinton
Hill became all black. You know the dairy, the drugstore, and the other
things changed when it became um, a black community. One of the drug
stores on Myrtle put in a Plexiglas all over, so, you could no longer go behind,
um, you could no longer walk through and just pick up whatever you want.
Stores was leaving or hiding behind Plexiglas. But it was bad. It was bad, but,
when the man is being robbed every day. And they, they had a pharmacy
underneath. It was this, this was robbed twice in one day. So could you
blame them? So, now 1 like the stores. I think um, most of us the tenants who
have been here for a long time are really delighted to see all of thesc things
come back, because at one time when, we only had like the um, an ltalian
restaurant that was a, you know, and then they, when it got black they left,
so, we didn’t even have anything.

Carmen is a single mother of three who is native to Harlem. She expressed
her appreciation of the improvements in shopping options this way:
“More stores are coming, like downtown stores are in our neighborhood.
Before 1 used to go downtown, 34th Street, 14th Street. I take the bus to
125th Street, you can find every store that you find downtown there. It’s
wonderful.”

The convenience afforded by improved amenities and services was a
constant theme in my conversations with residents of Clinton Hill and
Harlem. To some degree, this speaks to the dearth of commercial ac-
tivity that plagues many black communities like these. The exodus of
people from many inner-city neighborhoods in the 1960s and 1970s was
also accompanied by receding commercial activity. The civil unrest of
the 1960s, red lining by financial institutions and insurers, and seeing
their customer base steadily shrink caused commercial enterprises to flee
neighborhoods like Clinton Hill and Harlem in the 1960s and 1970s. It
was not uncommon for a supermarket or a video store to simply not
exist in some neighborhoods. Being able to go to grocery shopping or
eating out in one’s neighborhood are things that are available in many
middle-class and mostly white neighborhoods and are often taken for
granted. This was not always the case in recent years in many black
inner-city communities. Juanita is mid-thirties native of Harlem who
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moved out to one of the outer boroughs after attending one of the
CUNY schools. She has since returned to Harlem, where she now lives
in her mother’s rented apartment. Juanita’s narrative illustrates how
living in a commercial desert might predispose one to be somewhat
receptive of gentrification.

Like the new stores, the shops and things of that nature, I appreciate that.
Like I know there’s a Pathmark that’s opening up on 145th and 8th Avenue.
That’s like unheard of. I was really surprised at that, and then up the block,
it’s, uh, Duane Reed opening up. *Cause we used to have the travel so far
just to get prescriptions filled. *Cause you’re leaving from 8th Avenue and
going, not, only ten blocks, but then you have to travel avenues further west
to get to a pharmacy. So that’ll be a lot more convenient.

Given this backdrop, it should come as no surprise that the respondents [
spoke with often appreciated the improvements in amenities, even when
they were suspicious of why additional amenities were being provided.
Ms. Johnson is a native of South Carolina who migrated to Harlem in the
1940s. After living in several sections of Harlem, she now lives in an
apartment building in central Harlem. Her perspective on the improving
services and amenities was as follows:

MS. JOHNSON: But to me I think it’s, it’s helpful, because you sce more
policemen. They respond faster. So here to me, [ enjoy the change in
the neighborhood. Okay. As 1, as I said, the supermarkets are
different, and T don’t see where it could hurt. I don’t have no reac-
tion, except that I think the improvement is for all the best. Well it’s
actually much better and since they’ve built it up it’s much cleaner.
Because with the empty lots, the people used to bring their garbage
from all over, and there was all these rats would be around. Now
they’ve built it up with new homes, so that I think the neighborhood
looks better, and it’s much cleaner. I don’t see how it affects you
know because as I've said we now have supermarkets, we always
have transportation so that was one of the good thing about living in
Harlem and now that we have better supermarkets and have much
more umm—drugstores because I remember we went down to about
one drugstore you had to walk about ten blocks to get to that one.
And now we have drugstore all around the corners. So, I think it is
more convenient, expensive but it is convenient.

LaNcE: Okay. All right, is there anything else you think we should
know about this neighborhood or how it is changing and how these
changes might effect neighborhood residents?

Ms. JoHNSON: Well I—I imagine everyone don’t like it because we have
other people living here. But to me it helps so because you have a
better source of living. For example if they weren’t here we would
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have still had those old supermarkets with their dried out vegetable
and spoiled meat—Where in now we don’t have that. And they
didn’t do it because of us, because if they did it would have happened
years ago. So to me they staying here it makes, doesn’t make any
difference. For us and it is better to me but then I can’t speak for
nobody but myself. Because I have some neighbors that despise it
[laughs] but when I said to them—I said look at the supermarkets,
look how nice and fresh the food, I think you go there and you can
buy fresh vegetable like you can downtown. Well, we would go—
and load them on the buses downtown in a better neighborhood to
get fresh meat, fresh food, fresh vegetables, you don’t have to do that
now. But you know you can’t please everybody. And so [ only go and
say what’s best for me.

Ms. Johnson is an African American who clearly subscribes to the no-
tion that the improvements taking place in Harlem were not for “us,”
meaning blacks, but for “them,” meaning whites. As an African American
myself, I feel confident that she was using our shared race to designate
“us” in contrast to whites or “them.” Certainly other racial/ethnic groups
have also been moving into Harlem, notably Latinos. But given the shared
history of discrimination and disinvestment, especially in New York, it is
probably safe to assume that she is referring to whites. Her view is ulti-
mately pragmatic. Although the improvement in services in her mind re-
flects the discriminatory treatment black neighborhoods receives, she is
more than happy to take advantage of these improvements. That residents
would appreciate improved amenities, in hindsight, seems like common
sense. Who wouldn’t appreciate better stores in which to shop?

Increased commercial activity, however, has been derisively coined
“Disneyification.” Powell and Spencer write:

Gentrification transforms public spaces into privatized consumption spaces.
Urban leaders, developers and economic elites provide a package of shop-
ping, dining, and entertainment within a themed and controlled environ-
ment which some scholars call “Disneyification” . .. This commodification
of culture is perhaps most jarring in Harlem, where recent redevelopers
have packaged race as culture and art, using frontier motifs to “tame” the
neighborhood while keeping it exotic enough to attract consumers. (2003,
pp. 443-44)

These critiques make valid points. Certainly the capitalist class contin-
ues to benefit from gentrification. A Disney Store has indeed opened on
125th Street (although it has since closed), the main thoroughfare in
Harlem. Nonetheless, this does not mean that long-term residents will not
witness any benefits. To be sure, some of the positive feelings toward
gentrification were often ambivalent. This ambivalence often stemmed
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from the disrespect residents felt their communities had experienced in
the past, as discussed. But the fear that the neighborhood would lose some
of its character because of rising prices also figured into the ambivalence
that many people felt. Nate is a mid-forties native of Bedford-Stuyvesant
who moved to Clinton Hill fifteen years ago. As such, he moved in when
his section of the neighborhood was somewhat dicey. He was neverthe-
less attracted to the neighborhood because of its black identity and the
fact that compared to other predominantly black areas in Brooklyn it was
a “good” neighborhood. As a civil service worker he is solidly middle
class but squeezed out of some New York’s pricier neighborhoods. He is
thus ambivalent about the improvements to what he sees as an up and
coming black neighborhood: “I am concerned about people leaving the
area because it is too expensive. But 'm also happy. They will bring a
stabilizing element in reference to police protection and many access to
many resources. To me it’s like half and half. I see good and I see bad.”

Other Harlem residents, though appreciative of the new stores, rec-
ognize some of the benefits of the older mom and pop stores.

caroL: One of the not so good things is that [ see a lot of mom and pop
shops being moved out, forced out, you know, because of all the
new, umn, construction and high, high cost, you know, places, I guess
all the real estate around, around those places are going out so people
can’t afford their leases. You know, the laundry mat I used to go to
on the corner that was there for so long, they put a super kind of
laundry mat that stays open twenty-four hours right across the street
and drove him out of business, and that’s one of the things that I
think is kind of negative.

LANCE: So most of these stores are leaving because of the increases in
the, in the costs?

caroL: I think they can’t afford to pay. When you, when it’s time to
renew the leases they can’t afford, and another thing is that they, you
know, he’s in business in the case of the laundry mat, he’s losing
business, it was a smaller place. So everybody’s going over to the
larger place with the bigger machines and, you know, things of that
nature. And to a certain degree I thought that although you can
always use a lot of laundry mats in the neighborhood, to have them
right across the street from the other, it seemed like the target was to
force the little man out of business.

rance: All right. Could you talk a little bit more about why you think
that’s a, a negative, um, because the, yeah—

cAROL: Well, because that’s a laundry mat that has been in the
neighborhood for years owed by someone who lives in the neigh-
borhood, and has always been supported by the neighborhood, and
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then you have people that do not live in the neighborhood, the
money’s not going back into the neighborhood, that’ll weaken ben-
efits off the people in the neighborhood, so that’s why it’s kind of
negative. And not being refunneled in the community because the,
the gentleman was very involved in different kind of things, uh,
positive things, um, and you know, it wasn’t just about the money, I
mean, it was about the neighborhood opposed to being just about the
money.

As a native of Harlem in her late thirties, Carol is all too familiar with the
lack of retail options in the neighborhood. She is well aware of the fact
that the stores that did persist in Harlem through disinvestment were
often small, lacked variety, and charged higher prices. Yet she is also
aware that as mom and pop stores they often provided other services for
the community. Terry, who was introduced before, elaborated on
another potential drawback to the decline of the local mom and pop
store:

If you look at the stores they used to be little mom and pop shops. You
know? And these stores whenever we had a party or an event they would
pitch in, soft drinks, a little money whatever. But now you’re seeing all these
little boutiques and chains open, but they don’t give anything to the com-
munity. You know? If you go in there and ask them to contribute, it’s a
problem. And the other thing is, we don’t see these new stores opening up
hiring anyone from the community. Either they hire college students or
someone from outside the community. You know?

This type of sentiment was most often expressed in Harlem, which has
seen an influx of national chain stores that clearly are not indigenous to
the community. Clinton Hill, in contrast, has not experienced such as
influx, although nearby downtown Brooklyn has. This is a complaint
hardly confined to gentrifying neighborhoods, as communities across the
country have bemoaned the loss of the mom and pop stores while voting
with their feet and patronizing the nearest Wal-Mart.

Despite these fears about the changing character of the neighborhood,
my interviews clearly revealed a positive sentiment toward the gentrifi-
cation taking place in their areas. Below are three examples from indi-

viduals that typify these positive feelings.

LANCE: Well, just to conclude how would you say the changes that are
taking place are affecting your life there?

cAROL: The one thing that it has, it, the way I, you see, I've never
really thought about, you know, like the idea of just paying rent.
And having ownership or part whatever, you know, the co-op thing,
"cause that’s another confusing thing for me, 'm but, part



70 CHAPTER THREE

PraoTo 9. Multifamily housing development in Clinton Hill that was converted to

cooperatives in the 1980s.

shareholdership in something. And, that’s a good thing, wanting to
strive, it’s making you want to strive to, to do those things. I'm
feeling the changes and it’s also made me appreciate my community
a little more, and understand the strong history ... within the
community and the importance of maintaining that history and
rebuilding. You understand?

Ms. JONES: It makes me feel good. It makes me feel good. I feel, I
feel safe, you know, I, you know, I kind of feel a little bit like back
when we, when 1 first moved in now it’s getting better.

Ms. JOHNSON: But then you should, you can question yourself, you’ve
been living someplace that nobody wanna live. So if other people
wanna live there then there is something good about Harlem. And we
have some nice places in Harlem

The narratives point to an appreciation for the improvement in the
quality of life that was taking place. After years of seeing their community
decline, improvements were welcome. Not surprisingly, this inspired
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pride in some. This, after all, is their home. Why shouldn’t residents of
gentrifying neighborhoods want their home to be viewed as desirable and
a place that others want to live?

The discourse on gentrification, however, has tended to overlook the
possibility that some of the neighborhood changes associated with gen-
trification might be appreciated by the prior residents. Even apologists or
boosters for gentrification often ignored the potential for the process to
benefit existing residents. Early proponents of gentrification focused on
the need to bring the middle class back to the city, the improved ap-
pearance of rehabilitated neighborhoods, and the strengthening of the tax
base associated with gentrification. Detractors focused on displacement
almost to the exclusion of any other impact that gentrification might
have. Clearly the narratives expressed here are inconsistent with this de-
piction of gentrification as villain and suggest benefits extend beyond
improving the tax base and attracting the middle class back to the city.

The context of inner-city decline in the latter part of the twenticth
century is instructive in making sense of positive sentiments toward gen-
trification. This is especially true in Harlem, but to some extent in Clinton
Hill as well. Many inner-city neighborhoods truly reached their nadir in
the last decades of the twentieth century. Poor neighborhoods are nothing
new. Since the advent of industrialization, slums, ghettos, or whatever we
choose to call them have always been with us. But the ghettos of the late
twentieth century were truly unique in some ways. They were unique in
the extent to which so many people, institutions, and capital totally
abandoned these neighborhoods. The Lower East Side of the late nine-
teenth century and even Harlem of the early twentieth century were fa-
mous for their density. They were places that no matter how deplorable
their physical condition, which was worse in absolute terms than any-
thing in recent decades, were still places of opportunity to the thousands
of migrants who continued to pour into them. Although conditions were
bad and there was a criminal underworld that flourished, poor neigh-
borhoods were historically viewed as stepping stones to a better life.
Moreover, these teeming masses, no matter how poor, were able to sup-
port bustling commercial districts.

In contrast, the slums of the late twentieth century are notorious for
their depopulation. In the decade of the 1970s alone, Harlem lost nearly a
third of its population. Like other depressed communities, commercial
enterprises followed this out migration. Wilson (1987) has characterized
the outmigration of residents from neighborhoods like Harlem as one
that depleted these neighborhoods of middle-class residents who would
form a social buffer in the event of economic decline. Although there is
some debate about the characteristics of this type of decline, it un-
doubtedly included some of the most able members of the community.
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This further weakened an already vulnerable community. When the crack
epidemic hit in the 1980s, communities like Harlem were ill-prepared to
cope. Thus, Harlem was a neighborhood that had experienced the flight
of many of its residents, disinvestment, and widespread abandonment.
Against this backdrop, positive reactions toward the improvements as-
sociated with gentrification in Harlem are perhaps not so surprising.

Clinton Hill, although suffering from some of the same maladies af-
fecting neighborhoods like Harlem, never declined to the extent that
Harlem did. Nevertheless, its proximity to poorer neighborhoods like
Bedford-Stuyvesant and Bushwick may have tainted expectations about the
neighborhood’s ultimate trajectory before gentrification began. As a resul,
Clinton Hill also experienced decline and disinvestment during the 1970s.

The positive reactions toward gentrification described here suggest a
rethinking of the impacts of gentrification may be in order. Clearly there
are benefits that may accrue to residents of gentrifying neighborhoods
who themselves would not normally be classified as gentrifiers. The lack
of even basic services in many inner-city neighborhoods means that many
will welcome at least some aspects of gentrification. This does not mean,
however, that gentrification did not have its downsides or detractors. As
one respondent aptly stated: “What good is a nice neighborhood if you
can’t live there?”’

FEARS OF DISPLACEMENT

More than any other aspect displacement is pointed to when the villainous
nature of gentrification is discussed. For example, in her summary of the
literature on gentrification, Wittberg (1992) focuses on displacement when
describing the potential negative impacts of the process. Moreover, some
observers go so far as to define gentrification as the displacement of low-
income households. A report by the Brookings Institution states that
“gentrification requires the displacement of lower income residents from
their neighborhoods” (Kennedy and Leonard 2001, p. 5). Defined as a
household having to move for reasons beyond its control, displacement can
indeed be traumatic. Moreover, in cities like New York where housing is
scarce, displacement can threaten households with homelessness. Given the
potential havoc that displacement can wreak and the emphasis placed on it
in the popular and scholarly literature, one would expect fears of dis-
placement to be paramount among residents’ reactions.

