“Be Bold or Move to Suburbia.” The old Woodward’s department store once anchdéegdtouver’'s downtown
commercial district. In the middle years of thettieth century, however, commercial vitality moweaith and
west towards Granville Street, accelerating thdinkeof Hastings Street. By the time Woodwardisseld in the
1990s, its surrounding neighborhood had becom&a#teefuge of Vancouver’s poorest residents stinggo
survive in a city evolving into a fast-paced restbg¢e growth machine. Community advocates, and/mkamners,
sought to secure funds from higher levels of govemt to transform Woodward’s into social housing fo
Downtown Eastside residents, but developers aret affficials pursued plans for upscale private tgyment.
Woodward’s thus became a major site of struggles the future of the neighborhood, and the citiaage --
culminating in an extended squat to protest a fdafuxury condominiums in 2002 (“Woodsquat.”). VBeal years
later, revised plans integrated social housingadfaidable rentals with luxury condominiums andaneh of
Simon Fraser University's art department, and Waadbe was advertised as “An Intellectual Propertyif’
you've lived in Vancouver all your life,” the admsing copy began, “you may think of Woodward’sEdgy. But
if you moved to Vancouver in the last 10 to 15 gear have resided in any other major city in therM/like New
York or London, you will recognize the incredibletential. This is an emerging area, not a samite®e/ironment.
Neighbourhoods like this are rare and offer an entib mix of cutting-edge culture, heritage andrabter. That's
why the intelligent buyer will get in early. Thisthe future. This is your neighbourhood. Bedbml move to
suburbia.” Quote source: Rennie Marketing Syst€&006). Woodward'’s District Available at
http://www.woodwardsdistrict.com, last accessed é&oler 20, 2007. Photograph by Elvin Wyly, Febri2496.
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Gentrification has been one of the most pervasiecantroversial topics in urban geography
for many years. At various points, gentrificativas been dismissed as irrelevant and trivial,
analyzed as a fundamental indicator of the undeglgiynamics of urban economic or cultural
change, advocated as a savior for older, declioitigs in need of revitalization, and fought by
social movements resisting displacement and clgrainght to the city. Some geographers
have argued that there is now so much writing utiseheading of ‘gentrification’ that the term
has lost its meaning — it means too many thingedanany people, and thus confuses rather
than enlightens.

The term and its meaning

But the word is still widely used, because the pssds important as ever; it “has become not a
sideshow in the city, but rather a major compoméhe urban imaginary.” (Ley, 2003: 2527).
The term was first coined by the British socioladrsith Glass in 1964. She used it to describe
some new and distinct processes of urban changavéna beginning to affect inner London.
The changes she described are now known as thodassical gentrification’:

‘One by one, many of the working class quartersasfdon have been invaded by the
middle classes -upper and lower. Shabby, modestsraed cottages — two rooms up and
two down — have been taken over, when their lehaes expired, and have become
elegant, expensive residences. Larger Victoriarségudowngraded in an earlier or
recent period — which were used as lodging housege otherwise in multiple
occupation — have been upgraded once again... Omscprdtess of ‘gentrification’ starts
in a district it goes on rapidly until all or mastthe original working class occupiers are
displaced and the social character of the

Gentrification is the district is changed'.
transformation of working-class gentrification can be defined simply as the

and poor spaces of the city to  transformation of working-class and poor

serve the needs of the middle anépaces of the city to serve the needs of the
middle and upper classes. The process is most
upper classes. commonly associated with the inner-city, but it
happens in other kinds of settings as well. The
process usually involves the displacement of
poor and working-class households by wealthiedesgs — but not always. In some cases — the
development of old industrial waterfront land, éxample — there is no direct displacement. Yet
one kind of urban space gives way to another:s $iteblue-collar industrial or waterfront jobs
are replaced by luxury condos and upscale resteurém other cases, existing poor

! Adapted and excerpted from Loretta Lees, Tom Glate Elvin Wyly (2007).Gentrification London and New
York: Routledge.



neighborhoods with an attractive, historic houstack become attractive to middle-class and
wealthy

Woodward’'s Redevelopment, August 2007 (top),
May 2008 (bottom). Photographs by Elvin Wyly.



neighborhoods with an attractive, historic housitack become attractive to middle-class and
wealthy households, and before long the neighbatsqmoorer residents are displaced.

Gentrification inspires considerable controver&n the one hand, the process usually replaces
things that many agree are bad: it seems to refistressed, run-down old neighborhoods from
poverty, decay, abandonment, crime, and many

“ T other bad things. It brings lots of new
The word “gentrification” was  investment, and it often leads city governments

introduced in 1964. The processto provide better public services. Yet these

: new services and new investments are often
has become very controversial -- enjoyed by the original lower-income

it transforms neighborhoods residents, who are displaced by rising rents and
Suffering from decay and crime, house prices (and, in some cases, by landlord

: : FRSRE harassment or government redevelopment
butin so domg It dlsplaces the schemes). Poor renters are displaced in favor

original poor and working-class  of higher-income renters or home-buyers.
residents. Poor residents fortunate enough to own their
homes are usually able to hold on longer, but

) eventually rising property taxes (tied to rising
The class conflict has become Stome values) lead many of them to leave too;

intense that even the word those who do leave often get a windfall from

“ o SR . the sale of a home made more valuable by the
gentnflcat!on itself is now gentrification of the surrounding

controversial. Developers, neighborhood. The process is thus often quite

officials, and voters who support bittersweet, as residents of the old

' . neighborhood lament the loss of an old sense
genmflcatlon have learned to of community even while some cash in on the

avoid the word -- to speak financial benefits. Even the redevelopment of
instead of renewal, revitalization,old industrial lands can inspire controversy:

. when luxury condos or upscale retail districts
or regeneration. appear, it brings into sharp relief the
inequalities of the contemporary city — because
everywhere we look, there are enormous investnfentsomes and spaces for wealthy folks,
while housing affordability becomes ever more dift for poor and working-class people. As
the poor- and working-class spaces of the cityameade for the upper classes, many choose to
stand and fight.



London, Hackney, Summer 2006.Tom Slater describes the neighborhood as th¢ liranof the 2012 Olympics
redevelopment that will (directly or indirectly)sgilace several thousand residents. Courtesy ofSlater.

[Next page.] “End to Poor Bashing and Gentrificaton.” Vancouver Citywide March for Housing, April 2009.
Photographs by Elvin Wyly. See also Jean Swari2odl(. Poor-Bashing: The Politics of Exclusiofioronto:
Between the Lines Publishing.






Explanations

Gentrification attracted a lot of attention as wepdead that the urban changes underway in
many cities could be identified with a specificdabAt first, much of the attention — by
residents, journalists, developers, city offici@ad academics — was purely descriptive. Many
people could identify neighborhoods they knew thate undergoing the changes that Ruth
Glass and others were describing.

But it quickly became clear that we needed mora thae description. What was causing
gentrification? Quite rapidly, the answers to tniestion tended to fall into two generally
distinct groups: consumption explanations, whigipkasized changes in the tastes and
preferences of middle-class and upper-class residegrsus production explanations, which
emphasized the economics of land markets that ihgdefitable for some places to be
gentrified. For years, many analysts have seesetbgplanations as competing, separate
explanations; there is now a recognition that the are complementary, however.

Consumption Explanations

_ _ Consumption explanations of gentrification
In consumption-side emphasize the broad social changes associated

: ¥ : : with what Daniel Bell (1973) called “post-
explanatlons, gentrlflcatlon IS theindustrial society.” Bell's postindustrial thesis

result of changes in consumer  oted the broad social and cultural
preferences in “post-industrial” implications of the shift from manufacturing to
soci ety services, the rise of new science- and
) expertise- based industries and activities, and
the increasing influence of artistic avant-
gardes in shaping the priorities of consumer
culture. One of the most visible immediate conseges was the appearance of new segments
of the middle class who had different living prefece from the dominant suburban single-
family house. John Short (1989: 174) describedesof these new segments in a vivid account
of ‘the new urban order’:

“In summary there has been a loss of manufactwempgloyment and an increase
in service employment all against a backgroundsoig unemployment. The
social effects have been a reduction in the powtreotraditional male working
class, an increase in female employment and thegemee of a new middle
class. These trends have been given popular re@gm the terms yuppie and
yuffie, themselves part of a plethora of new wardmed in the 1980s including
buppies, swells and (my favourite) lombards. A yiepp a young upwardly
mobile person though the u can also denote urbafiie¥ are young urban
failures. If the yuppies are the successful newdmidlass, yuffies are the

2 Below, the section describing consumption explanatis shorter than the one on production expiansj this is
not because one is more important than the othes juist that | wrote most of the production chagdethe book.
| swiped and summarized the consumption matetoah fvhat Tom and Loretta wrote.



stranded and blocked working class. The other temugppie is the yuppie’s

black equivalent, swell is single women earning latLondon, a term which
summarizes the rise of the female executive andapsrthe beginnings of the end
for the monopoly of the male domination of seniod aesponsible positions.
Lombard is lots of money but a right dickhead,ratef abuse whose real quality
is only recognized if you know that one of the nstireets in the City of London

is Lombard Street.”

