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of Gentrification”

Robert A. Beauregard

The essence of gentrification is hidden from
s=w One can walk through Adams-Morgan in
Washington, DC, or Queen Village in Philadelphia,
#wough Islington in London, or the Victorian
—rer suburbs of Melbourne, even Over-the-Rhine
~ Cincinnati, and visually assess the gentrifica-
%on process as expressed in rehabilitated buildings,
wores and restaurants designed for the new, affiu-
e and well dressed inhabitants. Yet the forces
wnderlying gentrification have yet to be fully uncov-
w=d Different layers of meaning still clothe the
Sesorical specificity of gentrification, and mask the
gerticular confluence of societal forces and contra-
S-sons which account for its existence. Journalistic
Smmediacy, redevelopment ideology and positivist
" ==earch have obscured the essential meanings and
- e underlying causes.

1 The purpose of this chapter is to present a
" Weoretical analysis of the process of gentrifica-
Ser which penetrates these various meanings, but
- Which avoids a simple explanation of what is essen-

" Sy 2 complex phenomenon. In fact, there can be

~ e single theory of an invariant gentrification pro-
=== Rather there are theoretical interpretations of
| S the “gentry” are created and located in the
“ses how “gentrifiable” housing is produced, how
W= to be displaced originally came to live in
smescity neighborhoods, and finally how the var-
s processes of gentrification unfold given the
wessiishment of these three basic conditions. These
Serent theoretical arguments must be combined in
. ==hion compatible with the specific instances of
geification that we wish to explain. The empha-
=+ =erefore, must be placed on contingency and
swmolexity, set within the structural dimensions
+ aivanced capitalism. The substantive focus of
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the analysis is gentrification as it has taken place
in the United States. But before addressing these
issues, we should understand how our comprehen-
sion of gentrification has been distorted, and then set
forth epistemological standards for the subsequent
investigation.

MEANING AND EPISTEMOLOGY

Stratifications of meaning

The thinnest and outermost layer of our com-
prehension of the gentrification process is that of
journalistic and public-relations hyperbole fostered
by its “boosters:” redevelopment bodies, local news-
papers, “city” magazines, mayors’ offices, real-estate
organizations, financial institutions, historic preserva-
tionists and neighborhood organizations comprised
of middle-class homeowners. Each has an interest
in increased economic activity within the city and
an affinity for the middle class who function as gen-
trifiers. Their descriptions, analyses and advertising
both present and misrepresent the phenomenon as
it exists, and convey an ideology meant to foster
continued gentrification.

Within this layer we find the theme of the
“urban pioneers” who are risking themselves and
their savings to turn a deteriorated and undesirable
neighborhood into a place for “good living.” A new,
urban life-style is touted, one which represents the
consumerism and affluence of those unburdened by
familial responsibilities and economic stringencies
(Alpern 1979, Fleetwood 1979). These gentrifiers
live in historically preserved or “high tech” domes-
tic environments which reflect their sense of “taste.”
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They shop at specialty stores where unique and
higher quality clothing and food convey and reinforce
a sense of status. Trendy restaurants provide them
with places to be seen and admired. The comforts
of “civilized” living are everywhere. Urban culture is
now a commodified form, leagues removed from the
sense of “community” which it was once meant to
convey (Williams 1977: 11-20).

This is one ideology of gentrification, part of its
reality, but not representative of its essential form.
The image of the city and its neighborhoods is
manipulated in order to reduce the perceived risk
and to encourage investment. Moreover, to believe
that such description objectively captures the pro-
cess of gentrification is to be deluded.

A portion of the previous chapter was devoted
to unmasking this “frontier imagery of gentrification”
with its pioneers, invisible natives, urban home-
steading, myth of upward (through spatial) mobility
and the city as a wilderness to be recaptured and
tamed. Elsewhere Holcomb (1982) and Holcomb
and Beauregard (1981: 52-64) have discussed the
image management generally attendant on urban
redevelopment schemes. The resultant hegemonic
boosterism makes opposition difficult and attracts
investors. More importantly, it erroneously presents
gentrification as beneficial for the city as a whole.
But rather than becoming implicated in the assump-
tions and pertinences of this ideology (Ley 1980),
the point is to penetrate a way through it.

The next layer is composed of the numer-
ous empirical assessments of gentrification, almost
all of which have proceeded from a positivistic
methodology which often presents empirical regu-
larities in the guise of causal explanation.? These
empirical investigations include both survey research
(Gale 1979) and case studies (Laska & Spain 1980:
95-235), with fewer attempts to assess gentrifica-
tion utilizing secondary data (Smith 1979b, Black
1980a, Spain 1980). For the most part, they focus
upon changes in the built environment over time
but fail to explain the dynamics that bring about
these changes. The processes of gentrification are
not often emphasized: Richards and Rowe (1977),
London (1980), and DeGiovanni (1983), are excep-
tions. Moreover, the concern is almost wholly with
housing redevelopment rather than with the gen-
trification of neighborhood commercial districts.
(Aristedes 1975, Chernoff 1980, Van Gelder 1981).
Lastly, the intent of most of these works is to create
a Weberian “ideal-type” description of a gentrifier, a
gentrifying neighborhood or a process of gentrifica-
tion. Highly salient characteristics are distilled into a
simplified form which lacks any sense of historical
and spatial contingency.