Carol, like many other residents I spoke with, expressed such a sentiment:

LANCE: Well given your, uh, experience living in the community,
maybe, could you tell me, um, what significant changes you’ve seen
in the neighborhood?
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caroLr: Well, first 'm gonna start with my building. Tenants in my
building as, like myself and whatever, they’re really trying to push
him, the management and, um, they want certain people out.

juan: Well yeah, I do worry about the rent going up.

These narratives correspond to the well-known criticisms of gentrification
as a force of displacement. The threat of increasing housing costs could
lead to some having to move. The theme of fear of displacement, however,
was not always personal. Much to my surprise, most respondents did not
report personal experiences with a fear of displacement. Despite the lack of
a personal fear, there was a general concern about displacement that per-
meated the air. This concern meant that people were worried about being
“pushed out.” The neighborhoods were indeed changing, and what the end
result would be no one was sure, much like a thunderstorm that inspires
fear of lightning. Someone may have never witnessed a lightning strike, and
the odds of being struck personally might be low, yet a thunderstorm still
has the power to inspire fear and concern.

This general concern about displacement, although not always per-
sonal, did manifest itself in the stories people told me about others in their
community. Below are snippets of some of the stories that were related
to me.

JuANITA: A lot of people feel like they, they’re being pushed out.

" There’s people that, you know, trying to carry more than one job
and, and, and actually, you know, this, this whole thought of, or this
feeling of, really, because there’s a lot of single-parent households,
right? But this, this real feeling of the need for more than one person
to make, to make it, you know?

JAMES: Well, if you go to personal comfort, probably for me doesn’t
make a difference. Uh, my experience has been that gentrification
has, because of the increased prices, forced some people to have to
move African Americans for the most part. Many residents that have
been in Clinton Hill for a long time if they happen to not have the
benefit of rent-stabilized apartment having rents almost double in the
space of four years has caused some residents to have to move out.
That’s very unfortunate.

LANCE: How widespread do you think that is, where or—

jaMES: Uh, in terms of those long-term residents that did not have the
benefit of rent stabilization, I think it’s been pretty widespread.

Anthony is in his early thirties and has been residing in Clinton Hill
for four years. Although he is African American, his college degree and
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suburban Maryland upbringing might classify him as a gentrifier.
Moreover, as someone who recently purchased a co-op in Clinton re-
cently he might be viewed part of the reason housing prices were rising.
He was nevertheless attuned to the fears of long-time residents, as he

states here.

People think there is a shift, especially to kick people out, you know. But 1
mean, people have serious concerns, and these are people, these are people
who usually have been in the neighborhood a long time. It was not a nice
neighborhood. I heard of a lot of people wouldn’t walk on Myrtle Avenue. 1
think it was nicknamed “Murder Avenue” [laughter]. And there is DeKalb
Avenue, which they now call “Restaurant Row” which up to about eight
years, it was kinda scary as well. So now it’s finally good and they are afraid
they are losing their neighborhood. It’s, I finally get something And and,
now the rent is so high that they have to leave. Like “they are taking over,
we are getting pushed out,” I think that’s their only fear. A lot of people I
talked to have rent control, it’s a weird for them, because they have rent-
controlled, excuse me, rent-stabilized apartments, so they rent, I mean, they
get the best in the world, by all the new services coming in, the neighbor-
hood looks nice, the crime goes down, the rent only goes up 2 percent. ...
So, I don’t really think they have a legitimate beef. But I think, think that
maybe it’s maybe a historical thing, or like, you know, for something their
parents thought taught them, or something from back, who are really angry
about just seeing. . ..

These examples show that concern about displacement permeated con-
versations about gentrification. Some people spoke of people who they
knew who were displaced. Mason, a late thirties native of Harlem who is
living in the same public project he grew up in, related to me an example
of someone he knew that had been displaced:

What I'm hearing is that people who have been living in a building for years
are being given thirty days notice to leave. I don’t begrudge a developer for
making money, but thirty days notice, that’s not right. I know this ninety-
two-year-old guy been living on 123rd and for years. They were renovated
and he had to move. Now he has to scramble around and figure out what
resources are out there. At ninety-two he’s paid his dues. That’s not right.

More common was the refrain that people felt they were being “pushed
out.” The struggles that residents of the community were undertaking,
such as working two jobs, to avoid being pushed out also feature in these
narratives of displacement. Anthony, however, proves to be an armchair
sociologist with an especially insightful view of the displacement narrative
that permeated discussions about gentrification. He alludes to the fact that
many of those expressing fears of displacement indeed had rent-regulated
apartments and so in his mind did not have *“a legitimate beef.” But history
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or something lends credence to fearing the displacement powers of gen-
trification. This comment hints at the way people interpret gentrification,
and this is elaborated on in depth in the next chapter. For now it suffices to
say that this is further evidence of the extent to which fear of displacement
was part of the perception of gentrification.

Given the widespread concern about displacement expressed by re-
spondents and in literature on gentrification, it is somewhat surprising that
more experiences with displacement were not more personal. This appears
to be due mostly to the housing situation of the persons I spoke with and
just plain luck. A few individuals were lucky to have landlords who did not
charge as much as they could for a unit. Despite the depiction of landlords
as greedy or rational profit maximizers, there a few instances in which
landlords defied both these stercotypes. Jake, who grew up in the nearby
Fort Greene housing projects, went to the Pratt Institute and now resides in
Clinton Hill, related this dynamic to me in the following conversation:

LANCE: Do you know many people who have had to move because
of rising prices?

JAKE: I really don’t have the pulse on that. But not really. Because you
have these pockets of affordability.

LANCE: How are they able to maintain affordability?

JAKE: Some landlords aren’t greedy. They may have bought their
property way back when before prices went sky high. So they can
afford to charge a reasonable rate. Others that just bought have to
pay their mortgage. So they charge what the market will bear.

Sometimes the landlords’ own self-interest might make them hesitant to
raise rents drastically, particularly if they are small owners of a few units.
For small landlords, the transaction costs of finding new tenants who pay
the rent on time, don’t abuse the property, or make a lot of noise might
make some hesitant to raise rents to a degree that would force one of their
good and reliable tenants to leave. Alicia, a college student with limited
means, lives in Clinton Hill and thought that her being a reliable tenant
discouraged her landlord from raising her rent excessively: “This year he
hasn’t, he didn’t increase the rent. I figured because he may have over-
heard a conversation that I was having with Susan downstairs. I was like
he better not like raise our rent, because doesn’t he realize that we’re good
tenants. So, it’s like, okay.”

Aside from the few who were lucky enough to have landlords who did
not simply charge what the market would bear, other types of housing
situations served to protect people from displacement due to gentrifica-
tion and thus also limited any personal experience with the threat of
displacement. As was pointed out earlier, some were homeowners in the
form of shareholders in cooperatives. Others were fortunate to live in a
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rent-regulated apartment or a government subsidized unit. As table 1.1
indicated, a substantial portion of the sample were either homeowners or
residing in rent-regulated or subsidized units. Homeowners face little
threat of displacement because the bulk of their housing costs are tied to
maintenance and servicing the debt used to purchase their home, neither
of which will be affccted by gentrification. Property taxes for home-
owners, however, may increase as the assessed value of their home in-
creases. But in New York City, where property taxes are skewed to favor
homeowners against commercial and large multifamily unit owners, this
is unlikely. Not surprisingly, none of the homeowners I spoke with ex-
pressed a fear of being displaced due to rising property taxes. Those in
subsidized units are for the most part not at risk of displacement due to
gentrification. Likewise, those fortunate enough to have secured rent-
regulated apartments also had a modicum of protection from rapid in-
creases in their housing costs.

What rent regulation also did, however, was provide an incentive to
Jandlords to encourage current tenants to move. Under New York City’s
rent regulations, when a tenant moves the unit is deregulated and the
landlord can charge the market rent. Given the wide disparity between
the market rent and regulated rent in many instances, it is not surprising
that landlords might actively seek to empty their occupied rent-regulated
units. Sometimes landlords offered cash as incentive for the tenant to
leave. Other times, they resorted to more nefarious methods to encourage
occupants of these apartments to leave. Tales of landlords withholding
services, harassing tenants, and hiring detectives to make sure tenants
adhered to rent regulation guidelines (i.e., their regulated unit is their
primary residence) abound. These stories are perhaps more common in
changing neighborhoods because gentrification increases market rents
and therefore widens the gap between regulated rents and market rents.

In response to this landlord harassment, a number of tenants’ rights
organizations have sprung up to protect tenants from landlord harass-
ment. Harlem Operation Take Back and the West Harlem Tenants Or-
ganization are examples of such groups. These groups apprise tenants of
their rights, provide free legal clinics, and generally serve as advocates for
the interests of tenants and low-income households.

Viewed from the lens of these organizations or those making use of
their services, gentrification poses a threat in two ways. One, by in-
creasing market rents it gives a landlord more of an incentive to en-
courage them to leave as the following narrative by Juan suggests:

juan: They are always trying find ways to get people out.
Lance: How, like what is some of the types of things they do trying
to get people out?
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juan: Well they’ll contest the lease. I had to fight for my lease. I was
living a few years with great-grandmother, so [ had succession
rights or whatever you wanna call it. And so with some other people
they’ve done that also. For whatever the reason is, whether it’s,
it’s a son that was there for a few years or whatever. And they thought
they had a legal angle in not giving that apartment. They, they
would do it. Um, someone went on a vacation and I think this is a, a
certain guideline on when how long you can be away from your
apartment. And because she made a mistake on something they were
able to bring that in. She lost her apartment. Although she fought it
for a long time. And, um, they’ll, they’ll play dumb on something and
make, uh, you prove that you’re right about whatever the issue or
point might be in, in terms to uh, uh, um, lawfully um, being the
tenant. And they’ll take you to court. Because a, how many people
can afford to miss, uh, work? How many people can afford the lawyer
sometimes? Sometimes it’s not a person who’s uh, uh, articulate in
English or whatever. Sometimes it’s elderly so there’s the intimidation
factor. So you know, whenever they can. Um, hey, but in our building
it’s been a handful of little tricks that they try and they haven’t suc-
ceeded. Except for that one person that was evicted and, uh, you
know it’s a shame because, uh, she, she didn’t protect herself better.

Under New York rent regulations, there are various guidelines govern-
ing not only how much the landlord can raise the rent but whether the
unit can be deregulated when the original tenant moves out. If a family
member remains living in the unit, the unit maintains its regulatory status
even after the original tenant moves or dies. These are known as suc-
cession rights. The rent regulations also stipulate that a regulated unit
must be the tenant’s primary residence. Consequently, landlords will
challenge tenants on the grounds that the unit is not the tenant’s primary
address or that they are not related to the original tenant in a way to have
succession rights.

During one legal clinic that I attended, a tenant described his predic-
ament. He had shared an apartment with the mother of his child. The
apartment was in her name, and she paid all the bills out of her account,
although he gave her money. She eventually moved to Georgia, leaving
him with the apartment. The landlord had apparently hired a detective
who uncovered the fact that the original tenant was now in Georgia.
Because they were not married and did not have joint accounts, he had no
legal claim to succession, at least in the opinion of the legal clinic attor-
ney. The landlord’s efforts to evict him were thus likely to succeed.

These narratives are perhaps as suggestive of the way that rent regu-
lation can distort landlord—tenant relations as they are in speaking to the
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way gentrification is viewed by residents. Moreover, it is not clear that
harassment of this type was increasing concomitantly with gentrifica-
tion in Clinton Hill and Harlem as the following dialogue with Juan
suggests:

LANCE: Is the harassment something that you notice that’s happening
more frequently now? Or is that something that’s always been
going on?

JUAN: You know it’s always being going on. That’s when one of the
reasons why the tenant’s association for our area came up, because
they were trying to get people out.

One might expect, however, that increasing prices associated with gen-
trification would give landlords an incentive to harass occupants of reg-
ulated units and through their actions contribute to a fear of displacement
permeating the air.

A second way gentrification contributed to the aura of concern about
displacement was that by increasing housing prices in the neighborhood
the option of staying in the neighborhood was all but eliminated for those
who did want to move. Tammi is in her mid-twenties and native to
Harlem. For college she left New York and went away to school. Despite
the upward mobility that is associated with obtaining a college degree,
rising housing prices prevented her from moving out of her mother’s
apartment and setting up her own household:

I went away to school, for five years, with the intention of not coming back
home and getting my own place and you know, establishing my indepen-
dence and coming back home. During that five-year period, the rents have
increased, the neighborhoods have changed drastically and that’s like kind
of disheartening that, you know, [ come back and want to return back home
to stay in my community and I, I really can’t.

Thus, the fear or concern of displacement or being pushed out was a
common refrain during my conversations with residents of Clinton Hill
and Harlem. As already noted, this concern was not always personal.
Rather, people pointed to displacement they had witnessed or fears that
others had expressed. The narrative of displacement has become part of the
community lore regarding gentrification—a point I will return to in the
next chapter. The housing status of many individuals, in the form of reg-
ulated or subsidized units, undoubtedly contributed to some not having
personal experiences with displacement. That many residents have some
form of rental protection—be it in the form of a subsidy or regulated unit—
is not surprising in New York. Data from the 2002 New York City and
Housing Vacancy Survey show that citywide, 68 percent of all rental units
have some form of subsidy or regulation; in Clinton Hill the figure is 62
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percent and Harlem this figure reaches 89 percent (author’s calculations)!
With relatively few units unregulated or not subsidized, widespread dis-
placement is perhaps unlikely. It may also be that those most vulnerable to
displacement have already been displaced and hence unlikely to be reached
through my sampling methods. Nevertheless, as the narratives make clear,
concern about displacement continues to be a common theme.

It should also be kept in mind that due to speculation, housing inflation
in gentrifying neighborhoods is likely to be worse in the ownership sector
than the rental sector. Whereas rising prices are often an inducement for
owners to purchase in anticipation of the capital gains they will realize,
rising rents seldom encourage people to rent. Consider figure 3.1, which
illustrates trends in housing prices and fair market rents (Fair Market
rents are set at the 45th percentile of all rents), in the New York metro-
politan area. The trends show a much steeper appreciation in the own-
ership sector than in the rental sector. Although rents have been steadily
increasing, the increase in the past few years has been nowhere as sharp as
in the ownership sector. Were rents increasing as rapidly as prices,
displacement pressures would be more severe.

The feelings toward gentrification discussed so far have focused on the
process or end results of the process, better services, increasing housing
prices, displacement, and so on. But gentrification also implies a gentry
and a change in the type of people residing in these neighborhoods. In the
next sections I explore the reactions to the coming of the gentry.
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DivERSITY IN THE 'HoOD

The gentrification of both Clinton Hill and Harlem, predominantly black
neighborhoods, had significant racial overtones. Here 1 will touch briefly on
some of residents’ reaction to the influx of nonblacks into these neighbor-
hoods. It is important to remember the context of the study neighborhoods
when interpreting these responses. Harlem and to a lesser extent Clinton
Hill are overwhelmingly black neighborhoods, despite noticeable gentrifi-
cation in recent years. As noted in the preceding chapter, a stroll through
either of these areas will be reveal more brown faces than not. Thus, both
neighborhoods still have a black character, complete with services such as
barbershops, churches, hair salons, and so on that target a black clientele.

In both neighborhoods an increasingly visible presence of whites was
perhaps the most noticeable change associated with gentrification. To some,
the increased presence of whites was the very definition of gentrification.
Nate expresses this sentiment: “Once you see white people hanging outin a
neighborhood where they generally wouldn’t come through, it’s gentrifi-
cation.”

When asked about the neighborhood changing, many residents pointed
to the time when they first noticed whites walking around as evidence that
gentrification was occurring. When whites came that meant the neigh-
borhood would improve and that significant changes were under way.
Moreover, whites were assumed to be gentrifiers—either artists, students,
or some other demographic—that fit neatly into preconceived notions of
who gentrifiers are.