These terms certainly poke fun at various folkd,itowas clear to many observers that
occupational and industrial patterns were changiggeat deal. And the new patterns brought
new geographies, especially in the inner city. iDaey, who joined UBC’s Geography
department in 1972, found himself in a particuldagcinating position to observe some aspects
of the new middle class and its consequences éointer city. Canadian cities were
experiencing dramatic economic and cultural chaagd,Ley argued that postindustrial society
had altered the rationale behind the allocatiolaied use in urban contexts in Canada, as new
middle-class professionals (what he called a ‘caltnew class’) were an expanding cohort with
_ _ ‘a vocation to enhance the quality of life in
In consumptlon-5|de pursuits that are not simply economistic’

’ represented a new phase in urban development

rejection Of_ the r_nOdem_|5t where consumption factors, taste, and a
homogenelty of mdustrlal -age  particular aesthetic outiook towards the city

‘imagineering of an alternative urbanism to

of th_e d|Ve_rS|ty’ tolerance, and suburbanization’ (p. 15). This new outlook
quality of life of the postmodern emphasized ‘quality of life’ and urban
inner City. diversity and tolerqnce in plac_e of what was
seen as a modernist conformity of the suburbs
of the industrial age. Over the years, Ley and
others have studied many neighborhoods in
Vancouver and other Canadian cities; but one oéarty studies focused on the redevelopment
of the old manufacturing landscapes of Granvillarid and the south side of False Creek, in
which Walter Hardwick, Chair of Urban Studies atClBplayed a leading role. There’s now a
street named after Walter Hardwick (who died a years ago) in the Olympic Village.

Consumption explanations view gentrification, thesthe geographical result of social and
cultural transformations. Gentrified inner-citystticts represent an alternative to the suburbs.
They welcome diversity, and reject suburban conftyrmT hese places are thus more welcoming
to gays, lesbians, and others who may not feelpdedan ‘traditional’ suburban living
environments. These neighborhoods tend to be masier places to live for single mothers and
career-oriented single professional women.

The increasing social and cultural diversity of Yées society, then, created new geographies of
the city. Post 1968, the year when the studertegt® against the repressive colonization of
everyday life by an overregulated society reached peak all over the world (Watts 2001),
many centrally located neighborhoods in urban Carsaav their social and economic status



elevate as the central city became the arena for
Changes in Consumption countercultural awareness, tolerance, diversity,

: . and liberation. This occurred in the context of a
practices were made pOSSIbIe byIaissez-faire state, the rapidly changing

the increasing incomes of a “neWindustrial and occupational structure -- where
middle class” that emerged after ‘hippies became yuppies’, as Ley so tellingly

: . put it, in the shift towards a postindustrial city
the 1960s. David Ley pUtS It - welfare retrenchment, a real estate and new

eloquently: “Hippies became construction boom, the advent of postmodern
yuppies.” niche marketing and conspicuous consumption
(Ley and Mills 1993), and the aestheticization
and commodification of art and artistic
lifestyles (Ley 2003). In the 1970s,
neighborhoods such as Yorkville and the
Annex in Toronto, Kitsilano and Fairview Slopesvancouver, and Le Plateau Mont-Royal in
Montréal became hotbeds of ‘hippie’ youth reactgainst political conservatism, modernist
planning, and suburban ideologies.

Production Explanations

Consumption explanations present a fascinatingtstl, social, and cultural narrative. But
preferences and cultural changes capture onlygbdine story. Gentrification is also the product
of the hard-edged calculus of speculation, riskfiprand loss. Neil Smith (1986: 34), a
prominent gentrification researcher, insists thattgfication is a “frontier on which fortunes are
made.” Understanding it requires that we condidemmotivations and logic followed by
aggressive developers, flambouyant real-estatesbspkavvy buyers in the market for million-

. . . dollar condos, and budget-conscious
In production-side explanations, government officials. Production explanations

gentrification results from the  explain how the possibility of winning

calculus of speculation and risk. &nermous fortunes provides powerful
' incentives that shape the behavior of

profit and loss. individuals, groups, and institutions who have
a stake in what happens on the urban frontier.

Gentrification is a frontier. and Although individuals and organizations
! certainly consider a wide variety of factors

fortunes are made on this when they make the kinds of decisions that
frontier. can affect a neighborhood, many of the
constraints that narrow the field of attractive
choices can be traced to fundamental rules of
economic production in market economies.
Production explanations show how neighborhood chasgonnected to underlying rules of the
game -- economic relations, legal principles aratices, institutional arrangements, and pure
political struggles -- in which value and profiegsroduced and distributed.



Back to the City? The Limits of Neoclassical Ecoins

In the late 1970s, the future of old industriaiestseemed uncertain and precarious. Especially
in the United States, urban centers had been bdtbsrdeindustrialization and suburbanization
since the 1950s. Suburbanization accelerateceid®60s, when many middle- and working-
class Whites fled as African Americans sought @llelnge police brutality, housing and school
discrimination, and other mechanisms of racial sggtion and stratification (Jackson, 1985;
Sugrue, 2005). At the same time, however, smalkets of the old inner city showed signs of
reversal: in some places, government-driven urbaawal programs had created new offices,
malls, or upscale residential developments for teidthss, mostly white households.
Elsewhere, there seemed to be signs of “spontaheeighborhood revitalization by middle-
class households, many of them young, white, arldadacated. After a massive spike in
gasoline prices in 1973 (a shock that was repesaxegkars later) commuting costs spiralled for
suburbanites even as the combined effects of necgssflation, and high interest rates played
havoc with housing market activity. All of theserids seemed to call into question the survival
of the ‘American dream’ of owning the single-famdyburban house.

In the midst of this gloomy picture signs of chamgseveral inner-city neighborhoods seemed
to offer hope for a brighter urban future. Populedia observations of inner-city change led
scholars and policy analysts to see an encouralgawl to the city’ movement that might be
able to reverse the effects of decades of whitggrflsuburbanization. In 1977, Everett Ortner,
the managing editor ¢fopular Science Monthlylaimed that “[bJack to the city is an important
movement that is going on in every city in the doyin(quoted in Beauregard, 2003, p.207).
That same year, in one of the first widely-citetidarly analyses of gentrification, Gregory
Lipton (1977) suggested that:

“While the dominant pattern may involve the lossaahiddle- and upper-income,
predominantly white population from the center #melr replacement by lower-
income, predominantly black and other minority pegans, a fairly large
number of cities are experiencing some populatitanges running counter to
this major trend.” (p.137).

Most observers saw the changes underway as thie oésoaiddle-class lifestyle changes that
were altering locational preferences. For Liptad anany others, the distinctive features of the
baby-boom generation (postponed marriages, fewero @hildren, rising divorce rates)
combined with the rising costs in money and timensgor commuting all served to “decrease
the relative desirability of single-family, suburbhomes compared to central city multiple-
family dwellings.” (p.147). A flood of statementgeared soon afterwards with the ‘back to the
city’ theme, predictably accompanied by euphoviara timely possible remedy to decades of
decay. In 1977, for example, Baltimore’s Mayord=8chaefer trumpeted that “people are
starting to come back and live here...they're begigro find out there is something alive here.
They're coming back for...life, pride, activity.” (qted in Ley, 1996, p.33). And for the preface
of an edited collection titleBack to the CitfLaska and Spain, 1980), former New Orleans
Mayor Moon Landreau declared that
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“Americans are coming back to the city. All acrtiss country, older inner-city
neighborhoods are exhibiting a new vitality aneaewed sense of community.”
(Laska and Spain, 1980: ix).

This type of view had become mainstream throughl8¥9s. Although the fate of the city was
uncertain, the conventional wisdom held that a gngwave of young, well-educated
professionals were choosing to come back to tlye-cdnd the choices of these “urban pioneers”
were helping to spur renewal, renovation, revitglan, and perhaps a full-fledged urban
renaissance. At the time, these sunny, optimistims overshadowed the cumbersome, class-
laden wordgentrification Years later, Neil Smith reflected on his expececoming from
small-town Scotland to Philadelphia in 1976:

“In those days | had to explain to everyone --rfds, fellow students, professors,
casual acquaintances, smalltalkers at parties at pstecisely this arcane
academic term meant. Gentrification is the prodes®uld begin, by which poor
and working-class neighborhoods in the inner aigyrafurbished via an influx of
private capital and middle-class homebuyers antéren... The poorest working-
class neighborhoods are getting a remake; capithtize gentry are coming
home, and for some in their wake it is not an ehtipretty sight. Often as not
that ended the conversation, but it also occadipled to exclamations that
gentrification sounded like a great idea: hadrheaip with it?” (Smith, 1996:
32).