The ostensibly prototypical gentrifier is a single-
person or two-person household comprised of afflu-
ent professionals without children (Gale 1979, 1980).
These “gentry” are willing to take on the risk of
investing in an initially deteriorated neighborhood
and the task of infusing a building with their sweat
equity. Presumably, they desire to live in the city
close to their jobs, where they can establish an
urbane life-style and capture a financially secure
position in the housing market. Their lack of demand
for schools, commitment to preserving their neigh-
borhoods, support of local retail outlets and services,
and contribution to the tax base are all viewed as
beneficial for the city.

The neighborhoods to be gentrified are deterio-
rated, and occupied by lower- and moderate-income,
often elderly, households. These residential areas
are located close to the central business district,
and often have peculiar amenities such as views
of the skyline, access to parks, or some histori-
cal significance. The housing is run-down but still
structurally sound, except for the existence of aban-
doned and gutted buildings more popularly known
as “shells.” Moderate rehabilitation, for the most part,
will make most housing suitable for “gentry,” and
facade improvements will enhance the architectural
qualities and contribute to major increases in its
market value.

The gentrification process involves the purchasing
of buildings by affluent households or by intermedi-
aries such as speculators or developers, the upgrad-
ing of the housing stock, governmental investment
in the surrounding environment, the concomitant
changeover in local retail facilities, the stabilization
of the neighborhood and the enhancement of the
tax base. Although residential displacement is rec-
ognized and empirically documented by researchers
operating at this level, its extent and existence as a
problem have been debated (Hartman 1979, Sumka
1979, LeGates & Hartman 1981).

Beneath this, and closer to the essence of gentrifi-
cation, lies a third level of more theoretical analyses.
Notable among these are two papers by Neil Smith.
Both begin with a strong theoretical base in marx-
ist historical materialism and attempt to unearth
the underlying structural forces that have created
and currently drive the process of gentrification.
One of Smith’s arguments (1979a) focuses upon the
uneven development of metropolitan land markets.
The basic theme is that disinvestment in certain
areas of central cities, a disinvestment paralleling
suburban investment and further exacerbated by the
financial dynamics of construction and land inter-
ests (Smith 1979b), has resulted in residential areas
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their potential ground rent. The value of the build-
ings themselves is considered of litle moment. In
the search for locations of profitable investment in
metropolitan areas where suburban land has been
almost fully developed, finance and real-estate capi-
=l discover these undervalued locations and under-
take actions (e.g. rehabilitation, new construction,
speculation) to capture the difference between the
capitalized and potential ground rents. Thus it can be
argued that gentrification results, in essence, from the
uneven development of metropolitan land markets.

Neil Smith’s second theoretical explanation
(1982) is compatible with this argument, but takes
place at another layer of meaning. The historically
uneven development of national and international
capitalism is now the starting point. The cycle of
valorization and devalorization in regional land mar-
kets is now related to the “... broader rhythm and
periodicity of the national and international econ-
omy” (Smith, N. 1982: 149). The inevitable falling
rate of profit and the overproduction of commodi-
ties have led to a crisis of capitalism which can
only be attenuated through the discovery of new
investment opportunities. Following Harvey (1978),
Smith maintains that such crises result in a shift
of capital investment from the sphere of produc-
fion to the built environment. Within that arena,
the most profitable opportunities for capital accu-
mulation are those devalorized neighborhoods where
capitalized ground rent is significantly below poten-
sal ground rent. Thus the two arguments merge.
The point, however, is that now gentrification is
=mbedded more deeply in the structural dynamics
of advanced capitalism in its organic totality, rather
than simply in uneven development. Gentrification
“operates primarily to counteract the falling rate of
orofit” (Smith, N. 1982: 151). This is a more incisive
statement than offered previously.

However, although these theoretical explanations
zre commendable, since they penetrate empirical
appearances and unsheath an “essence” of gentri-
Scation, they suffer from a number of problems.
The “rent gap” argument provides only one of the
necessary conditions for gentrification and none of
e sufficient ones. Observation shows that many
areas of central cities have rent gaps greatly in
=xcess of those areas that gentrify. Thus the theory
-annot easily explain why Hoboken (New Jersey)
necomes gentrified, but Newark — where capitalized
ground rents are extremely low and whose locational
advantages relative to Manhattan and transportation
facilities are on a par with Hoboken’s — does not.
Moreover, there is the question of how. the potential
ground rent is perceived, thus establishing a crucial
slement in determining the rent gap.

THE CHAOﬂS‘ANDCO‘MPLEXITY OF VGENTiRIFICATION

Both the “rent gap” argument and the argument
focused upon the falling rate of profit suffer three
additional theoretical weaknesses. One is the treat-
ment of uneven development. Uneven development
is used to explain gentrification and the rent gap,
rather than the latter two phenomena being con-
ceived as attributes of uneven development, all of
which have to be explained initially by the structural
tendencies of capitalism.3 Secondly, no attempt is
made to address the diverse nature of gentrifica-
tion. It is collapsed into an “ideal type” concept.
Lastly, the arguments are characterized by a lack
of attention to the role of reproduction and con-
sumption in gentrification. They begin and end in
the economic base, the sphere of production, and
do not consider how changes in these other two
spheres structure, produce and even represent gen-
trification. Needless to say, these three weaknesses
are interrelated.