Although social scientists have shone a spotlight on the process of
white-to-black succession, the integration of whites into black neigh-
borhoods is relatively unexamined. This may be because until recently
the change from predominantly black to white has been a relatively rare
occurrence (Lee 1985). This rarity is reflected in the shock that many
residents expressed at seeing whites moving into these predominantly
black neighborhoods. Black neighborhoods perhaps differ from other
types of minority areas in that not only do they have a black majority but
they have historically been relatively homogenous with few whites.
Although ethnic enclaves of various nationalities are a common occur-
rence, they are seldom dominated by one group to the extent that some
neighborhoods have been dominated by blacks (Massey and Denton
1993).

Consequently, in the racialized landscape of urban America, black
neighborhoods not only have black identities but have been devoid of
a white presence as well. Thus, a black identity for a neighborhood came
to mean not only a substantial black presence but an absence of whites as
well. This identity means the neighborhood “belongs” to blacks. Those not

There Goes the "Hood 81

of this background are viewed as outsiders and perhaps interlopers. Out-
siders, whites in this case, are not expected to be seen walking down the
streets of these neighborhoods. If they are passing through, they are not
expected to linger. Consider the following reactions of Kenneth and Ta-
keesha, both of whom are in their late twenties and moved into Harlem
after attending predominantly white colleges. Although they spent con-
siderable time in the white world, Harlem was seen as a black world, a
place where whites did not venture. Thus they were still taken aback at the
presence of whites in Harlem:

LaNCE: When did you notice significant changes taking place in your
neighborhood?

KENNETH: And then I would walk along 125th Street and notice [white]
people just strolling, and there used to be a time where it was a
threat! You would be scared to be in Harlem and be white it was like
known! But now I see them strolling like at midnight you know
passing me by.

LANCE: Since you moved into the neighborhood [Harlem], have you,
um, noticed any changes?

TAKEESHA: Well, obviously, um, in addition to, I guess the, um, reha-
bilitation to a lot of the buildings I've noticed that, uh, different types
of people moving in, um, obviously a lot of white people, ... so you,
arid I've seen the, the thing that, that, uh, I guess shocked me the most
was the day that I, um, got up, I was out about six o’clock in the
morning, this was during the wintertime when it was cold, and I saw a
young white girl jogging down the street, which to me was shocking.

LANCE: Why did that, why did that shock you?

TAKEESHA: Because, I mean, first of all a lot of people think of Harlem
as being very dangerous, um, and 1 wouldn’t, although I don’t feel
threatened, I wouldn’t be jogging like at that time of day, you know,
um-—

LANCE: It was still dark or—

TAKEESHA: Yeah, it was just, the sun was just coming up and, you
know, so to see, you know, a young white girl jogging through
Harlem is just to me just crazy, you know.

Surprise at the visibility of whites was even evident in Clinton Hill even
though the white population has always been at least 20 percent. Nev-
ertheless, in the past whites ceded certain spaces in the neighborhood to
blacks, particularly at night. This is no longer the case. James, a resident
of Clinton Hill for over fifteen, years described the increasing visibility of
whites in Clinton Hill this way:
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I moved here in *88. I can tell you that I would not have been comfortable
walking around the neighborhood at night. Today it’s a very different story.
The streets are vibrant. You see people at all hours of the day. And oddly
enough when you walk Myrtle Avenue at night, which still has a reputation
although not to the extent it did years ago, now I see many Caucasians and
Asians walking around Myrtle Avenue at, to the extent that, almost to the
exclusion of African Americans.

According to this view, whites are expected to fear and avoid black
spaces. The black neighborhood as a place of crime, danger, and un-
predictability has been etched into the national psyche. Writers have
described them as “deadly neighborhoods™ (Jencks 1988), and activists
as “third world countries” (Chinelyu 1999). Social scientists have posited
that the equating of black neighborhoods with crime, poverty and general
undesirability is the reason whites are reluctant to share residential space
with blacks (Gould Ellen 2000; Harris 2001). Whites with the privilege
and wherewithal to do so are expected to avoid black neighborhoods.
When whites move into predominantly black neighborhoods, they upset
the prevailing notions of who belongs in particular areas. This surprise
at seeing white people was certainly more apparent in Harlem than in
Clinton Hill. Although Clinton Hill is also predominantly black, it has a
shorter history as a black neighborhood, dating back to the late 1960s
and 1970s, and has always had a substantial white population due to the
presence of Pratt Institute.

A visitor from overseas who walked down a major thoroughfare in
Harlem or Clinton Hill for that matter might wonder what all the fuss
and concern about whites in the neighborhood is about. The faces are still
overwhelmingly black and brown. Moreover, as illustrated in the previ-
ous chapter, in absolute numbers the increase in the white population has
not been that dramatic. Indeed, in Harlem the biggest change in terms of
racial/ethnic groups has been the increase in the Hispanic population. But
the long history of blacks sharing residential space and socioeconomic
status with Hispanics in New York renders the Hispanic influx a non-
event (Massey and Bitterman 1985)—at least thus far. In contrast, the
modest increase of whites signifies a sharp break from past patterns and
hence engenders much surprise. What this surprise signifies is just how
racially isolated many of America’s inner-city communities had become.
A white face was truly a rare occurrence.

What the surprise may also indicate are changes in whites’ use of public
space in these two predominantly black neighborhoods. As one respondent
astutely noted, whites appeared to be more comfortable using public spaces
in these neighborhoods. Given the dramatic and well-publicized drop in
crime in New York City, a plausible speculation might be that despite all

There Goes the "Hood 83

the negative stereotypes still associated with black neighborhoods, whites
feel safer in these areas now (Beveridge 2004). Harlem in particular has
received much publicity about the second renaissance, with magazine ar-
ticles and TV shows highlighting the attractions of the neighborhood. This
publicity, combined with the drop in crime may have made whites more
willing to invade black space, even at times when it would have previously
been unthinkable—like six in the morning.

Much of the literature on gentrification points to the influx of whites as
something loathed by long-term residents. Powell and Spencer (2003,
p. 437) write: “Then at some point in the future, and in part because the
neighborhood values are depressed, whites move back in and force resi-
dents to leave, often to strange neighborhoods that are in distress. Even if
minority residents remain, they fear their way of life will not be the same.”
Figure 3.2 is also illustrative of the hostility directed at the influx of whites.
The flyer depicts gentrification, in part, as whites taking over black
neighborhoods. More revealingly, the flyer issues a call to stop the take-
over. Whites moving into the neighborhood is not viewed here as an in-
nocuous trend toward more integration. Likewise, the black popular media
has also reflected the anxiety surrounding white movement into black
neighborhoods as the following headlines attest: “Invasion of the Hood
Snatchers: How Black Neighborhoods are Being Gentrified” (Montgomery
2002) and “The Whitening of Black Neighborhoods” (Watson 2003).
Thus, the scholarly literature, popular media, and the actions of commu-
nity activists paint a picture of black resistance to white infiltration.

My conversations with residents of Clinton Hill and Harlem did reveal
an undercurrent of hostility toward whites moving into these neighbor-
hoods among at least some of the interviewees. The hostility was seldom
directed to whites per se, or even what the coming of whites foretold for
the future of the neighborhood. Rather, the hostility emanated from how
people made sense of the causes of gentrification, or more specifically the
neighborhood improvements associated with gentrification. This is a
point I discuss in considerable detail in the next chapter.

To be sure, there were some who expressed antagonistic feelings toward
whites moving into these neighborhoods just on general principle. Henry is
a mid-sixties native of North Carolina who moved to New York as a
teenager. He has spent almost all of his life living in the black ghettos of
New York—Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brownsville—and has been living in
Harlem for the past twenty years or so. As such he is not used to living
around whites: “Well it make me feel less comfortable. Because for one 'm
not used to being next to whites, and I prefer not to. Prefer to stick with my
own.” Takeesha also expressed a degree of antipathy toward whitcs
moving into Harlem, despite interacting with them on a regular basis:
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THE STATE OF BLACK NEW YORK

CITY WIDE CONFERENCE ON
GENTRIFICATION

2" Gentrification Summit
Major Community Town Hall Meeting
3:00pm

Subject: What Is Gentrification? : How And Why Whites Are Taking Over The
Black Community and What We Can We Do To Stop It”
Conterence Begins At 10:00 AM

Workshop #1 Tenants Rights- “How To Avoid Being Victimized By Your Landlord”
-11:00 am
Workshop #2 Buy Black! “How To Keep Black Businesses Alive In New York
-11:00 am
Workshop #3 Money, Land And Property “How To Move From Renter To Owner and
Independence” (Credit issues, Finance, Programs That Can Help)
-1:00 pm
Workshop#4 The Politics Of Gentrification: “From City Hall To The Streets.
How To Hold Politicians Accountabie”

-1:00 pm

Workshop #5 Commercial Real Estate "Buying Apartments, Landlord, Renovations
”-6:00 pm
Workshop #6  Self Improvement: “How We Stop Deterioration In Our Neighborhoods”
- 6:00 pm

Featuring: Harlem Fight Back...Nellie Bailey...Harlem Tenants Council.... Real Estate
Agents & Brokers...Mayoral Candidate/ Councilman Charles Barron...Other Elected
Officials...Dr James McIntosh (CEMOTAP).... Morris Powell (Harlem Activist)...Nation
Of Islam...Lawyers...Committee To Honor Black Heroes and Others...Kevin Williams
from Kev’s Copy Center....Delois Blakely (Mayor Of Harlem)...National Action
Network.... Other Activists and Leaders.... Business persons, Pastor Dennis
Dillon...Written Information on Laws, Rights, Research and Programs and Money

that Can Aid You

Consistent Questions And Answers........... Participation From The People

The Forming Of The Anti Gentrification Movement ....... The 1% Conference Was Great!

Sponsored By: The Black Power Movement; New Black Panther Party;
Black Lawyers For Justice; African Nationalist Pioneer Movement
Hosted By: Attorney Malik Z. Shabazz (NBPP Chairman/ Black Lawyers For

FiGure 3.2. Flyer Announcing Anti-Gentrification Meeting
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Yeah, you want better services, you want a safe neighborhood, you want a
clean neighborhood, but, at the expense of, you know, of whom, uh, and so,
and that, that’s why I feel conflicted because, you know, you want the
neighborhood to, to improve but not in terms of, its resources, not in terms
of, improve doesn’t always mean, you know, white people ... in general I
just felt like it seems like whenever, you know, black people have some-
thing, it’s really hard for them to, to retain it, white people have always
operated, as, you know, sort of, you know, conquistadors, just, you know,
basically taking over...and it affects me because I've never known such
hatred inside of me until this started happening, and 1 can’t explain it,
because it’s not that I haven’t worked with white people, I haven’t been
around white people, but for some reason this just, it just means something
more to me and so when I see them in the stores and, you know, I just, ’'m
just filled with such anger I got on even, uh, I mean I've been dealing with i,
I'm like, okay, to me obviously there’s really nothing I can do.

Such antiwhite sentiments, however, were relatively rare during my
conversations with residents. Most residents did not express negative re-
actions toward whites or other groups typically not found in black neigh-
borhoods moving into Clinton Hill or Harlem. Sandy, a native of Harlem
in her mid-thirties, remembers when nonblack faces in Harlem were rel-
atively rare. He nevertheless appears to be somewhat open to the notion of
others moving into Harlem. “You see not only whites, you see all na-
tionalities such as Asians, up in Harlem now. Which I don’t think is a bad
thing.”” Nate, the civil service worker, was also amenable toward whites
moving into the predominantly black Clinton Hill:

Well I'm a realist. I think gentrification is good in certain respects in that it
brings things to a neighborhood what it really never had. Like an all black
neighborhood never had as much police protection as their white coun-
terpart. So it brings that. Plus it brings investment. Plus I have no problem
being in a neighborhood that’s um, you know, mixed.

Ms. Johnson was reflective about the importance of integration and
questioned why Harlem should be all black:

Ithink itis good. And why should we want a neighborhood that nobody lives
but African American. Just like some neighborhood are only Asian, Jewish
and you think people it shouldn’t be that way. How can we learn each other
if we gonna to be living separate. So—I think, in every neighborhood it
should be you know different people. I don’t think it should just be one
nationality living there. I don’t think so. So then the improvement I would
welcome it. Because [ don’t want to say well, okay I live in Harlem but
nobody live here but African American. So what’s wrong with Harlem so
that nobody else wanna live there in Harlem? But then you should, you can
question yourself, yow’ve been living someplace that nobody wanna live. So if
other people wanna live there then there is something good about Harlem.
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Gary was twenty-nine at the time of our discussion, grew up in East
Orange, New Jersey, and moved to Clinton Hill six years before. He
values the juxtaposition of the hood with gentrification, which creates a
neighborhood dynamic found in few neighborhoods.

cary: I like the variety we have in the neighborhood. I like the French
restaurants. 1 like Modeba which is South African. 1 like that we
have Sol, a little spot owned by an African American doing his own
thing. I like that it’s accepting to gays and lesbians. I like the fact that
you have the old black grandmas who go to church every Sunday
and will give you a lecture on what’s good and what’s bad you know.
I like that it’s a cross between, what my girlfriend calls, what does
she call it, the ’etto. Because it’s on the verge of being ghetto on
Myrtle.

LANCE: What does she call it?

cary: The ’etto without the gh. Cuz it’s not exactly ghetto cuz you have
this nice side going this way from Myrtle Avenue and then on Myrtle
Ave you have sort of ghettoish things. You have people selling drugs
and that sort of thing. And its that mix. That’s what I like about it.

The implications of the unique mix created by gentrification and the
*hood, or the ’etto as Gary and his girlfriend call it, is a dynamic I alluded
to in chapter 2 and will discuss in more detail in the concluding chapter.
Here, it serves to support the notion that there was a general accep-
tance to a more integrated neighborhood. Residents certainly noticed
the increase in diversity. But few spoke in overall negative or positive
tones.

This pattern of responses is consistent with the notion that blacks are
amenable to residential integration as some writers have posited (Massey
and Denton 1993). But remembering the context is again important. Both
Clinton Hill and Harlem remain predominantly black communities. Res-
idents may not be adverse toward some diversity in the form of a few
whites moving into their neighborhood. Were these neighborhoods to
become predominantly white, overall reactions might be more be negative.
Indeed, several respondents indicated that although they did not have a
problem with whites moving into the neighborhood, they would be dis-
appointed if the neighborhood became predominantly white. This is also
consistent with what has been written about blacks’ preferences for resi-
dential integration. Although blacks have been found to be amenable to
and actually prefer integrated neighborhoods, integration does not mean
an overwhelmingly white neighborhood (Farley et al. 1994), Tina ex-
presses this sentiment. Although she claims to be comfortable with inte-
gration, her view of the area is still a predominantly black neighborhood:
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LANCE: Well, does the fact that the neighborhood was, uh, predomi-
nately black and is becoming more white over time, do you, do you
have any feelings about that one way or the other?

TINA: No.

LANCE: No?

TiNA: It’s all right for me.

LANCE: So if the neighborhood became, say 90 percent white, that
wouldn’t bother you or it would?

TINA: Maybe not 90 percent. [laughs.] Maybe 30, you know, [ wouldn’t
be bothered, but 90, come on. Where they coming from?

In sum, the increase of whites in Clinton Hill and Harlem was probably
the most notable aspect of gentrification. Although this proved troubling
to a few, the themes that more commonly emerged from my conversations
were a guarded indifference and to a lesser extent, appreciation. Outright
hostility was relatively rare. In this way, interviewees’ reactions to resi-
dential integration with whites appear to mirror those found by other
social scientists who generally find blacks to be amenable to residential
integration with whites. Though my conversations with residents of
Clinton Hill and Harlem revealed a somewhat blasé attitude toward the
notion of sharing residential space with whites, these same conversations
indicated that a great deal of significance was attached to the coming of
whites. This is a point I discuss in detail in the following chapter.

WHAT OF THE BLACK GENTRY?