Challenging The Sovereign Consumer

This sunny view of “revitalization” and “renaiss&iegnored the harsh realities of poverty,
displacement, and chronic shortages of affordatiesing. And the popular debate began to
expose fundamental flaws in the dominant framewsdd to study cities and urban problems.
Press accounts and quick-turnaround tabulationgemgus data were producing a vast literature
that for the most padescribedchanges in life-style, demographic conditions, lxaational
patterns -- while appealing to self-evidemplanations But if there was a back-to-the-city
movement driven by changes in locational preferengly were middle-class preferences
changing? There was a palpable sense of surprissheock during these years, because
gentrification was not at all what neoclassicalamrbheory had predicted.

By the time Neil Smith was being asked at parfié®ihad invented gentrification, the dominant
perspective in urban studies was a blend of thealsad spatial theories of the Chicago School
of sociology, and the methods and assumptionsaxdlassical economics. These frameworks
portrayed the suburbanization of middle-class aedliny households as the driving force of
urban growth, suburban expansion, and overall mpettan housing market change. Among the
many legacies of the Chicago School, one of thet eduring was the idea that the urban
environment tends towards equilibrium much as gawism does, with individuals and groups
sorting themselves into ‘natural areas’ that cousd a city symbiotically balanced between
cooperation and conflict (see Hiebert, 2000, feoacise summary of the Chicago School's
influence on geography). This logic laid the foatidn for ideas of spatial equilibrium and
economic competition that were used to develop lassical models of urban land markets in
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the late 1950s and early 1960s (Alonso, 1964; ML@69). These models explained
suburbanization in terms of an overriding consupreference for space, combined with
differences in the ability of high- and low-incomeuseholds to engage in locational tradeoffs
between access to centralized employment and #egpein land prices available on the lower-
density urban fringe. Measuring these trade-offerms of the costs per unit of area, the
neoclassical models seemed to account for theaspatiadox of the U.S. city: middle-class and
wealthy households living on cheap suburban laady pnd working-class households forced to
crowd into dense apartment blocks on expensiveralgnlocated inner-city land. Layered on
top of these models was the concept of residéefitiating,” advanced by Homer Hoyt based on
his analysis of new kinds of housing statisticstfaollected by government agencies in the
1930s and 1940s. Hoyt observed that new houseseamaheighborhoods were almost always
built for higher-income households, and that asdé®(and neighborhoods) aged, they “filtered
down” and became more affordable for progressipelyrer groups (Hoyt, 1939; Galster, 1995).

As the influence of neoclassical economics gretihén1960s, many of the descriptive and
gualitative accounts of the Chicago School cameetiormalized and expressed in increasingly
sophisticated mathematical and quantitative teringhe course of creating these formal
models, however, the neoclassical urbanists hdtlduarything on the foundations of
equilibrium and consumer sovereignty (Lake, 198B)e form and function of the city, the
argument went, could be understood as the resghates made by innumerable individual
decision-makers. Each consumer rationally choasemgst available options in order to
maximize satisfaction or ‘utility,” subject to tlvenstraints of their available resources. Firms
compete to serve the needs of these utility-maxngizonsumers, and in the case of
neighborhoods and housing, the resulting markétyeld the spatial tradeoffs between space
and accessibility that structure different residgdmgatterns. If such a competitive market is
allowed to operate free of cumbersome regulatiowscther distortions, the neoclassical
reasoning continues, the incentives for both predsiand consumers to optimize their behavior
will push the urban environment towards an equititor-- such that there will be no systematic
shortages of housing, for example -- while yieldihg maximum amount of utility for the
maximum number of people. The conceptual simplieftsuch arguments -- along with the
confidence of their moral implications and the neatlatical sophistication of their expression in
textbooks and articles -- has allowed neoclassicahomics to play a decisive role in dicussions
among urban scholars and government officials tihpower to shape the rules of the game of
urban life. As new sources of data on urban patpri and housing proliferated, developments
in computer technologies and applied multivariaéistics made it possible for the neoclassical
urbanists to provide increasingly detailed measugiesulations, and predictions. Government
planning efforts expanded, and neoclassical framkesvihat had been deviseddxplainurban
structure came to bemposed ortities in the form of planning and zoning regudas,
transportation investments, and housing policiest@dger, 2000). Together, all of these
dominant tendencies in 1960s urbanism created aeding narrative -- making it appear that
suburban wealth and growth juxtaposed with inngrqmoverty and decline were all natural,
logical, and inevitable (Beauregard, 1993; Harnd®y 3; Hiebert, 2000; Metzger, 2000).

Gentrification directly contradicted this narrativ€he appearance of substantial pockets of

gentrification in dozens of cities rendered consusoereignty explanations deeply problematic
-- challenging the foundational assumptions ofigpateferences, filtering, and perhaps the
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axiom of individual consumer choice itself. On thee hand, initial proclamations of a “back to
the city” movement were contradicted by evideneg gentrifiers came mostly from other
central-city locations (and not the suburbs). A&a@regard (2003) pointed out when discussing
the late 1970s, “[a]mid the good news about popariagrowth in the cities, middle-income
households were still fleeing to the suburbs.” @@)2 On the other hand, attempts to refine the
standard neoclassical models raised even more ffiogratal questions of interpretation.
Gentrification certainly could be predicted witletstandard approach if the model assumptions
were revised -- to consider the effects, for examphwealthier households become more
sensitive to the transportation expenses of tharbsi{Kern, 1981; LeRoy and Sonstelie, 1983;
Wheaton, 1977). Schill and Nathan (1983, p. 1refl the most explicit attempt to rework the

. . Alonso-Muth bid-rent models:
In neoclassical economic theory,
gentrification can be explained “Although these land use models have

through Alonso bid-rent models: most frequently been used to explain
the creation of affluent suburbs, they

gent_rlflcathr_l 'S_ S|mply anew can also explain the location of affluent
spatial equilibrium in the urban neighborhoods near the central
business district. Economists would
land market. say that in such neighborhoods the bid
rent curve of the inmovers must be
steeper than the curves of both the poor
who live in the central city and the inmovers’ stian counterparts. That is, the
well-to-do people who move into revitalizing neiginboods value both land and
accessibility, and can afford to pay for them botlmey thus outbid all other
groups for land close to the urban core.”

Following this logic, gentrification is the natu@itcome of shifts in the tradeoffs between
accessibility and space that make inner-city l@cetimore attractive for wealthier households.
It's just a new spatial equilibrium. But revisiagsumptions on consumer choices left critics
wondering how useful the neoclassical models readlye: was thigxplanationor descriptior?
And if so many consumers were changing their dexssin response to new conditions, why not
reconsider the ideology of consumer ‘choice’ andnexie the role of those constraints instead?
What about the choices available to the poor andkwwg classes? Perhaps it would be best to
consider the limits on individual choice, the boaneés set by inequalities of wealth and power.
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Gentrification as Bid-Rent Consumer Sovereignty Neoclassical theory explains gentrificationtses équilibrium
solution to a change in the housing and transpontétade-offs made by middle- and upper-incomesaamers. In
Revitalizing America’'s CitiesSchill and Nathan (1983) revised the dominantrbitt model (Alonso, 1964; Muth,
1969) to incorporate different assumptions on tfeégpence for space and accessibility among higieame
consumers. In the standard formulation, middlssclnd wealthy households have a preference foiogsa
residential environments, and can easily affordnttuesportation expenses of distant, low-densibudos. Upper-
income households thus outbid lower-income housishial the suburbs, while lower-income households/drinto
centrally-located land in order to be closer tokyavhich in the traditional model is assumed asciérgral business
district. Schill and Nathan (1983, p. 15) continti€urve AA represents a lower-income househadhidsrent
curve, BB represents an upper-income suburban ewgland CC the inmover’s. If X denotes the centehe
city, the inmigrant will consume land denoted bgrsent XD, the poor household will locate on segnidatand
the upper-income suburban household will live ardlto the right of point F. Before reinvestmehg& poor would
have consumed segment XF.” Similar neoclassicaads of gentrification include Kern (1981), LeRoyd
Sonstelie (1983), and Wheaton (1977). Updated-efimied versions of the approach incliteieckner et al.
(1999), Brueckner and Rosenthal (2005), De Bartelamd Ross (2002), De Salvo and Huq (1996), Gl42660),
and Kwon (2006).Source Modified and adapted from Schill and Nathan @9&. 15-16).