Epistemological comments

From the above, albeit brief, overview of the three
levels of explanation to be found in the literature,
a number of epistemological issues can be iden-
tified as a means to guide any theorizing about
gentrification. The objective here is to penetrate
these successive layers of meaning and peer further
into the core of the process. This is the first theo-
retical requirement: that our theory not be deluded
by ideology or misrepresent empirical regularities as
causal explanation. Rather, we must look beneath
the phenomenal forms of gentrification, as indeed
some have attempted, in order to understand both
its dynamics and significance.

Secondly, “gentrification” must be recognized as a
“chaotic concept” connoting many diverse if interre-
lated events and processes; these have been aggre-
gated under a single (ideological) label and have
been assumed to require a single causal explana-
tion (Sayer 1982, Rose 1984). Encompassed under
the rubric of gentrification are the redevelopment
of historic rowhouses in Philadelphia’s Society Hill
initiated by an urban renewal project (Smith 1979b),
the transformation of a working-class neighborhood
of Victorian houses in San Francisco by gay men
(Castells & Murphy 1982), the rampant speculation
and displacement occurring on the Lower East Side
of New York City involving multifamily structures
(Gottlieb 1982), the redevelopment of abandoned
housing in the Fells Point area of Baltimore, and
the conversion of warehouses along the Boston
waterfront to housing for the affluent. Each of
these instances not only involved different types of
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individuals, but also proceeded differently and had
varying consequences. The diversity of gentrification
must be recognized, rather than conflating diverse
aspects into a single phenomenon.

Thirdly, the above observations suggest that a
diversity of social forces and contradictions within
the social formation cohere in some fashion to
bring about various types of gentrification. More-
over, it additionally suggests that gentrification is
not inevitable in older, declining cities. In effect,
gentrification is a conjuncture of both those struc-
tural forces necessary for its general form, and
the contingent forces that make it appear at dis-
tinct points in time and in diverse ways in certain
cities and not others (cf. Althusser 1977: 87-128,
Beauregard 1984). Certainly the last 50 years have
witnessed numerous instances where people have
been displaced from cities; young and affluent
households have bought property and even reha-
bilitated it; neighborhoods have deteriorated; gov-
ernments have provided assistance to real-estate
interests; and financial institutions have manipulated
land markets. But only during the 1970s and 1980s
did these and other forces coalesce and intensify
to produce the diversity of processes referred to as
gentrification.

Thus we wish to explain gentrification using
both structural tendencies and historical specifici-
ties, but without extracting it theoretically from the
social formation of which it is a part. More pre-
cisely, gentrification must be theorized as part of
the organic totality of the social formation. This
means, even more precisely, not searching for the
causes of gentrification solely in the sphere of pro-
duction. Rather it is at the conjuncture of production,
reproduction, and consumption, at least initially, that
we must theorize (Markusen 1980, McDowell 1983,
Rose 1984). Gentrification is not simply a facet of
capital accumulation.

Given these various epistemological insights, the
following discussion places emphasis upon those
individuals commonly labeled the gentrifiers, those
who serve as the proximate investors in the gentri-
fied housing. The concern is to explain how they
came to be located in central cities with reproduc-
tion and consumption needs and desires compatible
with a gentrification process. After establishing their
potential as gentrifiers, the next step is to explain
the creation of “gentrifiable” housing and the prior
placement of economically and politically vulner-
able (i.e. easily displaced) individuals and families
into that housing. With these three pieces of the
puzzle in place, we can then explore the various
processes by which they are brought together to
produce gentrification itself.

THE POTENTIAL GENTRIFIERS em
: m
The explanation for gentrification begins with the gentrificatio
presence of “gentrifiers,” the necessary agents and and relativ
beneficiaries of the gentrification process, and the jobs in
directions taken by their reproduction and consump- and te
tion. First, the demand for inexpensive, inner-city ators expa
housing is not a new phenomenon, nor is the pe from 15.
existence of politically and economically vulnerable 7. Craft and
social groups. However, the existence of affluent, gs dedined
professional and ostensibly “afamilial” households in 20 309 pen
central cities has become much more pronounced . workers I
during these last few decades. Secondly, and more pent (City ¢
importantly, the gentrifiers are often, though seldom c on the
alone, the “agents” of the gentrification process, and - sis of
thus provide the motivations and aspirations that 1983). Se
shape it. In this way, agency is structured into our employme
theorizing (Beauregard 1984). Lastly, without this pent in 19
group the whole process ceases to exist. Differ- ctors from |
ent types of housing stock might be rehabilitated, com
and diverse individuals and families displaced, but busin
the characteristics of the gentrifiers are remarkably in oth
similar across specific instances of gentrification. =nt O
Changes in the industrial and occupational are bec
structure of the United States brought about in edly, |
part by the international restructuring of capital nals and n
(Bluestone & Harrison 1982: 140-90), and specif- y could
ically changes in the types of economic activity ablish, ho
which are growing and declining in the cities, have gentry to
resulted in an increasingly bimodal urban labor mar- prder to exp
ket (Black 1980b).* Before World War II a strong do rema
manufacturing sector dominated central cities and cation, We
provided semiskilled, medium-wage jobs with some ption and |
possibility of advancement. That manufacturing sec- ption activi
tor has since declined both absolutely and relatively, they desin
and has been replaced by personal-service, admin- is why |
istrative and professional, retail and governmental hin the ¢
activities. In the one mode are the lower wage n out-mi
service jobs in the retail, office, hospitality and in additi
governmental sectors; in the other, the professional- y comy
managerial employment in the same sectors but also jon activ
in corporate headquarters and business and legal part of the
services. Many lower-middle-income workers have of many
left the city to locate nearer the manufacturing jobs to biologic
now in the suburbs, and most of the unemployed s there ha
poor and working poor remain in the city to engage of mar
intermittently in the growing service sector and its and more cz
low-skill, low-wage employment. The professional- a more N
managerial jobs are filled with both city residents in their &
and commuters. It is within this urban, professional- cation are
managerial fraction of labor that the gentrifiers are : individual |
situated. " milose consumpti
These changes in the sphere of production are . Bawe traditionally |
part of a long-term trend embodying the decline of * Individual behx
daction is a cof