Although the residents I spoke with most quickly associated gentrification
with racial change, the scholarly literature elevates class over race as the
defining feature of gentrification. Although definitions of gentrification
explicitly mention class, race is often ignored. With the correlations be-
tween class and race being what they are in urban America, however, it is
difficult to discuss class without alluding to race. In this case, the reac-
tions described suggest a notable awareness to what is a modest increase
in the white population. Nevertheless, to the extent gentrification is oc-
curring, it also suggests there is a class change as well. Moreover, if one
subscribes to the scholarly definitions of gentrification it becomes clear
that a substantial component of the gentry are black. Figure 2.13 suggests
that in both Clinton Hill and Harlem, the “black gentry” or college-
educated blacks have been increasingly represented.

In contrast to the agitation that surrounded the arrival of whites, re-
actions toward the black gentry were much more muted. When asked
how they perceived their neighborhood to be changing, an increase in
the black gentry or middle class was seldom volunteered by any of the
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interviewees 1 spoke with. Barbara is a black graduate student who at-
tended an Ivy League university, pledged an elite black sorority, grew up
in a New York City suburb, and moved to Harlem within the past five
years. She perhaps fits the profile of a black gentrifier. Maybe because of
her own class background, she was also cognizant of class differences
among black Harlemites:

LANCE: Maybe you could tell me how you think the neighborhood has
changed, or if maybe it hasn’t changed since you’ve been there.
BARBARA: I see more businesses developing. 1 see St. Nicholas Avenue
has gotten just cleaner, renovated brownstones. Of course, I see
the construction coops, condos going up every other week. I also

think it’s become diverse, Now I see a little of everything. I see Asian,
I see white and different blacks too.

LANCE: What do you mean by that?

BARBARA: You see people coming off the train dressed in work attire, so
you assume that they’re professionals.

But this was an atypical response. More typically interviewees vol-
untecred noticing new stores opening, buildings being renovated, and as
noted an increased presence of whites. An increased presence of blacks of
higher socioeconomic status was rarely volunteered. This is not to say that
interviewees never noticed the changing class composition in their neigh-
borhoods. As will be discussed, this was also an important theme. But it
was one that typically had to be drawn out of respondents through direct
questioning or additional prompting. This is instructive. It speaks volumes
about the extent to which race can trump class as a marker of social status
in America.

In the context of gentrification in these predominantly black neigh-
borhoods the relatively muted reaction toward the influx of the black
gentry is due to the lack of obvious class distinctions among blacks in
these communities and the long-term presence of the black middle class in
these same communities.

Unlike white skin, which automatically signifies membership in the
gentry class in the context of a predominantly black gentrifying neigh-
borhood, there is no such obvious mark of the black gentry or middle
class. Income is a criterion one might use to identify the black gentry, but
one’s income is not always obvious from outward appearances. To be
sure, there are outward trappings of class in urban America—one’s ad-
dress, one’s clothes, the car one drives, one’s diction, and occupation, to
name a few. But for a number of reasons none of these make the same
type of mental imprint as a white face in a predominantly black com-
munity.
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Address is no clear marker of class in gentrifying neighborhoods, be-
cause by definition gentrification takes place in formerly less than pres-
tigious neighborhoods. In addition, various housing subsidy programs,
such as public housing, rent regulation, Mitchell-Lama, and particularly
in Harlem various housing developments sponsored by HPD, allow those
with limited means to reside and continue moving into these neighbor-
hoods. Thus, although Clinton Hill and Harlem are gentrifying, one can-
not easily assume that someone living or recently relocating to these
neighborhoods must be of a particular class.

One might assume that the black gentry would stand out based on
their style of dress or comportment. The American ethos, however, is to
downplay class distinctions. Class is undoubtedly an important deter-
minant of life outcomes in the United States. But this does not necessarily
translate into the advertisement of one’s class in all situations. In everyday
anonymous interactions, it is often difficult to determine one’s class unless
he or she is at one of the extremes of the socioeconomic spectrum. This
is reflective of the overwhelming ethos that posits ordinary middle-class
status as normative. Thus, many of the elite, like the son of a blue-blood
family who is now president, claims to be “just folks,”” while the poor
strive to be accepted into the middle class. Putting on airs is frowned on in
America. Likewise in the black community, “keeping it real” is a popular
phrase meant to convey one’s desire to relate in an everyday manner with
the common folk. Characteristic of this everyday, plain folks ethos is the
ubiquity of casual dress as well as casual language.

Another important factor contributing to the relative inconspicuous-
ness of the black gentry is the fact that income differences between the
black gentry (and the white gentry for that matter) and other residents of
Clinton Hill and Harlem are not always that great. Indeed, during the
early stages of gentrification, many of the gentry seek out these neigh-
borhoods because it is some place they can afford. Many of those that
might be classified as the gentry may be starting their carecrs or be in
relatively low-paying occupations, like the arts. Therefore, not only are
differences in income likely to be inconspicuous, but the differences may
be small or nonexistent to begin with.

The inconspicuousness of class contributed to the muted reaction
toward the arrival of the black middle class that was associated with
gentrification. A further contribution, however, is that both Clinton Hill
and Harlem have always had some socioeconomic diversity, and hence
an increase in the black middle class is not perceived the same way as if
theirs were a sudden appearance. To some extent they have always been
there. Wilson (1987) talks about the flight of the black middle class from
black neighborhoods like Harlem in the wake of the civil rights legis-
lation that outlawed discrimination and putatively opened up previously



90 CHAPTER THREE

all white neighborhoods to the black middle class. Though the veracity
of Wilson’s thesis has been debated extensively, it is clear that even if
true, it does not mean that all of the black middle class has left these
neighborhoods.

Clinton Hill, for example, even when it was experiencing white flight
and the major thoroughfare was known as Murder Avenue, seems to have
had a stable middle-class presence. Indeed, many of my respondents had
solid middle-class credentials. Consider the following examples. Yolanda is
a black resident of Clinton Hill in her mid-fifties who grew up in a public
housing project in Fort Greene. She now has a master’s degree and has been
a resident of Clinton Hill for seventeen years, before the gentrification.
Louis is a black resident of Clinton Hill in his late sixties who went to
college after being in the military and has been residing in Clinton Hill for
thirty-five years. Jake is an African American resident of Clinton Hill in his
early forties who grew up in public housing just blocks away from where he
now lives (and has always lived). Jake attended Pratt Institute and now
works as a teacher. None of these individuals have backgrounds that one
would normally associate with the gentry, and they were living in Clinton
Hill long before it began to gentrify. Yet all have college degrees and have
worked in white-collar or professional occupations. Given the long-term
presence of individuals like these, it is not surprising that blacks who might
fit the profile of gentry might not attract much notice.

Likewise Harlem has always had a black middle-class presence. Har-
lem’s heyday as a mecca for the black elite is well known and touched on in
chapter 2 of this book. Sections of Harlem like Strivers” Row and Hamilton
Terrace have long been and continue to be enclaves of the middle and
upper middle class in Harlem. In addition, Harlem is home to several
middle-income housing developments like the Lenox Terrace Mitchell-
Lama development that houses middle-class households. Thus, even when
Harlem reached its nadir in the 1970s and 1980s, there was still a signif-
icant middle-class presence. Carol is a black woman in her mid-thirties
who has spent her entire life in Harlem. She now has a master’s degree.
Tammy is a black woman in her mid-twenties who also has spent her entire
life in Harlem. She went away to a state college in upstate New York and
returned to Harlem after graduation. Both Carol and Tammy are examples
of long-term Harlem residents who because of their educational back-
grounds might be classified as part of the gentry. But they have been there
all their lives and would hardly be seen as gentrifiers.

Barbara reinforces two of the points 1 have been making about the
inconspicuousness of the black gentry in the narrative below:

LANCE: Well, maybe you could tell me a little bit about why you chose
to move into Harlem.
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BARBARA: | was attending grad school, and the commute was too dif-
ficult, so I was looking for a place in New York City. Plus my family
was moving, their house was being sold, so I had to become a little
more independent. And a soror of mine from college said she had lots
of room. Her mother moved out of state, and she was the only one
living in this brownstone on 148th. So she rented a floor out to me.
And it was very affordable. And I thought, great, I'll stay there.
[laughs]

LANCE: So you chose it primarily because you knew someone that was
there, and the affordability.

BARBARA: Right. And my friend, soror, Tonya, she grew up in the area,
since her mother was always there, she knew a lot of the history.
And she reassured me that there were decent people living in the
neighborhood despite the reputation that Harlem had.

LANCE: In your mind what kind of reputation did Harlem have?

BARBARA: You know, a has-been reputation. It’s almost like the
negative is always highlighted. Actually, while I was living up in
Westchester, we would drive through Harlem, and people would
say—comments like, “This was once a beautiful place to live. What
has happened?” So just a situation that has gone progressively worse,
it has gotten worse. That was pretty much what people would
say, almost like it’s a shame, almost that feeling some sort of regret
when they speak of Harlem, what has happened to Harlem. So
that’s the only reputation that I knew of.

LANCE: So then you had these perceptions of what the neighborhood
was like. And then you moved in. Your friend reassured you that, as
you said, there were some good people in your neighborhood. Is
that—that was—what do you mean when you say that?

BARBARA: Well, “good,” meaning upwardly mobile folks, and “good”
meaning educated people. It’s sad that—I shouldn’t even use the label
“good,” but what she meant was that growing up on the block
she knew that there were people who had similar values as her
family. They believed in just, you know, family and education and
similar type things. And since her mother was of that background, I
guess that was her way of rcassuring me that you’re not going to be
surrounded by people who don’t care about the area, or who just
don’t care about life, you know. I know that Tanya’s mother would
come back and forth from Florida, and she would say things like,
“I wish Tonya wouldn’t look as if she was a part of this community,”
which sounded like a snobbish statement to me. But she said, “Be-
cause our daughter was an attorney”’—but Tanya’s so cool and
down-to-earth that—you know, baseball cap wearing, jeans,
sneakers all the time. So she felt like unlike her presence, which
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was the sophisticated lady, well-dressed, that stands out, who
would often be noticed, Tanya didn’t have that same presence and
was never going to have it. So she kept saying, “You guys look
like you belong.” [laughter] So Tanya would say, “Well, if we was,
you know, uppity like you, we probably wouldn’t have gotten
along so well.”

The narrative illustrates how Harlem always had a middle-class presence
despite its unsavory reputation. Families sent their children to Ivy League
schools and on to become attorneys. Barbara’s friend fits the profile of a
black gentrifier as an attorney, sorority member, and graduate of pres-
tigious school. Yet she always lived in Harlem and was familiar with an
area that had middle-class folks and values. In this way there is little to
distinguish Barbara as a black gentrifier from her friend who has always
Jived in the community.

Barbara and her friend are nevertheless aware of the differences in class
between them and many others in the community. By dressing down and
keeping it real however, they are easily able to blend in, get along, not draw
much attention to themselves, and are probably not perceived as outsiders.

Although the black middle class or gentry was perhaps a more potent
force than whites behind gentrification in demographic, economic, and
political terms, their presence did not attract the attention that the sta-
ristically smaller white populace did. Nonetheless it was whites who
figured prominently in narratives about gentrification. The prominence of
race will emerge again in the following chapter when I discuss how res-
idents ‘of Clinton Hill and Harlem make sense of the gentrification oc-
curring in their neighborhoods. This prominence, though, signifies the
central role race played in reactions to gentrification.

Tue DILEMMA OF GENTRIFICATION

The narratives reported herein attempt to portray the general attitudes I
found toward gentrification. They tell a conflicting story, as well they
should. Conflicting feelings most aptly describe the residents feelings to-
ward gentrification. Juan said, “Yeah, that I was thinking about what, how
[ would be coming out in case you have asked, um, that you think gentri-
fication is good or bad. That’s a hard one. You know.” Betsy commented,

We've been getting, we are getting sort of a face-lift, so and that’s a good
thing, um, that’s the major thing in the neighborhood. One of the not so
good things is that I see a lot of mom and pop shops being moved out,
forced out, you know, because of all the new, um, construction and high,
high cost, you know, places, I guess all the real estate around, around those
places are going out so people can’t afford their leases.
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Yolanda said, “And the neighborhood is probably gonna change for the
better, maybe, meaning that it’s gonna become more upscale. But is up-
scale always good?”

These examples further illustrate the dilemma gentrification poses for
these neighborhoods. Residents were surely appreciative of the improve-
ments associated with the process. But at the same time, the threat of
displacement hangs in the air, making many wonder if the improvements
are even worth it. Thus the narratives suggest that an ambivalent view is
perhaps the only way to capture complex and conflicting feelings that
gentrification can inspire. Rather than cheering for gentrification or ac-
cusing it of “knocking out” the disadvantaged, a more even-handed per-
spective would recognize that gentrification brings both cheer and grief.

The context of this inquiry are also worth remembering when con-
sidering how the narratives presented here were interpreted. It could be
argued that given the disinvestment these neighborhoods had experi-
enced, especially Harlem, some gentrification was sorely needed. These
neighborhoods had experienced particularly stark days in the 1970s and
1980s, and few would be nostalgic about returning to those times. In
some ways these areas did not provide their residents with an acceptable
quality of life when the landscape was dotted with abandoned buildings,
the crack epidemic was in full force, and basic amenities like a super-
market were scarce.

This context is important because not all “gentrifying” neighborhoods
reached the depths of disinvestment that Harlem or even Clinton Hill did
in the 1970s and 1980s. Gentrifying is put in quotes to signify how the
process can take on different forms and mean different things in differing
times and places. Gentrification in a working-class ethnic neighborhood
is different than it would be in a neighborhood devastated by arson and
abandonment like Harlem. There are similarities, but key differences as
well. A working-class neighborhood might not have a gourmet super-
market but would still have a well-stocked grocery store. Likewise,
gentrification in Harlem at the turn of the century is likely different than
the gentrification that took place in Boerum Hill, Brooklyn, in the 1970s.
Even at its nadir, Boerum Hill would never have been confused with an
underclass neighborhood or a place where mortality rates rivaled those
found in some developing countries.

The importance of context could even be seen between Clinton Hill
and Harlem. Clinton Hill, for example, had a much higher home-
ownership rate, and therefore its residents had a much greater economic
stake in gentrification. Consequently, although residents of both Clinton
Hill and Harlem were appreciative of the improvements in amenities
and services, Clinton Hill was where people were more likely to see an
improvement in their financial well-being. The range of feelings toward
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gentrification expressed here may different from those found in other
neighborhoods, depending on their context.

Context may also help explain some of the discrepancy between some
descriptions of gentrification and the sentiment of some respondents pre-
sented here. Gentrification’s reputation as a “‘yuppie boutique” phenom-
enon may have been cemented by the experience of the first wave of
gentrification during the 1970s. At that time, gentrification seldom oc-
curred in the poorest inner-city neighborhoods like Harlem or predomi-
nantly black neighborhoods like Clinton Hill, Clinton Hill perhaps being
the exception.

Consequently, the dearth of amenities and services that have afflicted
inner-city black communities in recent decades was perhaps not a prob-
lem in the first gentrifying neighborhoods, and hence the notion that
gentrification could introduce amenitics and services appreciated by long-
term residents has perhaps not taken hold in our imagination.

The context of Clinton Hill, Harlem, and perhaps other neighbor-
hoods suggest a more ambivalent view of gentrification. In this way the
findings of this research echo the thinking of Kennedy and Leonard (2001)
who concluded that gentrification was neither “good or bad” but posed a
set of challenges and opportunitics for communities.

In Clinton Hill and Harlem, gentrification thus poses a dilemma. It was
acknowledged to bring good, but it also created a foreboding of things to
come. A fear of displacement hung in the air. This fear of displacement
played a significant role in the negative sentiment that was sometimes
expressed toward gentrification. This fear, however, was hardly the only
source of malcontent. As one of the interviewees expressed it, there was a
“historical thing, or like, you know, for something their parents taught
them” that inspired the negative reactions toward gentrification. In the
next chapter I argue that indeed history does play a role in how people
interpret and make sense of gentrification.

4 Making Sense of Gentrification

THE DRAMATIC CHANGES associated with gentrification inspired
Clinton Hill and Harlem residents to think about why their neighbor-
hoods were changing as such. Many had witnessed firsthand the decline
of the black inner city in urban America. Beyond their personal experi-
ence, the image of decaying black neighborhoods is one that has been
etched in the popular imagination and reinforced by the popular media.
Movies like Boyz N the Hood, New Jack City, and Straight Out of
Brooklyn all attest to the dismal reality that the urban ghetto had become.
A reversal of fortunes in such neighborhoods necessarily calls out for
explanation.