‘We Wish the Theory to Become Not True’

Neoclassical theories continue to dominate urbaarghand urban policy, and several
economists have worked to refine bid-rent modelshtrt gentrification and other shifts in the
contours of urban spatial structure (Brueckneil.etl899; Brueckner and Rosenthal 2005; De
Bartolome and Ross, 2002; De Salvo and Huqg, 198&:<6r, 2000; Kwon, 2006). Yet Chris
Hamnett’'s (1992, p. 116) merciless caricature efg¢pproach sums up the frustration of many
urbanists:

“It is only necessary to attend a few economicde@mces or to read some of the

neoclassical literature to realize that this pectipe is as vibrant and ill-informed
as ever. The recipe is simple. Take a set of\nets outcomes, add a handful
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of socio-economic predictor variables, whisk thetome thoroughly until it has a
thick consistencey, insert a regression equatiohddf an hour until half baked,
garnish the results with a sprinkling of significartests and serve with
consommeé a choix. Voila!”

This is surely a bit harsh, an unfair distortiorsome of the work in the neoclassical tradition.
But the sentiment was behind a sea-change in wio@ies that revolutionized urban thinking
beginning in the 1970s, and continues to shapeederstanding of cities today (Zukin, 2006).
David Harvey was the leading force of a new perspethat went back to the roots of
contemporary neoclassical theory -- the classiolfipal economy debates between Adam
Smith, Ricardo, Malthus, and Marx -- to understtmlorigins of urban inequality. Harvey’'s
(1973)Social Justice and the Cityas the manifesto of this new urban studies, whaikght to
understand how cities

“...are founded upon the exploitation of the mapyhe few. An urbanism
founded on exploitation is a legacy of history.génuinely humanizing urbanism
has yet to be brought into being. It remains é&molfutionary theory to chart the
path....” (Harvey, 1973: 314).

Harvey offered a panoramic view of urbanism andetgcand in later work he outlined a
comprehensive analysis of economic, urban, andi@iichange (Harvey, 1982, 1985, 1989,
2000; 2003; see also Zukin, 2006). But his attatkhe dominant neoclassical explanation of
inner-city decline and ghetto formation is crud@l our analysis of gentrification. Harvey took
aim at the models of urban structure that Alon€@64) and Muth (1969) had built using the
principles of agricultural land-use patterns thedl been devised by a Prussian landowner,
Johann Heinrich von Thiinen (1793-1850):

“After an analytic presentation of the theory, Mgteks to evaluate the empirical
relevance of the theory by testing it against thistmg structure of residential
land use in Chicago. His tests indicate that lieety is broadly correct, with,
however, certain deviations explicable by suchgsias racial discrimination in
the housing market. We may thus infer that themthes a true theory. This truth,
arrived at by classical positivist means, can leglus help us identify the
problem. What for Muth was a successful test sd@al theory becomes an
indicator of what the problem is. The theory potslthat poor groups must, of
necessity, live where they can least afford to. live

Our objective is to eliminate ghettos. Therefadne,only valid policy ... is to
eliminate the conditions which give rise to thehraf the theory. In other words,
we wish the von Thunen theory of the urban landketato become not true. The
simplest approach here is to eliminate those mastmsnwhich serve to generate
the theory. The mechanism in this case is verp&m competitive bidding for
the use of the land.” (Harvey, 1973, p. 137).

This is part of the context that shaped Neil Smsitleaction to the optimistic, uncritical
celebrations of an urban renaissance in the lal@sl9And it is acutely relevant today, when
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neo-classical assumptions have been revitalizechgacked by the political triumphs of neo-
liberalism, such that city governments now act Essegulators of markets to protect
marginalized residents -- and more as entreprelegents of market processes and capital
accumulation (Harvey, 1989; Peck, 2006). One efrdtent descendants of the back-to-the city
tradition, for example, models high-income housd&dbcational choices as a function of
spatial variations in the age of housing, and catés equations to develop projections for the
future magnitude of gentrification: “Such predits are crucial for local policymakers and real-
estate developers who must plan for the futureitketigeir limited ability to predict the city’s
evolution.” (Brueckner and Rosenthal, 2005, s€ek also Vigdor, 2002; Massey, 2002; Rivlin,
2002). There is a remarkable continuity in thernal dynamics of the neoclassical approach,
but the context of policy and politics has dranaticincreased the risks for poor and
marginalized residents facing gentrification pressu Unfortunately, estimating complex
models to show how elite locational preferencemasrthe options for lower-income households
distracts our attention from the fundamental inditjaa of class power. There is nothing natural
or optimal about gentrification, displacement, aethhborhood polarizatiorwWhostands to

profit from these geographies of inequality?hyhas consumer preference changed in such a
way that gentrification has swept across so matmgscior nearly forty years? Neil Smith took a
knife to the soft underbelly of mainstream thinkingen he approached these questions:

“In the decision to rehabilitate an inner city stiure, one consumer preference
tends to stand out above the others -- the prefertar profit, or, more
accurately, a sound financial investment. ... Aotlief gentrification must
therefore explain why some neighborhoods are iaifitto redevelop while
others are notWhat are the conditions of profitability? Consursewereignty
explanations took for granted the availability @éas ripe for gentrification when
this was precisely what had to be explaifie(bmith, 1979: 540-541, emphasis
added).

Development, Disinvestment, and the Rent Gap

Geography creates powerful contradictions for edpivestment. Particularly in the urban
realm, massive investments are required to crbatplaces that must exist in order for profits to
be made -- offices, factories, shops, homes, dritlatest of the infrastructure that makes up
what is often called the built environment. Yetenhese investments are committed and quite
literally put in place, capital cannot be quicklyeasily shifted to newer, more profitable
opportunities elsewhere. Technological changeaedimg networks of trade, migration, and
settlement -- in short, every element of econoreieetbpment -- can threaten and undermine the
profitability of previous investments. Individualvestors committed to older technologies in
older places lose out to those able to take adgardnew development in new places, whage

a groupcapitalists are always forced to choose betweessiing to maintain the viability of
previous capital commitments or exploiting new oppioities (and neglecting or abandoning the
old). Moreover, capital investment is always artedaby a geographical tension: between the
need to equalize conditions and seek out new nmmketew places, versus the need for
differentiation and a division of labor that is la¢d to various places’ comparative advantage.
The result is a dynamic “see-saw” of investment @isthvestment over time and across space,
in an ongoing process of uneven geographical dpwedot (Smith, 1982, 1984; Harvey, 1973,
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1982, 2003). Capitalism is always creating nevegdanew environments designed for profit
and accumulation, in the process devalorizing pevinvestments and landscapes. This
paradox of development fascinated Marx and gemaranf political economists, and the
process was distilled beautifully in the early ttietin century by Joseph Schumpeter’'s (1934)
concept of creative destruction. But Neil Smitrswviae first to connect these fundamental
dynamics of capitalist development to the fine4gedi circumstances of individual land parcels
in the inner city, where gentrified wealth collidegh disinvested poverty.

In a competitive market economy, new urban develmns geared to maximize profit:
landowners, developers, and everyone else invaivélte development process all have
incentives to use a particular land parcel forrtigest profitable function possible, given the
available construction technology, prevailing regiains, building styles and fashions, nearby
competitors, and local urban context. For somegisrthe economically optimal use -- what
planners and economists call the highest and Isest-wvill be high-end retall, for others upper
middle class residential. Location is obviouslyaal in deciding the highest and best use for a
particular parcel -- and once a structure is bitil§ quite literally anchored to its location.hd
valueof a house, shop, condominium or any other straatuthe total labor invested to create it,
given a society’s prevailing technologies, wagesaand so on. But if the structure is sold, the
transactiorsales pricewill also depend on the relative attractivenesthefland where the
structure is situated. Land itself, though, hay Vigtle intrinsic value: particularly in the usin
environment, the attractiveness of land is basedlynan location, accessibility, and the labor
and technology devoted to improving a site. Thesans that the value of urban land is primarily
a collective social creation: if a tiny piece ahdl located in the heart of a large, vibrant,
growing city commands a premium on the markes ligcause a) centrality and accessibility are

i . valued in the society, and b) collective social
Ground rent is the economic investments over time produced a large,

Charge that owners are able to Vvibrant city. Private property rights, however,

: . allow land owners to capture most of this
demand for the I‘IghtS to use thelrZlocial investment in the form gfound rent

land. which is simply the charge that owners are able
to demand for the rights to use their land (Ball,