the manufacturing sector and the rise of professional
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and managerial employment, but it is their spatial
manifestation over the past two decades which is piv-
otal for gentrification. Of greatest importance is the
absolute and relative expansion of professional and
managerial jobs in the central cities. For example,
professional and technical workers, managers, and
administrators expanded their share of Philadelphia’s
labor force from 15.5 percent in 1960 to 22.6 percent
in 1977. Craft and kindred workers, operatives and
laborers declined from 40.1 percent during that
period to 30.9 percent, whereas sales, clerical and
service workers increased from 38.4 percent to
46.5 percent (City of Philadelphia 1978). More spe-
cific data on these potential gentry exist in a
recent analysis of New York City’s employment
(Stetson 1983). Service industries increased their
share of employment from 69.6 percent in 1960 to
83.8 percent in 1982. The fastest growing employ-
ment sectors from 1977 to 1982 were social services,
security and commodity brokers, legal services,
banking, and business services. Similar patterns are
discernible in other central cities. The point is
that employment opportunities for professionals and
managers are becoming dominant within central
~ities. Admittedly, this could result in no additional
srofessionals and managers living within these cities,
since they could commute from the suburbs. It
does establish, however, a necessary condition for
2n urban gentry to arise.

In order to explain why these professionals and
managers do remain within the city and also engage
= gentrification, we must move away from the sphere
of production and focus upon their reproduction and
~onsumption activities. Moreover, it is not enough to

s that they desire to live in an urban environment.
The issue is why a fraction of this group elects to
—=main within the city, rather than to follow the trend
+ suburban out-migration. What is it about an urban
w=idence, in addition to the proximity to work, which
especially compatible with the reproduction and
semsumption activities of this fraction of labor?

One part of the answer involves the attitude and
setavior of many professional and managerial indi-
suals to biological reproduction. Over the last few
secades there has been a trend toward the post-
semement of marriage and of childrearing, and, in
wer= and more cases, decisions to remain childless,
sesoite a more recent rise in childbearing among
women in their early thirties.> The implications for
gemsrification are that these decisions create more
individual households and childless couples
: consumption needs differ from those who
s traditionally migrated to the suburbs.

~“vidual behavior concerning biological repro-
w.=n is a complex and diverse phenomenon.

A

]

One factor is the movement of women into the
labor force: from 1960 to 1980 the labor-force par-
ticipation rate for women increased from 37.7 to
51.5 percent (US Bureau of the Census 1982: 377).
Economic necessity, the expansion in service-sector
and professional-managerial jobs, feminist pressure
and affirmative-action legislation have all contributed
to making paid employment an available and accept-
able option for many women. Certainly holding a
paid job has usually been a necessity for working-
class women, but economic decline has required
even middle-class women to work. The desire of
educated women to establish professional careers,
coupled with the continued minimal childrearing par-
ticipation by men, make it likely that child-bearing
will be postponed or rejected. This option is facili-
tated by the widespread availability of birth control
and the legalization of abortion in 1973. A career
orientation also contributes to the postponement of
marriage. A full explanation, however, requires that
we consider the sphere of consumption within which
both female and male professionals and managers
exist.

The consumption style of this urban, professional-
managerial group is partly one of conspicuous con-
sumption, the acquisition of commodities for public
display. It is facilitated by the postponement of famil-
ial responsibilities, and the accumulation of savings.
Clothes, jewelry, furniture, Stereo equipment, vaca-
tions, sports equipment, luxury items such as cam-
eras and even automobiles, inter alia, are part of the
visual and functional identity of the potential gentri-
fiers. In addition, more and more consumption takes
place outside of the household in “public” realms:
home cooking replaced by restaurants; home enter-
tainment (with the exception of the video recorder
which allows freedom from television schedules) by
clubs, movies, plays, and shopping; and quiet respites
at home are replaced by travel. Admittedly, these
consumption habits are not dissimilar from those of
other professional, middle-class individuals not in the
city, but what makes them important for gentrifica-
tion is their intersection with decisions on biological
reproduction.