Although there are well-developed theories on the causes of gentrifi-
cation in the scholarly literature, a common wisdom has also evolved on
the streets of urban America. Henry, a Harlem resident who was intro-
duced in chapter 3, has only a high school education. As such he might
not be expected to have been exposed to scholarly debates on the causes of
gentrification. Nonetheless, he articulated some of the common demand-
side explanations for gentrification:

LANCE: What do you think made the whites want to move in?

HENRY: Well, the economy. Most of them are staying out on the
island [Long Island, a suburb of New York City]. And now since
the jobs are a little tighter, money is a little tighter. So they’re
getting in places that they can easily get to work. They’re tired of
that long commute.

Zanetta, a native of Spanish Harlem who moved to central Harlem as an
adult, related a common refrain when describing the onset of gentrifi-
cation in Harlem—the relatively cheap housing cost.

LANCE: Do you have any ideas about what’s attracting people to the
neighborhood?

ZANETTA: The, the price of living is cheaper. Um, [ moved into my
apartment, well, I moved in, I had a studio apartment, and my rent
initially was $525 a month, a nice spacious studio, you know, and
then I moved to a one bedroom, it was $660. I would say that
probably just in general Manhattan is just getting expensive and
people need to find a place to live, so this just makes sense.
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In addition to the commonly held perceptions that proximity to down-
town and cheap housing costs were driving the gentrification, residents
of Clinton Hill also pointed to a singular event—the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001. Anthony (introduced in chapter 3), who had re-
cently purchased a cooperative apartment in Clinton Hill, told a common
version of this explanation.

LANCE: What do you think attracted people to this neighborhood?

ANTHONY: There’s some sort of shift after 9/11. 1 think to Brooklyn,
a lot of those people who lived downtown, left New York and
came to Brooklyn. And, something happened where, I think the
suburbs of New York City are, really, really high priced now, in
West Chester the taxes are like ridiculous and this is very close to
Manbhattan, it is fifteen, twenty minutes, right? Clinton Hill is not
that far, so you got Brooklyn Heights, right over the bridge, way too
expensive now for most people. Then after that, you know, there’s
like, Cobble Hill, in all it is too expensive, then like the next kind
of neighborhood on the verge of change is Clinton Hill and Fort
Greene, and the housing stocks are amazing, I mean, I'm sure you’ve
seen it. Here on Clinton Avenue and these historic brownstones.
And, so, [ think it was the, it’s the housing stock, I think drove people
to it, and like the infrastructure is nice, and soon it started to get
better, I think people were scared to go there for certain reasons and
it started to get better, you know, and the more it gentrifies, and a
memo goes out and [laughter], out to everybody’s friends, I don’t
know how they hear about it but it’s like a flood now, like, it
can’t be stopped now.

Excepting the idiosyncratic case of September 11, these explanations
sound similar to those described in the scholarly literature. For example,
explanations of gentrification generally fall into two camps: ecological/
economic and political economy. The demand-side school generally
emphasizes the following: demographic changes, particularly the decline
of the two-parent nuclear household that made urban living more
attractive and dampened concerns about inner-city schools; changes in
cultural tastes, such as an appreciation for older architecture found in
many gentrifying neighborhoods that results in increased demand for
inner-city living; and economic considerations like the increasing costs of
commuting from the suburbs. The political economy perspective points
to the supply side of the equation, arguing that the cyclical nature of
capital and its constant search for the highest rate of return in laying
out an explanation for gentrification. The cyclical nature of capital por-
tends to the waxing and waning of the profitability of urban land (Smith
1996).
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Elements of the economic/ecological theories can be seen in the ex-
planations offered by residents on the causes of gentrification. The im-
portance of economic considerations is perhaps the most obvious. To
residents of affected neighborhoods, the increasing attractiveness of their
environs could be explained vis-d-vis what it offered compared to other
areas. Given the skyrocketing costs of housing in other parts of New York
City, even predominantly black neighborhoods like Clinton Hill and
Harlem were beginning to draw more interest because of their relatively
low prices. These sentiments echo London and Palen (1984, p. 17) who
wrote “the decreasing availability of suburban land, rampant inflation in
suburban housing costs, rising transportation costs, and the relatively low
cost of slum shells interact to encourage [gentrification].”

This is not to suggest that residents of gentrifying neighborhoods keep
up with the scholarly literature. But it does illustrate the extent to which a
common wisdom has emerged that explains this type of neighborhood
change. Ms. Henry, a Mississippian in her sixties with a tenth-grade
education who migrated to New York as a teenager, was able to relate the
common wisdom on gentrification, a wisdom that for the most part
dovetails with the scholarly wisdom: “Harlem is almost like at the center
to where you wanna go. If you wanna go uptown, you go uptown,
downtown, and you get to the airport real quick. Going to where you
want to go is no problem from Harlem. And see now Harlem has some of
the greatest brownstones, old buildings, good buildings and, these people
want it.”

Both Harlem and Clinton Hill have some of the classic ingredients that
made them ripe for gentrification, as described in chapter 2. The com-
bination of a growing and diversifying black middle class, the changing
economy of the city, shifts in urban policy described in chapter 2 that
directed private investment toward black neighborhoods, along with
dramatic events like September 11, which may have caused the gentry to
look in ever more unconventional neighborhoods for housing, precipi-
tated both areas as being neighborhoods whose time may have come.

THERE GOES THE "HooD: THE ARRIVAL OF WHITES

The changing economy, an appreciation for the housing stock in Clinton
Hill and Harlem, and the convenience of these neighborhoods were of-
fered as rationales for why whites had begun to move there en masse.
That their neighborhoods were now attracting whites was nevertheless a
surprise. Beyond surprise, however, the respondents associated the arrival
of whites with neighborhood improvement. Nate’s (the civil service
worker introduced in chapter 3) quote about integration captures this
sentiment precisely:
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LANCE: How do you feel about the changes taking place in your
neighborhood?

NATE: Well I'm a realist. I think gentrification is good in certain respects
in that it brings things to a neighborhood what it really never had.
Like an all-black neighborhood never had as much police protection
as their white counterpart. So it brings that. Plus it brings investment.
Plus I have no problem being in a neighborhood that’s um, you
know, mixed.

That white people equaled better services was considered a given. Without
even asking, respondents freely volunteered their perceptions about how
the neighborhood was changing and the role whites were playing in these
changes. Samantha grew up in one of the public housing projects in Fort
Greene. She moved to Coney Island when she was an adult, but moved
back to Clinton Hill almost twenty years ago when the section where she
now lives had a less than savory reputation.

SAMANTHA: I remember when I noticed things were definitely changing.
There used to be a time when you did not see whites on Myrtle
Avenue after the sun went down. That was unheard of. But I re-
member after about five years after I moved back [this would
make it around 1992] saw a white guy using an ATM on Myrtle
Avenue after dark. And this was an ATM that wasn’t even
enclosed. And it was like he was comfortable, “I'm home.” That’s
when I realized things had changed. So now they’re making Myrtle
Avenue look real nice. It looks like Park Slope. I'll give you
another example. For the longest time there’s an A&P right
around the corner. But I usually went shopping outside of the
neighborhood so that I could get fresh meat, fresh produce. Just in
the past couple of years they have been totally modernizing the store.
To the point you would hardly recognize the store. So my son and
his friend went in there and asked the manager “why are you
fixing up the store now all of a sudden?”” And they said “Because
more whites are moving into the area.”

LANCE: Really? Are the store owners white?

SAMANTHA: The manager was Hispanic.

This narrative describes the process of neighborhoods improving be-
cause of the coming of the gentry. As the complexion of the neighborhood
lightens, amenities and services will improve, and this was viewed as an
accepted law of urban living. This was a feeling that cut across age,
gender, class, and length of time in the neighborhood and was prevalent
in both Clinton Hill and Harlem.
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When explaining why this was so, three types of responses were gen-
erally given. One explanation was that whites were more affluent, politi-
cally savvy, and more demanding of better goods and services. This
explanation puts the onus for better neighborhood conditions on the ac-
tions of whites themselves. Henry, a mid-sixties tesident with a high school
education, Ms. James, a woman in her late fifties with two years of college
education, and Celia, a woman in her late twenties who went to a presti-
gious undergraduate college and was a graduate student at the time of our
interview, all articulated versions of the whites as agents of change thesis:

CELIA: It’s because a certain type of people are moving into the com-
munity, and they demand, basically better resources, and so when I
go to certain stores and they’re like out of this and, you know, the
service is incredibly slow, you're just like this, you know. I'll just say
the word white. But like, as more whites would move into a com-
munity, certain things that have just been commonplace will no
longer be accepted, you know, like to go into a grocery store and
have every apple rotten. That’s just not going to fly, you know, and
to only have that Kraft packaged cheese and not have like feta,
whatever, I mean, but that’s just, but it’s not like the people in the
community didn’t want it, it’s just, it doesn’t. ... it wasn’t available,
you know, so that’s problematic.

HENRY: Neighborhood’s—uh just getting a little better, I guess. You’re
getting more police protection and everything, as expected. I guess
the whites demanded more of the Police Department and they’re just
doing their job—what they say are their job.

Ms. JAMES: But, Pve seen the improvement, and services that um, to
having more things available, and um, the park you can go to Fort
Greene Park and there are activities. During the summer. Whereas
before you were afraid to go to the park. But, there is double secu-
rity, because white people, make sure that they get good security!

Here whites are viewed as a group that will not tolerate inferior services.
Cognizant of this, stores and providers of public services step up their
performance to accommodate the new clientele. Anderson in Streetwise
alluded to this dynamic in his ethnographic account of a gentrifying neigh-
borhood in Philadelphia:

The new residents pressure government official for municipal services, in-
cluding better police protection. These demands are often met, and the whole
neighborhood benefits. The once segregated schools gain some middle class-
white students, whose parents become involved and require the schools to
respond to their needs. Thus the schools improve. (Anderson 1991, p. 139)
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Some were also cognizant of the correlations between class and race
that are common in America. Typical of this perspective are the com-
ments of Jerome, a community activist in his early forties in Harlem, and
Tammi, the young Harlem native who returned to Harlem after college
and was introduced in chapter 3:

LANCE: Do you have a sense of why the neighborhood is improving in
terms of services?

JErROME: I think it i1s more about class than race. More about money.
People with money can contribute to the politicians. But, it’s the case
that the people with more money tend to be white and the people
with less money tend to be black. Some pcople say, ““oh it’s the white
people.” But I think it is more of a class thing.

tammMI: I think there’s more of class issue than a race issue, because
like I see like wealthy politicians coming back into Harlem, like
we had, politician who owns a brownstone in Sugar Hill |a
neighborhood in Harlem].

LANCE: Well, how do you think that translates in to, like you said
the streets are being paved more or, uh, all the sidewalks are being
fixed up?

TAMMI: Because if they’re paying a certain amount of money they
wanna live in “luxury,” you know. They don’t wanna pay like, $350
to $500,000 for a brownstone and down the block there’s trash or
abandoned buildings. So that politician for example made like she
had this big issue about her trash, you know, like, a couple of months
ago, you know, but I'm sure, she doesn’t have broken sidewalks, or
homeless people sitting down in front of her building. That is the
type of thing they’re doing.

LANCE: They, being the—

tammi: Middle class.

This class-based view accepts that some people are able to command a
better neighborhood. But the ability to wield such power is one that
transcends race and is more determined by one’s class. People with per-
sonal experience in community activism seemed more likely to subscribe
to this view. Ms. James, who was introduced earlier in this chapter, is a
resident of Clinton Hill with a long history of activism with various local
groups. Through her activism she has been able to witness the varying
ways that people try to affect change in the neighborhood:

You know everybody keeps talking about when it is theirs and this is my
community. I am just so tired of hearing that. It is whoever get into that
community and lived, to make it a livable, and a decent place that’s all.
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When people really want a safe and decent community, you’ll always find at
the meetings, they will always work, they will be the people who go to
Connecticut Muffin, who go to the Thai restaurant, who really appreciate
that. The rest of the people they will complain, but they will never ever do
anything. And there are some white homeowners on Vanderbilt, not many,
who were very active when they wanted to turn the Brooklyn Navy Yard
into um, a prison. But they [the whites] were against that. But, you know,
the white people in just that one block, said “Now you know our children
live here we don’t want that.” And they were able to stop it.

This resident is juxtaposing the perceived lack of community involve-
ment among her black neighbors to the activism of the white gentrifiers in
Clinton Hill. This example illustrates how things are accomplished and
neighborhoods improved—Dby voicing one’s complaints and working
to achieve what’s best for the community. This is something. that some
whites and to a lesser extent the middle class in general was perceived to
be more adept at.

Like Ms. James, other persons I interviewed that worked with neigh-
borhood groups or were on the board of their cooperative appeared to
have intimate knowledge of how levers of power could be pushed. Often
they spoke of their own efforts at neighborhood improvement. They
described their meetings with the local police precincts, their discussions
with local merchants and others, all with the aim of improving the
neighborhood. For example, Shawn, a worker at a community-based

organization, described her mother’s personal battles with drug dealers
on her block:

My mom would tell the drug dealers, “look y’all have to go somewhere elsc
with this. We have kids on this block and you can’t stand here with this.” 1
really think it was folks like my mom and others who helped turn this
neighborhood around. When there was crack houses on our block they
harassed the drug dealers and fixed up these bombed-out shells. All of that
made the neighborhood acceptable to people who would have never
thought about moving up here.

In Shawn’s view, the work of residents of Harlem made Harlem safe for
outside investors and the gentry. Several residents of Clinton Hill who
were active on their cooperative board thought the same way. Both James
and Louis (introduced in chapter 3 as residents of Clinton Hill) are
members of their coop board and argued as such:

JAMES: We also have a local development corporation it’s the Myrtle
Avenue Revitalization Project. They’ve been extremely instrumen-
tal in bringing new types of businesses to Myrtle Avenue. And,
uh, along with those businesses you have people going out to pa-
tronize them. That’s helped a lot to change the feel of the block.
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We’re actively working to establish a Business Improvement District
on Myrtle Avenue so that we can take it to the next level.

Louis: They’re starting to come back now after we fixed it up. When
I first moved in it was all white. They all left. We weathered some
hard times. But we got the place back on our feet. Now they’re
wanting to come back.

Some of the people involved in community activism were proud to take
credit for what they viewed to be their accomplishments. They inter-
preted the improved services and amenities in the neighborhood as the
fruits of their labors. Much more so than other respondents, those who
were actively engaged in community-based organizations attributed at
least some of the local improvements to the actions of indigenous resi-
dents themselves. The common theme here is that this view sees the ac-
tions of residents themselves, whether the gentry or indigenous residents
like themselves who are active in the community, as integral to the neigh-
borhood improvements that are under way.

A second way some people described the improvements occurring was
almost as a side effect of an increase of whites. Yolanda, a resident of
Clinton Hill introduced in the last chapter, attributed the increasing
presence of restaurants was to the eating habits of whites:

LANCE: Do you have any ideas why there’s a major influx of
restaurants into the neighborhood, uh, people eating more or, uh—

YOLANDA: Eating more? No, I guess. Again I, Tll just point out to,
uh, maybe the last four years or so with a greater influx of, um, you
know, white people into the neighborhood, 1 think a lot of them
probably have a tendency to eat out a lot more.

Rather than whites demanding better services, the businesses are simply
responding to the market created by whites. Barbara, the graduate stu-
dent who moved to Harlem after attending college, also described the
improvement of police protection to coincidental forces. She described
the police as naturally more protective of their own kind:

LANCE: Have you noticed any changes in public services?

BARBARA: The police. Their response to any crime, any problems. I
don’t know what’s causing it, but I can speculate. I think that [
would say that maybe there’s concern now. Someone who looks
like you calls for help you can now relate to their need and maybe
I’'m thinking. Let’s say I walk into the police precinct and make a
complaint it may be business as usual. But if it is someone they
can identify with they may be heard. When I first moved there 1
would call the police about noise and my roommate would laugh.
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It was a joke because she knew they wouldn’t come. But if someone
called them today they probably would.