. 1985; Krueckeberg, 1995; Blomley, 2004).
For Iandlords, ground rent is For landlords, ground rent is received primarily

received as a stream of rental  as a stream of payments from tenants. Owners
payments; for homeowners, who prefer not to be landlords forego this

. stream of payments, but they can replace it by
ground rentis Captured through engaging in economic activity on the site

asset appreciation (selling a (essentially paying rent to themselves). And
property for more than it was whenever an owner sells a piece of land, the

urchased) price will incorporate buyers’ expectations of
P ' the future stream of payments for the rights to
use the land. Ground rent, therefore, is
capitalized for each owner through some combinaticlenant payments, entrepreneurial
activity, and asset appreciation captured at resale
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All of these elements change over time with urbavetbpment, spatial restructuring, and
advances in technology. When a land parcel isymdeNeloped, all actors in the development

Gentrification results from egent
gap. Over time, capitalized
ground rent -- the economic
return from a land use that
gradually becomes obsolete --
falls well below potential ground
rent -- the economic return
available if the land is
redeveloped to its “highest and
best use.”

process work to maximize profitability:
competition amongst and between buyers and
sellers, renters and landlords, ensures that the
rights to use a particular land parcel are
capitalized as nearly as possible up to the full
potential. But the capital invested to develop a
place is now anchored there, and thus it is
vulnerable to anything that alters the urban-
economic circumstances of that place. For a
few years, intensified development nearby may
make it more accessible and desirable -- thus
allowing an owner to demand higher ground
rent. But the investment in a particular land use
will eventually face an unavoidable
depreciation: buildings and other infrastructure
age, and require ongoing labor and capital for
maintenance and repair. As new urban growth

adopts better construction and design technololziad, uses developed in previous generations
become less competitive and less profitable. \&ath passing year, we are bit more likely to
see a divergence betweeapitalized ground rent- the actual rent captured with the present land
use -- angotential ground rent- the maximum that could be appropriated basethernighest
and best use. Capitalized ground rent is congtddoy the terms and conditions of previous
investments and commitments of labor, and is unaheanby the mounting costs of repair and
maintenance. Potential ground rent, by contrésipst always increases steadily over time: so
long as an urban region enjoys some combinatiggoptilation growth, employment expansion,
and technological innovation, then any particutenration will become more highly valued over
time if an owner is willing to put the land to a@ptimal, highest and best use.
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Development and Disinvestment for a Parcel of Urbahand. In an article published in a planning journal in
1979, Neil Smith offered what was to become onghefmost influential explanations for gentrificatioSmith
challenged the conventional wisdom of the timenpog out the lack of evidence to support the wpdead notion
that an urban “renaissance” was being driven byckiéces of suburbanites coming “back to the citgrhith
showed how the rules of the game in urban land etautreated disinvested, devalorized places -hamdthe
tension between dynamic new urban growth and theckeof previous investments created a gap betiteen
current returns from a parcel of land with an otedaise and the potential if it were put to itsropt, “highest and
best” use. This gap makes gentrification econolfyicational and highly profitable, and encourageth large-
scale physical redevelopment (often subsidizeddweigmments) and block-by-block changes as middisscand
wealthy residents displace lower-income people: Soith, then, gentrification was indeed a moveniek to the
city, but it was a return afapital. Source: Modified and adapted from Smith (1979).
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This cycle of depreciation and disinvestment isanrbreative destruction with a vengeance.
New development undermines older investments, agaiog depreciation forces owners to
consider carefully before sinking more capital iagpng land uses. When the contrast between
old and new tends to have a clear spatial impriatder land uses and structures near the core,
for instance, newer development on the fringe enttisinvestment can become increasingly
logical, rational, and attractive for those saddigith older commitments. Landlords in poorer
inner-city neighborhoods, for example, are holdmgestments in buildings that may have
represented the highest and best use of a cergoryspending money to maintain these assets as
low-cost rental units becomes ever more difficaljustify, since the investments will be

difficult to recover from low-income tenants. Edomes rational and logical for landlords to
“milk” the property, extracting capitalized groureht from the tenants, spending the absolute
minimum to maintain the structure, and waiting ateptial ground rent increases in the hopes of
eventually capturing a windfall through redevelopimeln the early stages, disinvestment is
extremely difficult to detect: we are not accustéointo taking notice when an owner does not
repaint the house, replace the windows, or relibégdroof. But gradually the deferred
maintenance becomes apparent: people with the yriorao so will leave a neighborhood, and
financial institutions “red-line” the neighborhoad too risky to make loans. Neighborhood
decline accelerates, and moderate-income residadtbusinesses moving away are replaced by
successively poorer tenants who move in. In agiespwhere class inequalities are bound up
with racial-ethnic divisions or other socio-cultupalarization, this turnover almost invariably
unleashes racist and xenophobic arguments thatiaytar group is “causing” neighborhood
decline. But poorer residents and businessesmgratiord to move irafter a neighborhood

has been devalorized -- after capital disinvestraadtthe departure of the wealthy and middle
classes.

The disinvestment dynamic explains the apparentradiction of poverty-ridden inner cities
across so much of the developed world -- the paraflpoor people living on valuable land in
the heart of large, vibrant cities (Alonso, 1964¥ey, 1973; Knox and McCarthy, 2005: 132-
135). Ground rent capitalized under an existimgl lase (e.g., working-class residential) falls
farther below the growth- and technology-driverréasing potential that could be captured
under the optimal, highest and best use -- foamst, if the land could be used for luxury
residential or high-end retail. This divergenceasen capitalized and potential is the rent gap,
and it is fundamental to the production of gergdfiandscapes. As Smith puts it: “Only when
this gap emerges can gentrification be expectaxksirthe present use succeeded in capitalizing
all or most of the ground rent, little economic é8tncould be derived from redevelopment.”
(Smith, 1979: 545). Changing the land use -hab & land owner can chase that ever-rising
curve of potential ground rent -- can involve wisalle redevelopment on a neighborhood scale:

“Gentrification occurs when the gap is wide enotlgdt developers can purchase
shells cheaply, can pay the builders’ costs antitgos rehabilitation, can pay
interest on mortgage and construction loans, andhean sell the end product for
a sale prices that leaves a satisfactory retuthgaleveloper. The entire ground
rent, or a large portion of it, is now capitalizetthe neighborhood has been
‘recycled’ and begins a new cycle of use.” (Smit@79: 545).
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But redevelopment can also proceed block by blodkonise by house -- the “spontaneous”
revival that attracts so much popular attentioas-middle-class “pioneers” venture into poor
neighborhoods in search of historic structures¢hatbe renovated and restored. Moreover, the
rent gap is often closed with heavy assistancesahdidy by government action -- clearing old
land uses through various forms of urban renewarading streets and other public
infrastructure, providing incentives for developarsw businesses, or new middle-class
residents. The specific form of reinvestmentpltgsical appearance or architectural style, and
the particular coalitions of individuals involvedry widely with the context of different
neighborhoods, cities, and national circumstanoespne common element across all of these
variations is the fundamental structure of incesgiin the capitalist city. Urban growth and
neighborhood change proceed with the dynamicsafft@nd accumulation, and so the calculus
of capital becomes interwoven with the entire raofygocial and cultural dimensions of
individuals’ choices of where and how to live iretbrban environment. Even the most
apparently individual, personal decisions turntoube bound up with larger social and
collective processes. An individual homebuyer,egample, will carefully consider resale value
when deciding how much to offer for a house; thgelous not simply expressing an independent
consumer preference, then, but is negotiatingahsidn between personal or family needs and
the broader social relations of what a house maar asset -- as a vehicle for long-term
savings and wealth accumulation.

One of the most important implications of the rgap theory, then, involves the way we
understand the individual consumer preferencelseahéart of neoclassical theory and in the
glare of media fascination with the latest neigtoad ‘frontier.” The rent gap places the
experience of individual land-market actors in ¢batext of collective social relations. In
capitalist property markets, the decisive consupneference is the desire to achieve a
reasonable rate of return on a sound financialstnaent. And the rent gap shows how this
preference, once seen as impossible in the intygrcain be satisfied there once the process of
devalorization is driven far enough by metropolitggowth and suburbanization. As Smith
(1979, p. 546) sums up:

“...gentrification is a structural product of tlent and housing markets. Capital
flows where the rate of return is highest, andrtiseement of capital to the
suburbs, along with the continual depreciatiomokr-city capital, eventually
produces the rent gap. When this gap grows seiffiti large, rehabilitation (or
for that matter, renewal) can begin to challengergtes of return available
elsewhere, and capital flows back.”