The postponement of marriage facilitates this
consumption, but it also makes it necessary if peo-
ple are to meet others and develop friendships.
Persons without partners, outside of the milieu of
college, must now join clubs and frequent places
(e.g. “singles” bars) where other singles (both the
never-married and the divorced) congregate in order
to make close friends. Couples (married or not) need
friendships beyond the workplace and may wish to
congregate at “public” places. Those social opportu-
nities, moreover, though possibly no more NuUMerous
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in cities than in suburbs, are decidedly more spatially
concentrated and, because of suburban zoning, tend
to be more spatially integrated with residences. Clus-
tering occurs as these individuals move proximate to
“consumption items” and as entrepreneurs identify
this fraction of labor as comprising conspicuous and
major consumers. Both the need to consume out-
side of the home and the desire to make friends
and meet sexual partners, either during the now-
extended period of “search” before marriage or a
lifetime of fluid personal relationships, encourage the
‘dentification with and migration to certain areas of
the city.

At the same time, these tendencies are also and
obviously important for the gentrification of com-
mercial districts. The potential gentry represent an
“up-scale” class of consumers who frequent restau-
rants and bars, and generally treat shopping as a
social event. The objective for the entrepreneur is
to capture the discretionary income of the con-
sumer by offering an experience that is more than a
functional exchange. Implicated in the purchase, be
it of gourmet ice cream, a nouvelle cuisine meal,
or a dance lesson, is the status of being at that
shop in that neighborhood and buying that partic-
ular brand. Thus the dynamic of capital accumula-
tion, fueled by affluence, is wedded to conspicuous
consumption. Moreover, the purchase and rehabil-
itation of existing commercial establishments as a
neighborhood begins to gentrify contribute to fur-
ther residential gentrification. The two are mutually
supportive.

Yet the transformation of urban, middle-class
professionals into gentrifiers requires more than con-
spicuous consumption and postponement of mar-
riage and childrearing. It also involves threats to
their continued consumption and to their long-term
economic security, threats which lead them to pur-
chase housing in the city. This fraction of labor is not
immune either to inflation or to reductions in their
employment status. Both have differing but serious
impacts upon the ability of this class to consume
in the ways described here. Moreover, these are

“educated” consumers who understand the need to
engage in financial planning, whether it be through
tax lawyers, voluntary savings, Of investments. Even
while engaging in conspicuous consumption and,
at least initially, postponing major savings, they are
also sensitive to the advisability of planning for the
future. The maintenance of their consumption pat-
terns in the long run cannot be left to the workings
of the economy. It must be actively pursued. That
becomes immediately obvious as this group begins
to cluster in certain areas of the city causing a
“heating up” of the housing market (and thus rising

rents, condominium conversions and the like) and
an increase in the price to be paid for consumption
items.

As this “potential gentry” establishes an area as
desirable, especially for those in similar life situ-
ations, the demand increases for housing and for
restaurants, bars, movie theaters and other facilities
for public but individualized consumption. Prices
respond to the amount of money available, and are
raised accordingly, reaching what the market will
bear. Although this is not a major problem as regards
most consumption items, it is as regards housing,
particularly rentals. The rental market inflates, and
individuals find it more and more difficult to move
into these areas. For those who are already there,
both “early” gentrifiers and older residents, the costs
of staying in place may become onerous, and con-
spicuous consumption for the former is threatened.
These factors encourage defensive actions to protec
oneself against the vagaries of the housing marke
and, at the same time, to avoid the ravages of
effects of inflation on one’s salary. Yet there is st
the desire to live in a location with other, similar indi
viduals and with numerous amenities of a particula
quality and style. The combined search for financial
security, a desirable location, access to amenities,
and involvement with people of similar desires and
affluence prepares these individuals to become gen-
trifiers. That there is a status to be gained from
“home” or “apartment” ownership and a potential
for high capital gains and tax benefits, not to men-
tion the opportunity to €Xpress one’s affluence and
“taste” in physical surroundings, also contributes to
the probability of gentrification as a solution to these
problems.

Not all of the “gentry” however, will pur-
chase a rowhouse or a condominium; some will
rent luxury apartments in converted single-room-
occupancy hotels or formerly working-class apart-
ment buildings. Some of the potential gentry may
be unable to amass a down payment, Or wish
to avoid the responsibility of home-ownership. But
they should not be considered as lesser gentrifiers
because of this; the conversion of apartment build-
ings to luxury status is also part of the gentrification
process.

Still to be explained is why these potential gentry
select an urban location over a suburban one, and
how certain barriers to home-ownership direct them
to deteriorated or lower-income residential areas.
The selection of an urban location is mainly
explained by the consumption and reproduction
activities described earlier, and also by increasing
commuting costs in metropolitan areas as rising
energy costs have forced up operating COStS for
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the automobile, and as mass transit systems have
become increasingly expensive. Moreover, high
commuting costs and long commuting times would
mterfere financially and temporally with consump-
son activities. Reinforcing this disincentive toward
suburban living is the rising cost of newly con-
structed housing, both in the suburbs and in urban
areas. Throughout most of the postwar period,
mousing has been a prime investment opportu-
=y, providing long-term financial security, precisely
secause of its rapid appreciation and thus high resale
w=lue, not to mention its use as collateral for other
mwestments.” In fact, the average purchase price of
Soth new and existing housing, in the suburbs as
well as the cities, has risen faster than wages from
1870 to 1980.8 Both transportation costs and hous-
me costs, then, serve as barriers to the purchase of
2 suburban house.