LANCE: When you say the police identify, what is it, I don’t want to
make assumptions, what is it they identify with?

BARBARA: Race. It’s not necessarily class because that same police of-
ficer may not be able to afford a $700,000 brownstone. But it’s
history, it’s race.

LANCE: The police are mostly white. And the people who are mostly
calling are white?

BARBARA: Yes.

LANCE: So there’s not that many black cops.

BARBARA: Nope.

Viewed this way, the improvements in amenities or services are coin-
cidental. Because the police are mostly white, naturally they are more
responsive now that whites are moving into the neighborhood. It is not
that whites are more demanding or savvy, but things have just worked out
that way.

A third explanation views the forces determining the level of amenities
and services in a perhaps more nefarious light. The powers that be take
notice of the changing complexion of the neighborhood and through
whatever mechanism decide to dole out services more favorably. The
exact mechanism through which this occurs is not always clearly un-
derstood as the following exchange with Miriam, an artist in her mid-
forties who grew up in a Midwestern suburb, illustrates.

MIRIAM: When I first moved in you always saw the undercovers
having someone up against the wall. From what [ am told it used
to be really bad. I mean my area was known for drugs. In fact the
building I am living in used to be a crack house.

LANCE: Do you have a sense of why they’re trying to clean up the
neighborhood now as opposed to in the past?

MiIriAM: It’s for the white people. Obviously, I mean it’s not for us.

LANCE: Because the white people are moving in the neighborhood they
are cracking down?

MIRIAM: Yes, yes, that’s always the case anywhere. Because the real
estate is valuable and they are jumping on it.

LANCE: How does that work? You have a neighborhood with a lot
of crime and the whites move in and. .. The question may sound
stupid, I’m just trying to get your thinking about this process.

The whites move in, how does that translate into increased
police presence?

MiriAM: I don’t know where it trickles down from or who puts the
word out that you have to be more proactive on this or whatever, all
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I know is it happens, [ don’t know how, or who, or what. It does
happen and it is very obvious.

Given Miriam’s background—raised in the suburbs, migrated to Harlem
as an adult, and a struggling artist—one might classify her as a gentrifier.
Yet she clearly makes a distinction between herself and the whites who
have moved into Harlem. It is for them that the neighborhood benefits are
being made.

Dave, a native of Harlem in his mid-thirties, concurs:

LANCE: Are the parks and public spaces safer now?

pave: They’re becoming cleaner, they’re becoming safer. There are a
lot of Caucasians living here now so they have to make them cleaner
and safer, so they have to make it safer for them as well. They got to
live here, right? Of course these changes are happening for the
Caucasians coming in. Not too many African American households
can afford $1500 a month for rent, so it is designed to replace them.

The feeling that a conscientious decision was being made to devote more
attention to whites and other newcomers also inspired some resentment
and bitterness toward the whole gentrification process. For people who
had been living in a neighborhood for years with inferior services, the
sudden improvement, even if beneficial, was also insulting. Dave went on
to describe his feelings of resentment.

Its funny just when they are moving up, that’s when they feel like doing
something with the neighborhood. Because they’re moving uptown, and
we’'ve been here for forever. Basically they didn’t think of making this
before everybody moved uptown. I mean, it’s good that it’s happening, but
it is happening for the wrong reasons. It should have been happening a long
time ago.

Kevin, a mid-thirties man who has lived in Harlem all of his life except the
time he spent away at college, and Takeesha, introduced in chapter 3,
were also indignant about this.

KEVIN: I mean, you see maybe a more police presence, but that’s for
them. That’s not really for the older residents. And, and you could
really feel that. So, um, it’s just...

LANCE: When you say that, when you say the police presence is for them
and not for the older residence, could you elaborate on this point?
KEVIN: If it’s, if it’s for the older residents, they would have been there
prior to the new people coming into the neighborhood. So when you
see like an improvement of services because of your new neighbors,

or I guess, uh, the income of your neighbors, it sorta is a slap in a
face, because you should have been getting that prior to people
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coming in. Just cause, you know, somebody comes in doesn’t mean
all of a sudden you step up your services. Services shoulda already
been plentiful prior to.

TAKEESHA: Yeah, that’s, I mean, like that to me, that’s sort of like the
problem is, just why is that a certain, you know . .. type of people,
you know, have to move in, uh, in order for that to happen,

I mean, you know, you can talk about on one hand, they’re bringing
in, you know, wealth or whatever, but, I mean, that should have
nothing to do with whether or not the police is...you know, or
whether or not, um, the sanitation department is picking up the
trash and things like that.

These remarks suggest resentment directed not so much at whites per se
but at perceived white privilege. The improvements taking place are
perceived as being targeted to others and not themselves. Gentrification is
then a process designed to benefit whites and certainly not long-term
residents. To be sure, sometimes changes in services are specifically tar-
geted at some people. Take for example the practice of hanging on the
corner or loitering that is common in many inner-city communities. If this
practice is suppressed, it is hard to argue that this is for the benefit of
would-be corner hangers. Mason, introduced in the previous chapter,
described a change in the permissibility of loitering that he views as for
the benefit of others:

MASON: There used to be a corner where the Puerto Ricans and
Dominicans hung out and played the bongos and drank beer. Now
they can’t do that. But you can do that in Washington Heights. So
there’s this double standard. That’s wrong. How can neighbor-
hoods under the same mayor be treated so differently? Now you
can’t even stand in front of your own building without being
harassed. Or if you sit on the benches the police will come along
and point to the no loitering sign and say you can’t stay here.

LANCE: Why do you think this double standard exists?

MASON: Because of new people moving in and putting pressure on the
police to make things orderly.

What used to be acceptable no longer is. What is acceptable in some
neighborhoods is not acceptable in others. How else to make sense of this
other than to assume that certain people are able to command a change in
the rules? Henry, the older native of North Carolina who frequents the
corners, also viewed a change in police activity that aims to curb such
activity as being for the benefit of someone else, as the dialogue below
illustrates:
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HENRY: Well—I haven’t seen any change in the last ten years, but
the last three years, there have been great change with the
whites moving in. Neighborhood’s—ubh just getring a little better,
I guess.

LANCE: So that’s—that’s happened since the whites moved in you said?

HENRY: Such as sanitation, noise level, people standing around on
the street, which at one time it was permitted but now, it’s—
they’re a little strict on it.

LANCE: They—you mean, they don't allow people to stand around on
the street?

HENRY: They—not much.

LANCE: Hmm. So, what rule is that, that—that they used to—

HENRY: Well, they say it’s a rule that had been on the book—it’s an
ancient rule. But now, getting—it’s being enforced now. Well we,
we go along with the flow, if the police come, we stops and hide
whatever we doing. Even when they pass, we go back to it sort of
thing, we go back to, ha, ha, normal.

LaNCE: Okay. Hmm. It almost sounds like harassment, you know?

HENRY: Hmm. You know it—it depends on what side of the street
you’re standing on.

LaNcE: How do people feel about that? I mean the people that already
had been living here, the fact that the law has rules and—

HENRY: Ha, ha, I think most people are pissed off.

Those being harassed by the police would be expected to view the influx
of whites in relatively harsh terms. Obviously selective enforcement of
laws is not being done for the benefit of those being harassed. Terry, who
was introduced in the previous chapter, was able to point to specific
events that illustrate how certain behaviors were now proscribed with the
onset of gentrification.

But if you move into a new place you shouldn’t try to take over, and be like
“we’re here now so you got to do things our way.” For example, we have a
celebration every Father’s Day across from the school on the corner. Been
doing it for twenty years. So there’s a building they renovated and last year
someone calls the cops. Police come and say you know you can’t be out here
drinking that beer. We're like “we’re grown men.” Some of us in our
seventies, we're not gonna be causing trouble. If it wasn’t for one black lady
who was living there for years that came out and said “leave them alone
they been doin’ this for years” we would have had to move. Then we used to
stand around on 123rd we would relax in front of the school, drink a beer.
Can’t do that no more. They put a fence around the school. If we on the
corner or stoop with a beer the police is coming. Meanwhile Danelo’s [a
local restaurant] put a patio out and people is sitting out there drinking
wine. But I can’t have a beer?
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In Terry’s story, old (presumably harmless) rituals are being disrupted
by the gentry who are trying to “‘take over.” By using the police to enforce
what they deem to be the new regime, the gentry inspire resentment. What
is even more galling is that certain activities, such as drinking in public,
are proscribed unless they conform to the gentry’s idea of what is accept-
able. Drinking outside is drinking outside. As long as someone is not
disorderly, what difference should it make whether someone is standing
on a corner or sitting behind a restaurant cordon? This type of differential
treatment is not surprisingly laid at the doorstep of gentrification and is
resented.

But other changes in amenities and services would presumably benefit
everyone. The resentment thus also stems from something else. The sen-
timent seems to be “Why should a neighborhood have to have white
residents to receive better services?” Gary, introduced in chapter 3,
summed up his feelings this way:

GARY: I don’t like having whites making the difference or creating the
impression that because now it’s safe or now its ok to live
there. ... Our neighborhood is definitely gentrifying, I'm like is it so
much a bad thing? Well depends on how you look at it. I liked the
vibe of our community before. I don’t like that our property values
have to go up when white people fucking move in. Excuse my
French. Ha, ha. But that’s what happens. Once you see white peo-
ple hanging out in a neighborhood where they generally wouldn’t
come through, it’s gentrification. I hate that you know. I hate that
has to be the legitimating factor for property values to go up or
for your neighborhood to be a nice neighborhood that sort of thing.

LANCE: So you’re not so much against property values rising, it’s just the
fact that it seems like there has to be whites that cause it?

GARY: Yeah, yeah. That’s what makes it legitimate. And then like
when blacks move into a neighborhood that’s predominantly
white then property values go down. Absolutely ridiculous! I
don’t like that, like I told you before, white people moving into
the neighborhood legitimizes our property values going up. I don’t
even know if that’s the case, it may just be my impression. Maybe
you have people with higher incomes moving into the neighbor-
hood driving prices up. I don’t know what the statistics are, that
sort of thing. But it just seems that way.

Gary was a coop owner and thus stands to benefit from an increase in
property values. So naturally he would prefer that the value of his prop-
erty value rise. But the fact that property values increase seem linked to
race, a point he makes clear by presenting a counterexample of when
property values decline due to an influx of blacks, is irksome.
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That neighborhoods differ in terms of access to amenities and services
is well known. As the popular real estate mantra says “location, location,
location’ are the three most important determinants of property values.
To many residents, gentrification has meant an improvement in both pri-
vate and public amenities. That these improvements have occurred si-
multaneously with an influx of whites has not escaped their attention.

A common explanation for differences in neighborhood services like
police protection is the political boundaries that separate affluent com-
munities from less prosperous ones. According to this view, the higher tax
bases and fewer social problems in suburban communities affords them the
ability to provide high-quality public services. Indeed, a substantial body of
literature exists describing the motivation of households to sort themselves
into relatively homogenous clusters with similar preferences and demands
for services and amenities provided at the local level (Tiebout 1956).

Interjurisdictional differences in resources and demand for public
goods and services certainly explain some of the disparities in services and
amenities across localities. In the minds of some residents of predomi-
nantly minority communities, however, these differences are beside the
point. They see neighborhoods within the same city—*“How can neigh-
borhoods under the same mayor be treated so differently?”—with better
schools, better police protection, cleaner streets, and the like, and they
attribute these differences to the relative power of certain groups. Whites
are clearly viewed as the more powerful group. Some respondents at-
tributed improvements in amenities and services to a mixture of benign
and perhaps conspiratorial forces. Barbara expressed this view to me in
the following dialogue:

BARBARA: | just heard they did a sweep on 125th Street. A friend of
mine said they just saw a bunch of young African American males get
picked up. They said “what’s the reason?” They were questioning
the cops as they were saying to them you have to get off of these
corners.

LANCE: Wow! This is recently?

BARBARA: Yeah. She said “I'm telling you they are cleaning up the
area.” That was the term she was using, cleaning up. Meaning you
can’t even just be seen. She said what she perceived was that someone
or the white people made complaints and they want it to look like
say west 70th Street looks like. You are out of place if you are
standing on the corner. I don’t care if it’s your right to stand on the
corner. We don’t owe you an explanation. So you just have to move
unless you would like to be arrested.

The remarks of the respondents suggest one of the great ironies of
gentrification and point to a perhaps overlooked source of antagonism.
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Certainly increased police protection and better stores are items from
which everyone can benefit. After all, when stores carry better produce,
anyone, including longtime black residents, can purchase it. A decline in
crime will also benefit black residents making them less likely to be
robbed or killed. But some are suspicious of the motives behind this
neighborhood improvement. Ms. Henry, the native of Mississippi, ex-
pressed her cynicism in the following conversation:

LaNCE: Well, uh, let me ask you something. Do you have any thoughts
about why more stores have been opening up in Harlem?

MS. HENRY: Yeah, 1 have given, given some thought. They’re trying to,
to draw, um, people from all over. I mean that’s my thought. Um,
they want people that, from all over the world.

LANCE: What about the people in the community?

MS$. HENRY: In the community? It’s not for the people who are in the
community. It’s not for us at all. This is what I'm telling you. It’s
not meant for us. Anything that they’re doing in Harlem, it’s not
meant for the poor blacks.

Likewise, a decrease in crime benefits all residents, except perhaps the
few criminals in the neighborhood. But the notion that these benefits were
intended for members of the community often did not occur to most
respondents. Michael is a native of Harlem who attended Columbia
University and moved back into Harlem after graduation and is in his late
twenties. As such, some might view him as part of the gentry, although
with his native roots he could claim to be an indigenous resident. His Ivy
League education notwithstanding, he nevertheless interprets neighbor-
hood improvements as something for outsiders, of whom he does not
consider himself.

I remember right before HSBC [a local bank| and Subway opened up there
was this huge influx of police presence. It was ridiculous. They set up one of
those mobile police stations right by the subway. I just noticed there being
so many police officers flooding the streets. My neighborhood is notorious
from the drug dealing going on there. Not violent, we don’t have a lot of
violent crime, I've never heard of a purse snatching or mugging or rape, but
everyone is pretty much aware that there are millions of dollars in drugs
being moved. All of a sudden you saw fewer people hanging on the corner,
less drug dealers, so we all assumed they were clearing the way for some-
thing big. So we realized there was going to be a larger commercial presence
in the area, we just weren’t surc who or what it would be.

According to Michael, an increased police presence certainly must herald
someone or something coming from outside the neighborhood. Other-
wise why would the police attempt to crack down on crime? Certainly,



110 CHAPTER FOUR

not because current residents should not have to live in a drug-infested
environment. Moreover, an increased police presence may now mean you
are more likely to be harassed. In the following story, Michael illustrates
the way the increased police presence is thought to service particular
groups, even in the same neighborhood.

MICHAEL: For instance, no one sat and ate at the Chinese restaurants.
But now people sit down and you know eat. It’s like the table
next to you is reserved for the drug dealers. But the white people
just don’t know or don’t care.

LANCE: So people wouldn’t sit there because they knew it was used by
drug dealers?

MICHAEL: Right. Everyone knew. But if you don’t know, you just sit
down. You don’t see the drug dealers saying anything. But if it was
me who sat down, the drug dealers would be like “What are you
doing?”” and I would promptly get up.

LANCE: So that’s interesting. The drug dealers would say something to
you, but not the other people. Why do you think that is?

MICHAEL: Because you have the police outside. A white person sitting
there if you say something to them, they go outside and say “The
drug dealer told me I couldn’t sit there,” and the cops are going to
cause problems.

LANCE: Whereas the perception is that you wouldn’t say anything to
the police.

MICHAEL: Nah, I'm not saying anything to them. The cops aren’t there
for us, that’s for sure.