The Rent Gap Debates

Distilled to a potent ten-page essay in the Octa@r9 issue of thAmerican Planning
Association JournalSmith’s rent gap hypothesis was a provocativerugntion in urban theory.
Years later, Smith reflected, “Long after it wasghtched to an interested editor, my advisor
delivered his own verdict on the paper: ‘It's OK¢ muttered, ‘but it's so simple. Everybody
knows that.” (Smith, 1992, p. 110). Perhaps ridte rent gap has been at the center of intense
debate for more than a quarter-century, appropifigite consider the etymology gap-- from

the Old Norse, for “chasm,” denoting a breach wadl or fence, a breach in defenses, a break in
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continuity, or a wide difference in ideas or viewlhe rent gap is part of an assault to breach the
defensive wall of mainstream urban studies, bylehging the assumption that urban landscapes
can be explained in large part as the result ofgeoer preferences, and the notion that
neighborhood change can be understood in term$&iofmoves in and who moves out. Scholars
therefore take its implications very seriously.

Disagreement persists in three areas. ,Rinste are concerns over terminology. Some @ethe
appear minor at first, but hint at deeper issugsith’s approach to the centuries-old literature
on land rent led him to base his concepts on Mdalder theory of value, and so he was cautious
to avoid the common phrase “land value” becausesihgus usually bought and sold together
with the land it occupies, and land itself is nadquced by human labor: “Here it is preferable
to talk of ground rent rather than land value, sitite price of land does not reflect a quantity of
labor power applied to it, as with the value of comdlities proper.” (Smith, 1979, p. 543). The
ground shifted quickly, however, as most of thesggjnent work on the topic dropped “ground
rent” in favor ofcapitalized land renandpotential land rent Other ambiguities crept in with
concepts like Hamnett and Randolph’s (1986) “vajap,” which in technical terms should
really be called a price gap. And some of the gsioh over terminology has become quite
serious. Steven Bourassa (1990, 1993, p. 1738lledged the entire rent gap framework,
largely on neoclassical economic grounds, and &cc8sith of misusing “terms that have well-
established meanings in the land economics litezgidarxian as well as neoclassical).”
Bourassa argued instead for definitions that waligtinguish accounting, cash-flow concepts
from the economic notion of opportunity cost. Sn{it996, p. 1199) fired back at Bourassa:

“The first response to Bourassa’s argument hag @ certain incredulity at its
own terminological confusion. Here, for exampteaipartial list of the terms for
rent, ground rent andland price-- crucial but different concepts in the rent gap
theory -- that show up in the first four pageshs text alone: actual rent...actual
land rent...actual ground rent...potential rerateptial land rent...potential
value...ground rent...potential ground rent...legmt...land value...opportunity
costs...latent opportunity cost...cash flows...aatimg cash flows...accounting
rent...economic rent...actual cash flows...contraat...capitalized ground
rent...annual site value...”

This struggle over words might seem obscure optesjistranding us “on the desert island of
terminological debate.” (Smith, 1996, p. 1203ut Biords are important: it’s only a slight
exaggeration to say that the difference betweegefmeration” and “gentrification” is akin to the
gap between “terrorist” and “freedom fighter.” Mower, this terminological struggle blurred
into a_secondet of more conceptual disputes. Chris Hamn&&4) suggested that the rent gap
was nothing new, while Steve Bourassa (1993) cldiinezas an unnecessary departure from
conventional economic concepts with no legitimaecpdent. But Eric Clark (1988) had
already provided a concise review of several adtiva formulations of the basic idea, in the
classical and neo-classical tradition as well agdidathought going back to EngelBhe

Housing Questioim 1872:

“The expansion of the big modern cities gives #m&llin certain sections of them,
particularly in those which are centrally situatad,artificial and often

22



enormously increasing value; the buildings ereatdtiese areas depress this
value, instead of increasing it, because they ngdo correspond to the changed
circumstances. They are pulled down and replagexthers. This takes place
above all with centrally located workers’ housebpge rents, even with the
greatest overcrowding, can never, or only very §lowicrease above a certain
maximum. They are pulled down and in their stdaups, warehouses, and
public buildings are erected. ... The result ig tha workers are forced out of the
center of the towns towards the outskirts; ..."d&ls, 1975, p. 20, quoted in
Clark, 1988, p. 244).

As Clark (1988, p. 245) concluded, “Engels and Mallsvere early to articulate the idea; Smith
and Asplund et al. retrieve it from oblivion a aamtlater.” But a century of scholarship failed
to produce any consensus on Engel's comment thatttiildings erected in this area depress
this value.” Bourassa argued that in classicaheaoac theory, land rent independent of land
use— invalidating Smith’s definition of capitalizedayund rent. But the difficulty of
distinguishing ‘pure’ land rent from returns on tabpinvested in buildings had long obsessed
the classical political economists; the puzzleved Thunen to use the illustrative case of a fire
sweeping through farm buildings -- immediately cdetipg the disinvestment process and
allowing pure land rent to determine the optimatlaise without the distortions created by sunk
costs in outdated buildings. He noted that “Fiesttbys at once. Time too destroys buildings,
though more slowly.” (von Thunen, 1966: 21; citecClark, 1995: 1498). Sadly, such
hypothetical experiments often shape the everydayg bf residents in urban disaster zones --
most recently in New Orleans, where local expeatgehbeen surprised at the prices paid for
flood-damaged properties by investors moving iherarket less than a year after Hurricane
Katrina (Saulny, 2006).

Yet the conceptual difficulty of land rent and lamskedoeshave a solution. Hammel (1999b)
noted that in his original formulation, Smith exaeul capitalized ground rent only at the level of
the individual land parcel, and potential grounak r& the metropolitan scale. But capitalized
ground rent can also be influenced by conditionhénsurrounding neighborhood:

“In urban areas, we have created a pattern ofusedhat, despite the pace of
change, is often remarkably permanent. Inneran@as have many sites with a
potential for development that could return higels of rent. That development
never occurs, however, because the perception imfipoverished neighborhood
prevents large amounts of capital from being appieethe land. The surrounding
uses make high levels of development infeasibld,the property continues to
languish. Thus, the potential land rent of a pledsased on metropolitan-wide
factors is quite high, but factors at the neighborhscale constrain the
capitalized land rent to a lower level.” (Hamni99b, p. 1290).

This integration of the rent gap with theories @dle resolves a number of crucial difficulties.
Scale effects provide one way of explaining whyt#raency for capitalized ground rent to fall
over time -- with the aging of buildings and th&ing costs of maintenance and repair -- can be
resisted: if a sufficient number of property owsibave the wealth to reinvest, and if this
continued investment in the building stock is gephically concentrated, the formation of the
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rent gap will be minimized and delayed. Even sitMgth vast areas of poverty and
disinvestment also usually have old, elite neighbods with many of the city’'s wealthiest
families.

But in the absence of an agglomeration effect anveegjthy households strongly committed to
a particular neighborhood, the devalorization cyeiépush capitalized ground rent farther
below its potential. And here, scale effects &istp to resolve certain questions about where
gentrification is most likely to take place. Altingh we might expect gentrification to begin
where the gap is greatest -- where the potentigdrfofit is maximized -- in most cities
gentrification follows a different path: it oftdéregins in a relatively depressed, devalorized,
working-class part of the city — bobtthe absolute epicenter of the region’s worst pigvand
disinvestment. The very poorest districts havddhgest rent gap measured at the parcel level in
relation to the metropolitan level — but not whes e@onsider effects at the neighborhood scale.
Neighborhood effects — entrenched regional perceptof an area, the physical location of
social services and nonprofits serving the poorthachomeless, the real and perceived risks of
crime — all of these and many other factors medlaeperation of the rent gap. In other words,
neighborhood effects determine whether it will losgible to close the gap between a parcel’s
capitalized ground rent and the broader, metragoeMide potential ground rent. In New York,
gentrification began in Greenwich Village and trener East Side — not the far poorer (but
more isolated and stigmatized) neighborhoods ofddarthe South Bronx, Bushwick, or
Bedford-Stuyvesant. In Chicago, gentrification dat begin in the heavily-disinvested South
Side; rather, it began first in a small pocket o¥grty and disinvestment in the Near North Side,
then expanded with heavy public subsidy to a soraévenger poverty area just west of
downtown. But many things have changed at thehi®@idhood scale in both of these cities,
including major government action to demolish lowea@me housing projects and disperse the
residents into private-market rentals. And so nonce these neighborhood-scale barriers are
coming down, gentrification is moving into parts@ificago’s South Side, and further into New
York’s Harlem, Bed-Stuy, SoBro, and even onto tthges of the dirty industrial Gowanus
Canal, where one of the members of the Communéwgrithg Board refuses to be diplomatic:
“They call it gentrification, | call it genocideThey’re killing neighborhoods.” (Berger, 2005).