At the same time, these individuals cannot com-
get= in just any housing submarket. Both encourag-
e and discouraging the purchase of housing is the
me=ton of wages and salaries relative to housing
grces. Additionally, since these potential gentrifiers
%= 1o be relatively new to their careers, and young,
#ey are unlikely to have extensive savings. Even
Sough parents may contribute to a down payment,
#e amassing of the capital needed to purchase a
wel-maintained house in an already “established”
s szable middle-class urban neighborhood is likely
W oe difficult® There are thus limitations on their
S@emands in the urban housing market.

Goven the limited capital of this potential gentry,
Wer desire to be close to their places of employ-
mene. their peculiar consumption needs, and the
Seswative desire to treat “housing” as both an invest-
mene item and as a statement of the image of
@ uence and taste which these individuals are try-
me o project, it is not surprising that they search
S mmer-city locations near central business districts,
s amenities and with an architecturally interesting
Seusing stock which has the potential to be reha-
Sis=r=d and redecorated, and where housing costs
W= for the moment, relatively inexpensive but prices
= lk=ly to rise. That is, the end result of these
Wm=s is the demand for a specific type of housing
= secifc types of residential area. That this is also
wengmized by developers, real-estate agents, and
ssmmercial investors reinforces the housing choices
W seeential gentrifiers. The point is that this is not
%= s=me as the generalized demand for inexpen-
sw= mner-city housing. In most cities, there is a
= zmount of inexpensive housing, but not very
mucs of it entices the gentrifiers. That which does
s = l=ft for lower-income groups, or is simply

o
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CREATION OF GENTRIFIABLE HOUSING

The next step in this theoretical penetration of the
gentrification process is to explain the existence
of inexpensive, inner-city housing capable of being
“taken over” by “outsiders.” There are two issues
here: (a) the creation of gentrifiable housing, and (b)
the creation of prior occupants for that housing who
can easily be displaced or replaced — that is, who are
unable or unwilling to resist. These are theoretically
separable but interdependent processes.

The devaluation and deterioration of inner-city
housing and land is a much discussed and explored
phenomenon (Harvey 1973: 130-47, Smith 1979a:
543-5, 1979b, Solomon & Vandell 1982). Most
importantly for the argument here, devaluation may
or may not result in gentrification. Rather, the pro-
cesses of residential change have the potential for
numerous outcomes, ranging from gentrification to
total abandonment of a neighborhood. Thus neigh-
borhood decline is necessary but is not sufficient
for gentrification to occur. Vulnerable neighborhoods
may begin as areas of working-class housing, housing
for the middle class, or even mixed-use (i.e. indus-
trial, commercial, and residential) structures with a
significant amount of housing interspersed.

To take the first case, there are working-class
neighborhoods where housing has been well main-
tained for many decades, with working-class families
replacing working-class families of the same or dif-
ferent ethnicity and race. Relative to other parts of
the city, the housing may be inexpensive and thus
entice the potential gentry. It is worth emphasiz-
ing that neighborhoods and housing need not be
deteriorated before being gentrified. The price of
housing within a given city is spatially relative. Its
affordability and “acceptability” are regionally deter-
mined by prevailing wage rates, the overall cost
of living, and the spatial structure of inflation in
housing values. Gentrified neighborhoods of this ori-
gin seem characteristic of certain “gay” areas in
San Francisco (Castells and Murphy 1982), and of
traditional working-class neighborhoods comprised
primarily of apartment buildings (Gottlieb 1982).

In the second case, where the residential area
began not as a well maintained working-class neigh-
borhood but as a neighborhood of middle-class
homeowners, the process leading to the creation of
inexpensive housing is different.!® The devaluation
of these areas is often described as one where the
original middle-class residents move outward from
the central city as they establish families and as their
incomes rise. They are replaced by households of
lower income. These replacement households may
maintain the property for a time, but they soon
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else barely able to maintain and hold on to houses
in which they have lived for years, years that have
seen their relative economic influence in the housing
market erode. At the same time, their consump-
tion potential is weak relative to other segments of
the city’s population, particularly the potential gen-
try, and thus their attractiveness to proponents of
redevelopment, usually intent on creating a city of
middle-class affluence, is also weak. Many of these
households, additionally, are characterized by large
numbers of children, or are female-headed and poor,
thus requiring a greater share of local governmental
services ranging from education to law enforcement.
The hypothetical gap between what they demand in
governmental services and what they pay in taxes
and contribute to the circulation of capital through
consumer expenditures combines with their inability
to afford decent housing to make them relatively
undesirable to local-government officials.