The characters in this narrative are black (Michael) and Dominican (the
drug dealers). According to Michael, both the drug dealers and he per-
ceive the police presence to be there to serve whites. Hence, they would
harass him and other nonwhites who unwittingly interfered with their
drug-dealing operations. But whites who interfere are left alone.

In addition, some neighborhood improvements, such as an increased
police presence may make some people feel less comfortable. Because of
the way young black and Latino men have been targeted by police, many
in this demographic will not welcome an increased police presence—
even if they are law-abiding and well educated. Michael went on to
describe how he felt about the increased police presence in his neigh-
borhood:

Well there’s been an increased police presence. That’s something that makes
me feel less comfortable. ... I've gotten stopped on a number of occasions.
One time I’'m coming out of my building with a bag of laundry, Tide and
bleach and the police said where are you going? I'm like pointing to my stuff
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and walking away. They say to me “you can’t just walk away.” I'm like
why not? They were undercovers I guess looking for dealers.

In most communities, the default assumption would be that improve-
ments in services are designed to benefit residents of these communities.
The narrative above, however, suggests that this assumption is challengefi
in many poorer minority communities, even those experiencing gentrifi-
cation.

That neighborhoods receive better treatment as a result of whitfes
moving in perhaps also reminds some blacks of their subordinate status in
American society. The perceived inability of blacks to achieve the type of
community they desire, whether because the powers that be refused to
provide services or blacks lacked the political savvy to demand the ser-
vices they desired, all serve to reinforce notions of blacks as a subordinate
caste. To the extent that black neighborhoods, for all their problems,
have served as havens from white racism, being reminded of one’s sub-
ordinate status in one’s own comfort zone is probably unsettling. Both
Takeesha and Nate expressed this ambivalence toward whites moving
into Harlem and Clinton Hill:

TAKEESHA: Yeah, you want better services, you want a safe neighbor-
hood, you want a clean neighborhood, uh, but, at the expense of, you
know, of whom, uh, and so, and that, that’s why I feel conflicted
because, um, you know, you want the neighborhood to, to improve
but not in terms of, uh, its resources, not in terms of, improve doesn’t
always mean, you know, uh, white people. It doesn’t mean, you
know, to change the racial composition or class composition.

NATE: Well, I mean, I like the diversity, that’s great, and I like more
services coming to the neighborhood and I like the neighborhood
being paid more attention to. But the only problem I have, and, and I
wish I could see some statistics on this, 1 don’t like that it takes white
people moving into our neighborhood to legitimize our concerns, to
legitimize the realization of our property values, and to uh, make it a
safe neighborhood, you know, that sort of thing.

These interviews suggest that among some of the residents of gentrifying
Clinton Hill and Harlem, an influx of whites means improved amenities
and services. For some, however, this improvement inspires feelings of
anger and racially based disrespect.

The narratives just illustrated allude to conspiratorial decisions made
for the benefits of whites. Some respondents viewed the conspiracy as part
of a wider plan to take these neighborhoods from blacks, speaking in
explicitly conspiratorial terms. Ms. Henry spoke in these terms:
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Every day you got people sitting up there. Why aren’t they [blacks] dead
yet? How do they, how do, how do they do this, this and what are they
thinking? Believe it or not, these people, uh, they, their minds are on black
people a great deal. How do we get them to work for us, but we, we, we
need that whole place. We need, we need Harlem but we want them. So in
other words, they’re using great strategy. Every day there’s a strategy going
on here. I may not be able to say it like a professor or whatever, but there’s a
strategy and, uh, don’t let, don’t let anybody fool you that they don’t watch
us. And they say, well, hum, these people, they, they ain’t got no education
and, uh, they ain’t trying to do nothing. I mean, hey, you know, it’s just
laying up there.

Jake, introduced in chapter 3, described the conspiratorial view of how
neighborhoods evolve under gentrification:

jaKE: It seems like a certain area will be designated by planners or
whoever for gentrification. Then the police presence will in-
crease markedly. Crime will go down. More stores open up.
Then property values go up. Pretty soon only certain people can
afford it. Very few African American. Mostly white.

LANCE: How does this happen? Who does the designating?

jake: I don’t know. Probably businesses working with government.
Businesses work to influence in a capitalist society.

Ms. Tate is a mid-fifties native of Harlem residing in the home her parents
bought several decades ago. One might expect her, as a homeowner, to
have a more benevolent view of the gentrification process. But she, too,
expressed a conspiratorial view of the changes under way in her neigh-
borhood: “I don’t wanna be pushed out. You know what I'm saying, be-
cause I truly believe that there’s a conspiracy in trying to push people,
black people, out that own homes in Harlem.”

In some instances “they” became specific actors who were moving to
take these neighborhoods from blacks. For example, Ms. Henry described
her feeling that the residents of her public housing development would
soon be displaced:

Ms. HENRY: Now they’re doing that, they, there, they change the out-
side of the building. The building looks great outside, but they don’t
care about the tenants inside. So, you know, what are you getting
ready to do here, okay?

LANCE: Why, why do you think they want to fix up the outside but
don’t care about the tenants?

Ms. HENRY: Well, it’s been discussed among tenants quite frequently
that, um, it’s because we understand that this [Columbia] university
would like to own our property, as, you know, dormitories for the
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students, incoming students because there seems to be a shortage of
housing for all the students. These projects have a fifty-year lease.
That lease will soon be up and it’s, and it’s really up for grabs. So,
Columbia, uh, they got a good shot at it, once, once that lease is up.
They’ve been trying to get it for a while.

Ms. Syndemon, a native of South Carolina in her mid-fifties who moved
to Harlem as a teenager and now lives in an apartment complex, related
to me an apocryphal story about changes pending in her neighborhood.
Although she recognized the conspiratorial nature of the rumor, she
nevertheless entertained the veracity of it, or at least thought it was
worthwhile to mention:

Ms. SYNDEMON: Eventually, like this little project right here, 155th
Street. It was rumored that they were selling, city was selling that to,
um, what’s his name? Trump. Yeah. People was saying that, so
we are saying, “What is Trump gonna put up here?”” You know,
I’m saying, Trump? But I don’t believe that. [ don’t believe that
any more. You hear things. Then they said it was the polo
grounds.

LaNcE: Oh, that Trump was gonna buy that building?

Ms. SYNDEMON: Uh huh, yes. But anything he buy, you know minor-
ities are excluded. It’s only for the rich. So eventually, I think, I think
eventually a lot of blacks [laughter] are gonna have to leave Harlem,
because so many homes are only one, one income.

The naming of specific actors in these cases, rather than dispelling the
conspiratorial nature of the narratives, actually reinforces them. In both
cases, the actors can be viewed as powerful agents almost above reproach.
Columbia University is the largest private landlord in New York City, is
part of the Ivy League, and has a history of influencing development in
upper Manhattan. Donald Trump is a larger-than-life real estate devel-
oper whose name is synonymous with the rich and powerful. These two
actors stand in as metaphors for powerful forces that act in ways to the
detriment of residents of gentrifying neighborhoods.

These narratives clearly indicate a view among residents of neighbor-
hoods that changes associated with gentrification, such as an influx of
whites, improved police protection, and new and improved stores, are
interconnected. This interconnection is one with which most observers
would agree. Many scholars have written about the inequality of place.
What differs is some residents’ views of this interconnection. Whereas so-
cial science tends to view this inequality as an unintentional consequence of
larger macrostructural forces, the residents’ views puts agency squarely
back into the picture. They specifically cite actors or describe a conspiracy
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or plan, talk about word going out or calls made by whites to get better
services.

Contrast that with some of the dominant explanations for neighbor-
hood conditions proffered by social scientists. Wilson (1987) for exam-
ple, argues that job losses due to deindustrialization along with the flight
of the black middle class lead to concentrated pockets of poverty and so-
cial pathos. Massey (2001) points to the cumulative effects of actions by
individual whites who discriminate and avoid living with blacks, which
results in high levels of black segregation and consequently concentrated
poverty and social problems in these neighborhoods. In both of these
explanations there is no conscious, coordinated effort to create ghetto
neighborhoods; rather, these neighborhoods are the unintended conse-
quence of a multitude of actors.

Likewise, most explanations of gentrification point to impersonal
society-wide forces as culprit. Changes in commuting costs, demographic
change, and consumer tastes and the restructuring of the economy are
typically offered as explanations as to why gentrification is occurring.
The improvement in amenities is typically attributed to the market re-
sponding to the increased purchasing power of the gentrifiers. Even po-
litical economy explanations of gentrification, which seek to point out the
beneficiaries and losers of the process, places impersonal concepts like the
inexorable cycles of capital accumulation at the foci of its arguments. In
this view, capital is like a force of nature, inevitably seeking the highest
rate of return, like water seeking its own level.

The narratives on gentrification described, however, move beyond
impersonal forces like the market in explaining changes taking place. For
example, take the comment that new stores were being opened for “them”
and not long-term residents. The market serves whoever has the capa-
bility to pay. The reference to the stores, many of which are not exclusive
by any stretch, being for whites moving into the neighborhood points
to human agency rather than the market as the driving force behind gen-
trification.

The narrative of gentrification that emerges from neighborhood resi-
dents is one where rising housing costs, dissatisfaction with suburban
living, and an increasing appreciation for the proximity of neighborhoods
like Clinton Hill and Harlem coalesce to make whites, the middle class—
otherwise known as the gentry—take notice of these neighborhoods.
Thus far, the narrative is consistent with conventional academic of
gentrification. But for the person on the street in gentrifying neighbor-
hoods, the explanation diverges when the mechanics of neighborhood
improvements are discussed. People are consciously deciding to treat the
newcomers to gentrifying neighborhoods better. Moreover, this better
treatment is not a coincidence of the market or a preceding factor that led
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to gentrification in the first place. Rather, it represents the contempt (Qr at
best indifference) with which the prior residents of gentrifying neigh-
borhoods are viewed.

Fact or FictioN: GENTRIFICATION
AS CONSPIRACY?

The conspiratorial tone of the narratives described might strike some as
far-fetched and question whether the equation “white people = better
services™ is as simple as presented here. Skeptics would probably concede
the numerous empirical studies of neighborhood conditions strongly sug-
gest that the proportion of whites in a neighborhood is positively corre-
lated with the level and quality of amenities and services (Helling and
Sawicki 2003; Logan and Alba 1993; Logan et al. 1996; Massey, Cpn—
dran, and Denton 1987). But the skeptics would also point to institu-
tional inequalities and the cumulative effect of individual decisions rather
than an active choice to deprive black neighborhoods. Moreover, em-
pirical studies that have attempted to document disparit%es between
neighborhoods in levels of municipal services have found mixed results.
Some studies have found that low-income minority neighborhoods re-
ceive lower levels of service, but other studies have found no such pattern
(Sanchez 1998).

Further skepticism is also invited by the fact that some of the con-
spiracy-like claims, such as Trump or Columbia Univcrsit.y acquiring
public housing, are demonstrably false. The New Yor.k City Housmg
Authority has no plans to sell developments to private investors, nor 1s
there a fifty-year lease that will soon expire.

Skeptics could also point to alternative explanations for improvement
in gentrifying neighborhoods besides a conspiracy or conscious decision
to “step up” their services in the wake of the gentry arriv1.ng. Fgr ex-
ample, consider the issue of crime; New York City’s dramatic dec!me in
crime and changing police tactics are well known by now (Blumstein and
Wallman 2000). This decline, however, was not limited to poor blgck
neighborhoods experiencing gentrification. There were declines in crime
across the board. A perhaps more plausible explanation is that changes in
police activity predated the influx of whites. Declines in crime may have
made once dangerous places viable living alternatives to whites and
middle-income households.

Also consider the widespread increase in investment activity in many
inner-city communities. Although economists traditionally haye de-
scribed the market as hyperrational and not prone to discriminatory
behavior, the reality is that markets are often irrational and behgve
more like frenzied herds. This has been noted by behavioral economists
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(Shiller 2005). Once a few stores opened up in neighborhoods like Har-
lem, other investors were willing to take a chance. Indeed there is evi-
dence of chain stores opening in inner-city communities that are not
experiencing what would typically be considered gentrification. It also
seems likely that at least some of the recent reinvestment in inner-city
communities like Clinton Hill and Harlem has been driven by financial
institutions responding to the prodding by community activists indige-
nous to these very same communities.

As I described in chapter 2, local community-based organizations have
also played an integral role in revitalizing these neighborhoods. Some of
the best known community development corporations in New York City,
such as Abyssinian Development Corporation and Harlem Congrega-
tions for Community Improvement in Harlem and Pratt Area Community
Council in Clinton Hill, were actively engaged in revitalizing these
neighborhoods. The efforts of these groups should not be discounted.
Residents who were active in such groups were eager to take credit for the
revitalization taking place in their neighborhoods. Consider Reginald’s
explanation of the turnaround in Harlem:

Well, um, we saw the neighborhood crumbling right before us. So we, this is
about 1985, we, um, started pressing the city to do something with all the
abandoned buildings. With all of our churches we have a significant major
political force. So Koch and the city wanted to get rid of these buildings and
started agreeing to work with us. So that’s how it started. People, uh, were
seeing something done with these buildings and people started moving back
into the neighborhood. After a while even whites were moving in too. Get-
ting rid of all those abandoned buildings made it harder for the drug dealers
and addicts to congregate. So the neighborhood got a little better, and more
people came. And it’s like a cycle. Though we’ve had a harder time getting
businesses to come and stay, but even that’s changing now. So that’s how
we started the whole thing.

Reginald has been a resident of Harlem for twenty-five years and through
his church has been engaged in community development activities. He
views the actions of community-based organizations like the one he be-
longs to as the progenitors of the revitalization under way in Harlem.
Likewise, Ms. James has been living in Clinton Hill for forty years and has
always been very active in the community. In describing the improvement
of the community, she points to the efforts of the residents, but she infers
that the black residents did not do all they could have to achieve these
changes:

You know I've really, I've gotten a lot out of the community, I enjoy raising
my kids in the community, and I've worked hard in the community, to build
an after school center to make sure that you know we get the, police, um,
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police protection, you know everything so 'm, ’m glad to see that you know,
at last you know, that you have some of the things that you spent all these
years fighting for and you thought will never happen. But I'm very disap-
pointed, that, that black people didu’t do it on their own.

Earlier, I described how Ms. James thought whites in the neighborhood
were important in organizing to effect change. She reiterates this belief
here, but again points to the actions of the residents like herself to explain
the changes happening in Clinton Hill.

In addition, the role of longtime middle-class residents in these com-
munities also should not be discounted. These individuals provide some
of the critical mass of those with disposable income to support more
stores and the social capital to demand better services. They also served as
role models and provide the base of support for neighborhood institutions
as described by Wilson (1987).

I can also relate my firsthand experience attending a neighborhood
meeting in Clinton Hill. The meeting was held in a new Senegalese res-
taurant, itself a sign of gentrification. Residents were gathered to begin
the process of forming a block association. Present were a mix of black
and white residents, although given the overall demographic character of
the neighborhood, whites were overrepresented at about half of those
present. Residents introduced themselves—most were homeowners and
had moved into the ncighborhood within the past five years. Given the
recent nature of their arrival and their status as homeowners in an over-
heated housing market where only those with substantial means could
afford to own homes now or in the recent past, one could classify the
attendees as gentrifiers. Also present was a member of a local community
development corporation, a city council representative, a representative
from the Parks Department, and two officers from the local police pre-
cinct. Residents talked about how to organize a block association and
how to improve the local greenery, but the bulk of the attention was
directed at the police. Residents wanted to know what could be done to
address neighborhood criminal activity and discourage youths from
congregating on the corner. Ironically, a group of youths were congre-
gating in front of the restaurant as the meeting took place. The police
made clear that resources flowed to areas where complaints were being
lodged. Although the officers made it clear that it was not a crime to stand
on the corner, the residents did implore them to do something. It would
not be surprising if the police did indeed do “‘something” to satisfy the
complaints of these residents. Those who stood on the corners were ab-
sent to plead their case to their new neighbors or the police. This dynamic
is consistent with explanations that services improve or change because
the gentry are better organized to demand what they want.
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Given these alternative explanations some, would be tempted to dis-
miss the conspiratorial tone of many residents as another conspiracy the-
ory by paranoid blacks. Skeptics might point to other conspiracy theories
that posit intentional harm behind social maladies afflicting the black
community. Stories such as AIDS being a plan to kill blacks and other
nonwhites in the world, or construing the presence of drugs and guns in
black communities as evidence of a conspiracy to destroy black neigh-
borhoods are examples of other conspiracy theories (Waters 1997). The
gentrification story in many ways sounds like a conspiracy theory but has
just enough truth to make it credible.