Still, a third point of disagreement persists in the rent gapditres. How do we translate all the
concepts involved in the theory into “an easilylgggplanguage of observation” (Clark, 1995, p.
1493)? As David Ley (1987) has emphasized, engpitests are essential to maintain
accountability in our theorizing and our thinkirguf see Smith’s, 1987 response to Ley, 1986,
1987, and also Clark, 1995). Unfortunately, th@ gap involves concepts that are extremely
hard to measure: nothing close to the phenomehoapitalized ground rent appears in any
public database or accounting ledger. To measreeint gap properly, a researcher has to
construct specialized indicators after sifting thgh decades of land records and becoming
familiar with the details of historical market catmains, neighborhood settings, tax assessment
practices, the provisions of government subsidiad, other factors. It’'s not surprising that very
few researchers have invested the time and effidre results of these studies do provide
gualified support for the rent gap thesis, withtaer modifications and adjustments for local and
historical context; additional support for the fremork comes from empirical studies that
measure other aspects of urban investment andrdgiment (Engels, 1994; Hackworth, 2002;
Smith, 1996; Smith and Defilippis, 1999; Smith ket 2001). Nevertheless, conceptual and
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terminological debates over the rent gap persmt,eampirical research is unlikely to reconcile
every last dispute.

Gentrification and Uneven Development

Millard-Ball (2000, p. 1673) notes that “productiside explanations have come to be virtually
synonymous with ‘gap’ theories of gentrificationicaRedfern (1997, p. 1277) observes,
“Normally, rejection of Smith’s rent-gap model wdwdppear implicitly or explicitly to mean
endorsement of the consumption-oriented accour@sit’the minutiae of the rent gap debates --
important though they may be to land-rent spe¢gbsd empirical researchers -- should not
distract us from the “wider conceptual frameworsi’ production explanations. Smith (1996, p.
1202) emphasized that his original theorization delgerately simplified: “If the rent-gap
theory works at all, it works because of its simp¥i and its limited theoretical claims. It should
certainly be subjected to theoretical criticismt bdo think that this will be useful only if the
theoretical premises are taken seriously from tag.5 And the central theoretical premise
concerns the fundamentally social and politicaletisions of economic power in urban land
markets: all the lines in those graphs and cuo¥@®tential and capitalized ground rent are the
outcome of political contests and class relatiofisese contests and relations certainly vary
widely from place to place, but the fundamentalstioa is always thisWho gets to profit from
capitalized ground rent?his is not simply an abstract theoretical discussif factors of
production, but goes to the heart of the ruleqefgame in property markets. Analyzing the
terrible racism and exploitation in Baltimore’s @rrcity housing market in the early 1970s,
David Harvey (1974, p. 251) siezed on the fundaalesttcial and political nature of rent:
“actual payments are made to real live people atdanpieces of land. Tenants are not easily
convinced that the rent collector merely represargsarce factor of production.” More recently,
surveying the growing competitive pressures faesito mobilize their built environments as
vehicles of capital accumulation, Neil Smith (2002427) notes that these social relations are
being reconfigured: the urban scale, once definéerms of the locally-oriented needs of social
reproduction, is now shifting to a definition “inhich the investment of productive capital holds
definitive precedence.”

Ultimately, the rent gap remains controversial moly because of its role in an explanation of
gentrification, but because it weaves the explanand interpretatiorof gentrification into a
broader, critical perspective on capitalist urbation and uneven development from the local
scale to the global.

Spatial Fixes and Circuits of Capital

Recall that urbanization involves massive capitaéstments that, once committed, are tied up
in buildings and other facilities for long periodftime, creating barriers to new kinds of
investment in these places. Geographical expamsmvrides a ‘spatial fix’ to this dilemma,
allowing capital investment to gravitate to new keds in newplacesthat can be built with the
most current and advanced (and thus most profitaddnologies. But as we’ve already seen,
this spatial expansion accelerates the devalooizati previous investments in older parts of the
urban fabric: “The movement of capital into sulamllevelopment,” Smith observed, “led to a
systematic devalorization of inner and central capital, and this, in turn, with the development
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of the rent gap, led to the creation of new investhopportunities in the inner cipyecisely
becausen effectivebarrier to new investment had previously operated the(8rhith, 1982, p.
149). As it turns out, new investment opportusiaee crucially important in the periodic crises
that punctuate the boom-and-bust cycles of capitaliWhen rates of profit begin to fall in the
major sectors of industrial production — the ‘ficatcuit’ of capital investment — investors and
financial institutions seek out more profitable ogpnities in other sectors. At this point, the
‘second circuit’ — real estate and the built enmim@nt — becomes an especially attractive vehicle
for investment. Capital switches away from goadsd service-producing industries into
construction and real estate, driving building be@nd rapid inflation in real estate markets
until here, too, overaccumulation drives down @ie of profit (Harvey, 1978; Beauregard,
1994; Charney, 2001, 2003; Lefebvre, 1991). Inntlost extreme cases, property booms are
leading indicators of recession, appearing asrad‘kif last-ditch hope for finding productive
uses for rapidly overaccumulating capital” (Harve985, p. 20).

Gentrification is tightly bound up with much largaocesses: it is the leading edge of the
spatial restructuring of capitalist urbanizationd at

“is part of a larger redevelopment process dedictighe revitalization of the
profit rate. In the process, many downtowns aregoeonverted into bourgeois
playgrounds replete with quaint markets, restoogehhouses, boutique rows,
yachting marinas, and Hyatt Regencies. Thesewsugl alterations to the urban
landscape are not at all an accidental side-effet@mporary economic
disequilibrium but are as rooted in the structureapitalist society as was the
advent of suburbanization.” (Smith, 1982, pp. 15P).

And this also means that the negative consequeriggEtrification -- the rising housing
expense burden for poor renters, the personaltoaypaes of displacement, eviction, and
homelessness -- are not simply isolated local afiesaaThey are symptoms of the fundamental
inequalities of capitalist property markets, whiakior the creation of urban environments to
serve the needs of capital accumulation, ofteheatkpense of the needs of home, community,
family, and everyday social life.

Production Problems

We've deliberately simplified this overview of pnaction theories. We’'ve tried to accentuate
the key challenges to the mainstream assumptioogsrsumer preference, individual behavior,
and benign spatial equilibrium. But in the lasetty years, production narratives have evolved
in much more subtle and nuanced directions in axaleonsider the interplay and mutual
constitution of production and consumption (Beaardg1986; Clark, 1995; Hamnett, 1991,
Ley, 2003; Rose, 1984; Smith and DeFilippis, 199%ith, 2002). These efforts -- variously
understood as reconciliation, integration, or canmntarity -- are the result of production
theorists’ dialogue with social and cultural thetgistudying a new middle class that seems to
have distinctive values and political sensibilitibat favor gender, racial, sexual, and class
diversity at the neighborhood scale. These saaidlcultural theories, which we examine more
closely in the next chapter, are quite distinctrfrihve neoclassical economic tradition. But both
approaches share a reverence for understandingdtimeations and decisions of individual
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actors, including gentrifiers. As the ambassadbtle ruling conventional wisdom of policy

and politics, neoclassical analysts have raretytiiel need to respond directly to production-side
challenges -- although Berry (1999) unsheathedwdd when insurgents rewrote his “Islands
of Renewal in Seas of Decay” to describe publicsigiprojects surrounded by reinvestment as
“Islands of Decay in Seas of Renewal’ (see alscBy2003; Vigdor, 2002). The result is a
curious state of affairs: an intense, rich, andtégcally astute debate on the left, amongst those
who generally agree on the inadequacy of the nesiclal approach, the significance of
gentrification, and its costs and inequalities.e Ky point of disagreement is the causal
explanation: Why? When? Where?

It's a fairly simple matter to summarize the probdethat have been associated with production
explanations.

First, the measurement and verification problenthefrent gap debates look settled by
comparison with the controversy over attempts toudeent capital-switching and other facets of
uneven economic development.

Second, both Marxist and neoclassical accountsorelyne axiom of economic rationality, and
downplay the significance of individuals who (intiemally or not) defy the norm.