Thus, because these individuals and families lack
economic power, and because of related disadvan-
tages in the realms of consumption and reproduction
(e.g. low purchasing power and family instability,
respectively), they also lack political power. The end
result is that these households are easily exploited by
landlords if they are renting, unable to resist “buy-
outs” by the more affluent if they own their housing,
and unlikely to mobilize to resist local-government
encouragement of gentrification. Of course, it is not
uncommon to find in gentrifying neighborhoods
older homeowners and small landlords who are anx-
ious to sell and move. However, this has not been
shown to be a major proportion of those poten-
tially gentrified, and therefore does not obviate the
displacement consequences of gentrification. This
group merely points up, once again, the chaotic
nature of gentrification. The location of these “pow-
erless” households in gentrifiable residential areas is
not a “law” of capitalism, which inevitably produces
the conditions for gentrification, nor do those poten-
sally gentrified always succumb without a struggle
Auger 1979). Instead, the location of economically
and politically weak households in certain types of
neighborhood at a particular historical time com-
nines with the inner-city location of the potential
gentry, among other factors, to produce the conjunc-
ture which is labeled gentrification.

GENTRIFICATION PROCESSES

To this point, a number of components of gen-
mification have been explained: the production of
the potential gentry, the generation of the poten-
sally gentrifiable neighborhoods, and the creation of

the potentially gentrified. This analysis has included
the possibility that any of these “productions” might
not lead to gentrification. It remains to (a) identify
the “facilitators” or active agents of gentrification,
in addition to the potential gentry themselves, and
(b) more specifically to explain why only certain
inner-city areas with inexpensive housing opportuni-
ties occupied by the “powerless” become gentrified.
Many parts of any city remain in a deteriorated con-
dition, despite the existence within the city bound-
aries of potential gentry, and despite the presence of
inexpensive housing occupied by the lower class.

Gentrification is partly facilitated by the fed-
eral government’s inducements to home-ownership,
making a housing purchase economically benefi-
cial (Stone 1978). Basic to this policy is the tax
deduction for interest payments on mortgages. There
are also more recent tax deductions and credits
for weatherization and energy-conservation projects
(e.g. solar panels), as well as for the rehabilitation
of historic structures. The purchase and rehabilita-
tion of a house can benefit the buyer significantly,
particularly in the first few years of the purchase
when interest rates comprise a large proportion
of mortgage payments and when rehabilitation is
likely to be done. This applies, of course, to home-
ownership regardless of location, though Federal
Housing Administration mortgage insurance has his-
torically favored suburban sites.

The local government often plays a more active
and direct role in the gentrification process (Smith
1979b). It stands to benefit directly from the dislo-
cation of lower-class groups which burden it through
social programs, and from their replacement by
middle-class consumers whose income will circu-
late in the local economy and whose investments
will enhance the tax base. Thus one finds local
governments advertising the potential for gentrifica-
tion in certain of their neighborhoods; providing tax
abatements for rehabilitation (e.g. the J-51 program
in New York City); devoting community develop-
ment funds to rehabilitation and to improving public
services in these neighborhoods; using code enforce-
ment to force landlords and homeowners to rehabil-
itate or to sell their properties; actively engaging in
the designation of historic districts or the labeling
of “neighborhoods” (e.g. the “creation” of Tribeca
by the New York City Planning Commission); and
diminishing public service provision elsewhere in
order to encourage decline before then facilitating
reinvestment (Hartman et al. 1981). Moreover, the
local government can rezone a mixed-use district to
make it easier to gentrify, or it can fail to enforce zon-
ing statutes in a mixed-use district, thus facilitating
an easier transition to residential land use.
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The local government and the various tax provi-
sions of the federal government, however, are not
determinant, and their actions may not even be
necessary. What is necessary, but not sufficient, is
for financial and property interests to foresee the
opportunities involved in the transformation of a res-
idential area from low to middle income through
investment in rehabilitation. Landlords, developers
and real-estate agents, both large and small, play
an important role in “steering” the potential gentry
to a neighborhood, buying property and speculat-
ing (ie. “flipping” a building by purchasing it and
then selling it a short time later without adding any
value to it), and displacing residents (directly or indi-
rectly) by raising rents in order to empty a building
in preparation for sale or for complete rehabilita-
tion. In addition, rental properties are turned into
condominiums or cooperatives, and even rehabili-
tated as rental units (Richards & Rowe 1977, Smith
1979b, Gottlieb 1982). In all these instances, property
interests are exploiting those short-term investment
opportunities created by other components of the
gentrification process. In fact, the ways in which
profits may be realized are numerous, as are the
combinations of small, medium and large developers,
real-estate interests and landlords who might pursue
them.

Property interests, nonetheless, cannot operate
without the assistance of financial entities able to
lend large sums of capital (Smith 1979b). Invest-
ments in the built environment are large and usually
of long duration. More importantly, the profits to be
made from such investments are contingent upon
low equity-to-debt ratios, which allow tax advan-
tages, high profits and easy withdrawals (i.e. escape)
from both good and bad investments. Savings and
loan associations, local banks, and other financial
institutions make capital available over long terms
for mortgages and over shorter terms for construc-
tion and rehabilitation. Insurance companies and
pension funds may also buy property and invest
in neighborhoods. In the case of large buildings or
complexes, new forms of creative financing (such as
limited-equity partnerships) allow numerous and var-
ious fractions of capital and even labor to provide
money for gentrification, and to reap the rewards
from the rapid escalation in housing costs.