The view of gentrification and indeed the condition of black inner-city
communities in general as part of a conspiracy is in evidence in the
movie Boyz N the Hood (dir. John Singleton, Columbia Pictures, 1991).
The semi-autobiographical movie (Singleton also wrote it) takes place in
the black ghetto of south central Los Angeles and contains a scene where
Furious Styles (Laurence Fishburne), a self-styled street intellectual and
race man, explains the process of gentrification and neighborhood decline
in black neighborhoods to an “old head” and a group of youths con-
gregating on a street corner:

FURIOUS: Know what that is? [Pointing to a “Cash for Homes” sign]

youTH: A billboard.

FURIOUS: ’m talking about the message and what it stands for. It's
called gentrification. That’s what happens when the property value
of a certain area is brought down. They bring the property value
down. They can buy the land at a lower price. Then they move all the
people out, raise the property value, and sell it at a profit...

OLD HEAD: Ain’t no one from outside bringing down the property
value. It’s these folks [Pointing to the nearby youths|. Shootin’ each
other and sellin’ that crack rock and shit.

FURIOUS: Well how you think the crack rock gets into the country?
We don’t own any planes. We don’t own no ships. We are not the
people who are flying and floating that shit in here. I know every
time you turn on the TV that what you see, black people, sellin’
the rock, pushin’ the rock. But that wasn’t a problem as long as
it was here. It wasn’t a problem until it showed up in Iowa and
Wall Street where there aren’t hardly any black people. Now you
want to talk about guns. Why is it that there is a gun shop in
almost every corner in this community?

OLD HEAD: Why?

FURIOUS: I'll tell you why. For the same reason there’s liquor store on
almost every corner in the black community. Why? They want us to
kill ourselves. You go out to Beverly Hills, you don’t see that shit.
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Yeah they want us to kill ourselves. The best way you can destroy a
people you take away their ability to reproduce themselves. Who is it
that is dying out here every night on these streets? Yall.

Here Furious describes gentrification as a deliberate plot to make money.
Current residents are to be discarded without a thought. Moreover, the
conditions that make gentrification possible in the first place—low
property values—results from an intentional plan to destroy black peo-
ple. Neil Smith could not have said it better.

The director, John Singleton, is here conveying some of the thoughts
percolating in the black community. But Singleton is not presenting Fu-
rious as a bitter, paranoid, ill-informed angry black man. Instead Furious
is presented as man whose words should be accorded great weight:

youTH: Damn, Furious is deep. He used to be a preacher?

YOUTH [FURIOUS’s sONJ: Nah, he ain’t no preacher, he just reads a lot.
Pops was talking, speakin’ the truth.

youTH: Your pops is like motherfuckin’ Malcolm, Farrakhan.

Furious is a man who reads a lot and is assumed to be a learned man or
preacher. The message conveyed here is that the conspiratorial view of
neighborhood dynamics is one worthy of respect. Indeed, the director
may have been attempting to plant the seeds in the audience as much as he
was reflecting current wisdoms in the black community. Gentrification as
conspiracy would appear to have deep roots within the black community.
The narratives depicted earlier in this chapter clearly touch on this current
of thought.

Some scholars look askance at such conspiracy theories. Attributing
such thoughts to angry people with flawed judgments who withdraw from
society, this school of thought sees conspiracy theories as something to be
challenged and corrected.

I choose, however, a different tact taking heed of what Duneier (1999)
warns as the ethnographic fallacy. As described by Duneier, such a fallacy
occurs when a researcher takes respondents’ stories at face value, without
considering the larger context or macrolevel forces that shape the respon-
dents’ realities. In Duneier’s study of homeless sidewalk vendors, he found
that his respondents typically attributed their homelessness to their own
actions without any reference to deindustrialization, discrimination, the
lack of affordable housing, or other society-wide forces that contributed to
their predicament. Duneier wanted to allow individuals to tell their stories
but also wanted to inform these stories with what he saw as the larger
picture. Despite ignoring the larger forces that may have predisposed the
men in his study to become homeless, the men’s stories still had meaning—
namely, that these men still felt that they exercised control over their lives in
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the face of overwhelming structural obstacles. Thus, the men’s claims to be
solely responsible for their homelessness can be interpreted as a way of
maintaining their sense of control over their fragile and vulnerable exis-
tences. Taking a similar analytic tact here suggests the meaning of the whites
equals better services or gentrification as conspiracy narrative may be as
important as the empirical veracity of it. This approach seems warranted in
a situation where residents are asked to voice opinions about a complex
phenomena like the forces that change amenities and services in gentrifying
neighborhoods for which their firsthand experiences are necessarily limited.

Turner (1993) describes the currency afforded to many malicious
conspiracies in the African American community. She attributes beliefs in
these rumors not to inadequate education but rather to a historical legacy
of oppression that makes such stories credible. Although the rumors
described in Turner’s work are typically untrue or unverified, the col-
lective memory of having whites control blacks’ fates makes these stories
believable. For example, the notion that AIDS is a discase created by
white doctors to harm blacks or other marginalized groups may seem
incredible to some. But then the notion that the federal government would
withhold treatment for a curable disease to observe the effects of that
disease, as in the case of the infamous Tuskegee syphilis experiment,
would also seem incredible if it had not actually happened once already.
Turner (1993, p. 136) writes, “In seeking to fill the gaps between what is
known and what remains a mystery, the folk will rely on their sense of
black history to construct motifs consistent with the past experience but
applicable to the issue at hand.” Thus, these rumors serve as metaphors to
the racial oppression that many blacks continue to perceive today.
Continuing inequities, whether actually motivated by racism or not, only
serve to reinforce suspicions about how public services are doled out.
Michael provides an example of such suspicions:

MICHAEL: The train unfortunately the skip stop service on the % train
only begins at 137th Street. That’s the last time you can catch the
1 or 9 and it doesn’t really matter. T always felt that was a racist thing
that occurred cuz the 1 train ran and then they threw in the 9 and
they started doing this leapfrog thing and I never understood why.

LaNce: Why do you say it’s a racist thing?

MICHAEL: Because you have all of Manhattan and ’til it gets to a
section where the skin color changes there’s skip stop service,
leapfrogging and so you want to get to work to you plan x
amount of time and you’re watching trains just race by you. I've
never heard the MTA’s argument for doing such a thing . .. out of
all of Manhattan you begin this skipping at this one particular
section. It just strikes me as odd.
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Likewise, the stories of neighborhood improvement being attributed to
whites, whatever their veracity, may also serve as metaphors to the in-
equality of place that is still evident in urban America. If we consider the
history of neighborhood change and development in urban America, one
can easily point to policies that sound like conspiracies but were actua}lly
implemented. Many municipalities did for a short time try to use zoning
to keep races separate. Until 1948, homeowners often used restrictive
covenants to forbid sales to blacks. The federal government actually cod-
ified the practice of red lining, or refusing to insure mortgages in pre-
dominantly black neighborhoods. Urban renewal did disproportionately
target black neighborhoods for demolition and the resultant displace-
ment, so much so that it came to be known as Negro removal. Public
housing was intentionally segregated and targeted to black neighbor-
hoods. When such practices were outlawed, some cities simply stopped
building public housing. And so on. When this historical record is taken
into account, the notion that whites can make a few calls to “clean up
125th Street” or force stores to stock better produce might seem plausible
to some.

Indeed if we look to the work of social scientists on trust, such cynicism
as that expressed earlier in this chapter might even be expected. Social
scientists seeking to explain the existence of trust typically employ a
learning model view of trust. That is, people learn to trust to the extent that
past experiences have provided a basis to assume trustworthiness (Hardin
2001). This experience does not necessarily have to be personal. A group’s
collective memory -can supplement one’s personal experiences when
making decisions about whom to trust. Collective memory here refers to
experiences of the group an individual identifies with that may be related
across generations provided a basis to assume trustworthiness. This ex-
perience does not necessarily have to be personal. The learning model view
of trust thus suggests the cynicism described earlier stems from the his-
torical maltreatment of black neighborhoods. Years of discrimination
and institutionalized racism have seared mistrust of whites and white
institutions into the collective memory of blacks. Like any other situation
where actors have proven themselves untrustworthy, cynicism will
abound. A number of studies have found that trust is in short supply in
black and inner-city communities (Campbell 1980; Demaris and Yang
1994; Lee 2002; Ross et al. 2001; Smith 2003). The cynicism described
earlier in this chapter is therefore consistent with a learning model view of
trust as well as studies of trust in the black community.

The point here is not to suggest that services have not improved be-
cause of whites. I have not attempted to validate these stories by checking
alternative sources. But these stories should not simply be taken at face
value. Stories about public housing being taken over by Columbia
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University or Donald Trump are better viewed as apocryphal. Columbia
University and Donald Trump are names that help flesh out the story of a
plan to treat whites better and take over the neighborhood.

Rather than taking these narratives at face value, I argue for viewing
them as representative of the cynicism that decades of unequal neigh-
borhood treatment have wrought. The cynicism toward how outside
forces treat the ghetto has long been prevalent in neighborhoods like
Harlem. In his autobiographical account of life in Harlem, Claude Brown
in Manchild in the Promised Land describes the ruminations of his friends
and himself. “We’d laugh about how when the big snowstorms came.
They’d have the snowplows out downtown as soon as it stopped, but
they’d let it pile up for weeks in Harlem. If the sun didn’t come out, it
might have been there when April came around. Damn sending snow-
plows up there just for some niggers and people like that” (Brown 19685,
p. 199).

Scholars have long pointed to a history of oppression that has left
blacks relatively mistrustful, especially of whites (Campbell 1980; De-
maris and Yang 1994). This mistrust translates into blacks being likely to
believe that whites will behave in ways detrimental to themselves and
other blacks. Against this backdrop of cynicism, the stories of malfeasance
will gain currency. Stories that allude to whites or the powers that be
plotting to take advantage of blacks or treating whites favorably are
consistent with what is expected and thus readily believed. In contrast,
stories that allude to equal and fair treatment, such as the notion that
better stores are opening because of increased demand, or private capital
recognizing the untapped potential of black neighborhoods are incon-
sistent with the history of unequal treatment that blacks have experi-
enced. Consequently, this type of narrative is probably less likely to gain
traction and become part of the way people make sense of the changes
happening around them.

The cynicism expressed in the narratives quoted also provide addi-
tional insight into why gentrification is not always a welcome force, even
among those not personally threatened by displacement. To the extent
that gentrification and accompanying neighborhood improvements are
for “them,” this represents a slap in the face.

Here, the narratives presented suggest the improvements in the study
neighborhoods are due mostly to the presence of whites. But these stories
tend to ignore some of the other forces at work in Clinton Hill, Harlem,
and other inner-city communities that may have also attributed to the
changes they attested to. The narrative of whites equals better services,
however, is perhaps more congruent with the history of urban inequality
in the United States. Moreover, because whites are so visible in these
communities, it is also a more obvious explanation than one that points to
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the black gentry. The notion that the presence of whites is somehow
responsible for neighborhood improvements serves as a sort of ethno-
sociology (Waters 1997), that is, how everyday people make sense of their
world. When confronted with a phenomenon that is not entirely under-
stood, ethnosociologies offer a reassuring way for people to make sense of
their world. In a world where exogenous forces and the larger white
community have acted to disadvantage predominantly black neighbor-
hoods, such ethnosociologies should not be dismissed out of hand.
Rather, they point to the way many residents of gentrifying neighbor-
hoods make sense of their world.

The discussion suggests three types of explanations that dominated
residents’ thinking about how gentrification translates into an improving
neighborhood. One school sees neighborhood upgrading to be the end re-
sult of residents, indigenous or gentrifiers, exercising their power to create
and demand a better neighborhood. This is a school of thought that, not
surprisingly, seemed to be more prevalent among those who engaged in
activities to improve the neighborhood themselves. A second, less com-
monly offered viewpoint perceives these neighborhood improvements as
coincidental or the result of market forces. A third perspective pointed to
exogenous forces that favored whites and to a lesser extent the middle class
in general in deciding where and when to dole out services to the com-
munity. This last perspective is much more cynical about the process of
gentrification.

Somewhat surprisingly, these perspectives did not break down along
class lines. One might expect that homeowners or those with more edu-
cation might be less cynical about gentrification. To some extent 1 an-
ticipated these groups to view gentrification in a less conspiratorial way.
As noted, however, some of the most cynical comments were made by
those with Ivy League educations. In explaining the cynicism of many
blacks toward white-dominated institutions, Turner (1993) also did not
find class to be an important predictor. Because this is an interpretive
inquiry, I do not attempt to correlate perceptions about gentrification with
class background or other factors in a quantitative way. But the patterns
observed do allow me to speculate inductively about the sources and
possible antidotes of the widespread cynicism [ found. In particular, to
policy makers and planners wishing to foster democracy in the process of
developing and revitalizing communities, the cynicism expressed here
should be troubling. It suggests that nearly four decades of citing the
mantra of community in redevelopment efforts has not erased a cynical
view toward the powers that be in many minority communities.

Yet these findings also suggest a ray of hope. Some of my conversations
revealed a dogged determination to engage the forces of neighborhood
change in ways that would be beneficial to the area. Although they did not
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naively believe in the benevolence of local government or commercial
institutions, they were not so cynical as to believe that these actors only
worked to benefit outsiders or could not be influenced to the advantage of
the indigenous community. These are folks who could be viewed as the
children of the community development movement and represent the
possibility of empowerment for disadvantaged communities.

Thus, the way that residents of gentrifying neighborhoods interpret
the changes occurring around them has important implications, which I
will amplify and discuss in the concluding chapter when I discuss the
planning and policy implications of this book.

5 Neighborhood Effects
in a Changing "Hood

THE PREVIOUS CHAPTERS have illuminated the myriad ways that
residents of gentrifying neighborhoods perceive and interpret the changes
swirling about them. The discussion thus far suggests that gentrification
affects communities and people in ways more complex and as yet uncon-
sidered than portrayed in much of the literature. This chapter considers
the personal interactions between the gentry and older residents. How do
long-term residents perceive the relationships (or lack thereof) between
themselves and the gentry? Their perceptions are particularly germane to
ongoing debates over the mixed-income housing and neighborhood effects.
These narratives thus have important implications both for our thinking
about gentrification and for policies to address it, which I will consider
in the following chapter. But they also speak to ongoing debate on the
importance of neighborhood effects. In this chapter I analyze residents’
perceptions of interactions between the gentry and long-term residents
through the lens of the neighborhood effects thesis.

The neighborhood effects debate was brought to the fore by Wilson’s
(1987) seminal work that suggested that the socioeconomic composition
of one’s neighbors plays an important role in determining one’s life
chances. More specifically, the presence of upwardly mobile, stable, and
middle-class households helps others become upwardly mobile and helps
stabilize community life. Wilson argued that it was the flight of the black
middle class from inner-city communities in the post—civil rights era that
left many ghetto neighborhoods bereft of stabilizing forces that would
enable them to withstand economic deprivation without descending into
chaos. As a result, the economic shocks of the 1970s transformed many
black communities from relatively poor but stable communities into
isolated ghettos rife with crime, despair, and family disintegration.

Although there has been considerable debate about some of the tenets
of Wilson’s hypothesis (see, for example, Massey and Denton 1993 for an
alternative perspective on the putative flight of the black middle class),
the notion that concentrated poverty leads to deleterious consequences
has achieved close to a consensus in the policy and scholarly communi-
ties. Intuitive appeal, a strong theoretical foundation, a plethora of quasi-
experimental studies, and more recently, evidence from a true experiment