And third, for many readers, drawing a direct Ib#¢ween so many diverse local cases of
gentrification and the entire anatomy of globalitsm seems to imply that individual
gentrifiers behave first and foremost as ruthlegstal accumulators. Some do. But many are in
contradictory class positions (to borrow the teohthe sociologist Eric Wright) shaped by
inequalities of gender, race, ethnicity, and sexdettity (Freeman, 2006; Rose, 1984; Lauria
and Knopp, 1982); we should always be careful, tt@focus criticism on the rules and
inequalities opropertyand to think very carefully before villainizingegindividual peoplevho
are playing by those rules (Krueckeberg, 1999; | £894; Blomley, 2004). When
gentrification inflates home prices in once-disistezl neighborhoods, it is common to find that
poor homeowners are suddenly eager to cash otecappreciation by selling and moving
away; we should be sympathetic to this kind of auglation, even as we remember that low-
income renters don’t have the same opportunitynil&ily, it is possible even in the tightest
housing markets to find individual landlords whauadly know their low-income tenants as
individuals -- and who therefore resist the inceggito raise rents or evict a vulnerable
household (Newman and Wyly, 2006). Consumptioorikes are right: individual choices do
matter in what happens in gentrifying neighborhooBat so are production theorists: a few
landlords keeping rents below rising market ratsschot fundamentally alter the meaning of
the renter-landlord relation, and does nothingdwaace us to a long-term solution that would
protect what Chester Hartman (1984) famously deedras the “right to stay put,” or what
David Imbroscio (2004) has proposed as a full-fegigolitical philosophy for the “right to
place.” And the contingency of difference and titgrshould not blind us to the fundamental
importance of class:

“let’s for a moment assume the priority of indival preference. Now let us ask:

who has the greatest power to realize their pretas? Without in any way
denying the ability of even very poor people toagtse some extent of
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preference, | think it is obvious that in a capstasociety one’s preferences are
more likely to be actualized, and one can affomhder preferences, to the extent
that one commands capital. We may regret that@oms so strongly affects
one’s ability to excercise preferences, but it wichdrdly be prudent to deny it;
preference is an inherently class question.” (992, p. 114).

1. Consumer sovereignty has become urban polityoughout the Global North, many
national governments are pursuing policies thatiotshe rights of individuals astizens--
redefining rights instead in terms @insumerandinvestorsas cities seek to attract wealthy
homeowners and free-spending tourists. In the &I8buth, many of these principles are
imposed by the ‘structural adjustment’ dictateshef International Monetary Fund and other
transnational financial institutions. Consumereseignty is becoming policy. Criticisms of
production theories as determinist made sense tfedrs ago, but not today. Not long ago, at a
panel discussion in the meetings of the Associatiohmerican Geographers, Harvey was
criticized for presenting an account of Americampanalism that was “a totalizing discourse.”
Without missing a beat Harvey replied, “Well, iddotalizing system.”

2. Capital switches have become “mind-bogglingta(®burn, 2006The Economist2006). In
the last generation, fictional capital has expardiadnatically with the proliferation of new
types of hedge funds, real-estate investment truskspartitioned mortgage-backed securities,
automated loan underwriting systems, credit-scoaiggrithms tied to risk-based pricing
schemes, collateralized debt obligations, and sdooedit” has an increasingly complex
vocabulary (Blackburn, 2006; Fabozzi, 2001). A reawve of research is documenting how at
least some of these instruments of capital accuronlanediate the dynamics of gentrification
and the political strategies of those who stangrtdit from it (Hackworth, 2002a, 2002b; Lake,
1995; Smith and Hackworth, 2001).

3. The politics of methods have displaced attenfiom those displaced by gentrification. The
displacement of poor- and working-class residerats ance a prominent concern across much of
the political spectrum in gentrification researttaftman, 1984; Laska and Spain, 1980, chapters
15-19; Schill and Nathan, 1983, chapter 5). Bwidespread backlash against the model-
intensive flavor of neoclassical urban economicadgd many political economists off to
guantitative research, and the trend has acceteaatéhe cultural turn focused new interests in
the construction of identity, difference, and conmityifor people living in gentrifying
neighborhoods. This social and cultural reseasaeitainly important. Unfortunately, even the
most sophisticated ethnographic accounts of theggmunderway in dynamic inner-city
neighborhoods cannot be used to gain generalixabl&ledge of certain consequences of
gentrification: anyone who participates in an kv or focus group in a gentrifying
neighborhood has, by definition, not yet been disptl. Very few gentrification researchers are
able to integrate quantitative and qualitative rad&h(but see Ley, 2003; Smith and DeFilippis,
1999). Even fewer have the specialized expemtiggage neoclassical analysts on the terrain
of multivariate modeling and longitudinal socio-8abanalysis. As a consequence, when a
series of studies based on government housing @sdalseemed to provide evidence that
gentrification was not actually displacing low-imae renters in gentrifying neighborhoods, few
researchers were able to respond (Freeman andr2602; Freeman, 2004; Vigdor, 2002).
These studies received enormous press coverageupted by a headline WSA Todg:
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“Gentrification: A Boost for Everyone?” Many commity activists shouted “No!,” and
provided detailed accounts of the individual expeces of poor people whose lives were
damaged by gentrification. But in mainstream pubhd policy discourse, such cases are
always dismissed as “anecdotal.”

Three Cheers for Gentrification? Or Three Cheers Ajainst It?

Gentrification is nothing more and nothing lessithiae neighborhood expression of class
inequality. It should thus come as no surprise ribeent paths of neighborhood change reflect
the well-documented increase in social polarizatmurbanized societies throughout the world.
Production accounts draw attention to three immbshifts in the nature and implications of
gentrification in these times of worsened ineqyalit

First, local rent gap dynamics have become muclertightly intertwined with transnational
processes.

Second, the leading edge of uneven urban develapmasrexpanded dramaticaihside
gentrifying cities. In other words, reinvestmeasmoved beyond the comparatively small
enclaves of gentrification, and is moving deep#&v other parts of the devalorized urban
environment.

Third, the politics of urban property markets hatltered the terrain for opposition and
resistance. Gentrification now receives more expdiovernmental support, both through
subsidies to large corporate developers and tetdgolicies designed to attract individual
gentrifiers. Expanded reinvestment has displacelddesspersed more and more low-income
renters, effectively displacing opposition and sesice itself (DeFilippis, 2004; Hackworth,
2002; Hackworth and Smith, 2001; Goetz, 2003).

We should not underestimate the stakes in thesiatepand we must not ignore the
fundamentally political questions that masqueraleeaitral rules and laws governing urban
property markets. Property is about power, conamdl the right to exclude. And as the
philosophy of market justice has been used tofyuskitremes in wealth and power across more
and more domains of society, those who stand tefthdrom gentrification have become more
bold in their claims. The clearest statement cofmeeas Andres Duany, a prominent architect
and leader of the “new urbanist” design movemera Ws become a key figure in the
production of many gentrified landscapes in thetéthStates. In an essay published by a right-
wing think tank, Duany offers “Three Cheers for G#ication”:

“These days, whenever more than a handful of midaleme people move into a
formerly down-at-the-heels neighborhood, they aased of committing that
newest of social sins: ‘gentrification.” This ted term -- conjuring up images

of yuppies stealing urban housing from rightfulabltants -- has become
embedded in the way many activists understand ubalution. And the

thinking behind it has become a serious obstadkeaaevival of American cities.

... Gentrification rebalances a concentration ofgoty by providing the tax base,
rub-off work ethic, and political effectivenessamiddle class, and in the process
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improves the quality of life for all of a commungyesidents. It is the rising tide
that lifts all boats.

...people should not be prevented from profitinglmnatural appreciation of
their neighborhoods. Not in America.” (Duany, 200. 37, 39).

This kind of reasoning -- sort of a trickle-dowrtny applied to housing and neighborhoods --
has become the most powerful ideological weapomgnadevelopers, speculators, wealthy
homeowners, and other advocates of gentrificatidynd the argument works by ignoring or
suppressing the fundamental question posed by ptioditheorists: what produced the “down-
at-the-heels neighborhood” that subsequently besamopular place to invest and speculate?
Ignoring the process alisinvestmenand thecreationof rent gaps allows advocates of
gentrification to present reinvestment and redgualent -- the closure of rent gaps -- as nothing
more than common sense and good planning.

We Want our Cafe, Not Yuppie Flats!
Photograph courtesy of Tom Slater. See
http://members.lycos.co.uk/gentrification

Unfortunately, the tax-base benefits of
gentrification invariably subsidize more
gentrifiers, or institutions that serve
them. The poor and working-classes
have no less of a work ethic than today’s
gentrifiers, many of whose main source
of wealth is the “natural’” house price
appreciation that comes from that
collective social creation -- urbanization
itself. The politically effective middle
classes have been more willing in recent
years to villainize renters, the poor, the
homeless, and any other individuals
whose presence might possibly
undermine property values. And
improvements in the quality of life for a
community’s residents simply cannot be
enjoyed by those who lose out on the
right to be community residents. In
recent years, these rights become more
tenuous, as gentrification has accelerated
and undermined the security of
marginalized renters in many cities. But
these rights are always bound up with
the politics of production and
consumption in the urban environment,
creating possibilities for change.
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