All of these agents, inclinations and forces must
come together in specific spatial locations. These
sites are often characterized by architecturally inter-
esting housing or commercial and industrial struc-
tures “with potential:” a unique spatial amenity such
as access to a waterfront, a hilltop location or a
spectacular view; substandard but not structurally
unsound buildings clustered relatively close together

to allow for a contagion effect to occur and for
gentrifiers to “protect” themselves; proximity to the
central business district (Lipton 1980) or at least
good mass transportation links; and local neighbor-
hood commercial areas with an initial attraction to
the early gentrifiers but also with the potential for
transformation to the types of shops, restaurants
and facilities most compatible with the reproductive
decisions and consumption activities of the gentry.

The actual gentrification process, though it may
involve all of these actors to varying degrees,
has not unfolded similarly in different cities, nor
is it likely to unfold in the future. Theory must
explain multiple gentrification processes.'? The most
commonly accepted version is that in which a
deteriorated neighborhood is initially invaded by
“pioneers.” Then the process quickens as gentry,
along with small real-estate interests, financial insti-
tutions and construction firms, participate in the
purchase and rehabilitation of single-family dwellings
(London 1980). The dynamics are different in those
neighborhoods in which large-scale developers and
speculators purchase multifamily housing and the
area is transformed into luxury condominiums and
cooperative apartments (Richards & Rowe 1977,
Gottlieb 1982). One can also identify a gentrifica-
tion process in which the local government takes the
initiative through a major urban renewal project (€.g
Society Hill) or through homesteading programs (€.g.
in Baltimore). Each of these processes (and there
may be others) brings together the various actors and
conditions in a different manner with varying impli-
cations for the distribution of the resultant financial
and social benefits and costs.

Recognition of the complexity of processes
involved furthers our sensitivity to “gentrification”
as a chaotic concept. No one or even two factors
are determinant. Conversely, the absence of any one
factor does not mean that gentrification will not
occur. Just as possible is their fusion into another
form of neighborhood transformation unlike what we
currently label gentrification. A sensitivity to these
various possibilities is what characterizes the present
theoretical analysis. It is a sensitivity both to the
structural elements of advanced capitalism, which
establish some of the necessary conditions for gen-
trification, and to the specific and contingent factors
and historical timing, which must occur for gentrifi-
cation to materialize. What is essential, nonetheless,
is the production of that fraction of labor from which
the potential gentry are drawn, the production of
areas where gentrification might proceed, and the
creation of a “gentrifiable” fraction of labor That
these components may exist without gentrification
ensuing attests to the view of gentrification as an
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THE CHAOS AND COMPLEXITY OF GENTRIFICATION

historical event created by the fusion of disparate
forces and contradictions within a social formation
which is itself characterized by both structure and
contingency (Beauregard 1984).

Thus, a recognition of gentrification as both
chaotic and complex has guided this work. The the-
oretical goal was to penetrate the layers of ideology
and positivist social research which clothe gentrifi-
cation, yet not to probe so deeply as to pass by
its concrete manifestations. The intent was not to
rediscover the essence of capitalism, but to use its
structure and dynamics to explain a specific social
phenomenon. Only by having gentrification clearly
i view can it be scrutinized effectively.
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1 It is within this layer of meaning that we find the
notion that gentrification is a template for the
future of urban neighborhoods, despite the obvi-
ous fact that, albeit highly visible, it is as yet a
small-scale phenomenon.

2 Rose (1984) makes the point that even
marxist theorists are prone to a “mix-and-
match” methodology in which marxist cate-
gories are combined with positivistic empiricism
to produce an eclectic and epistemologically
inconsistent theoretical argument.
Moreover, it is not just capitalist countries that
exhibit uneven development of sorts. However,
this important theme cannot be discussed here.
4 International restructuring also affects the accu-
mulation potential of different investments and
thus influences gentrification. The variation in
orofit rates across industrial sectors, however, is
always operative at the national level under cap-
italism and thus is not sufficient for explaining
gentrification.

From 1970 to 1980 the following changes

occurred: the percentage of married individuals

fell from 62.4 to 60.8; the percentage of nonfam-

ily, two-person households increased from 8.0

to 11.2 of all nonfamily households, a category

which itself increased by 66.4 percent; and the

birth rate decreased from 17.8to 16.2 per 1 000

population (US Bureau of the Census 1981).

w

(8}

As for the fertility rate of women in their early
thirties, the rate among women 30 to 34 years of
age rose 22.5 percent from 60 births per 1000
women in 1980 to 78.5 births in 1983. In addi-
tion, “forty-four percent of the women in this age
range who gave birth last year either held jobs
or were seeking jobs” (Pear 1983).

6 The consumer price index for public trans-
portation increased by 131.7 percent from
1970 to 1980, and that for private transporta-
tion by 148.4 percent. Private non-agricultural
gross weekly earnings in current dollars rose
by 96.2 percent (US Bureau of the Census
1981: 468).

7 This suggests that sale value, and not ground
rent, is a more salient financial issue in gen-
trification, though primarily for the gentry and
not for property or financial interests (cf. Smith
1979a). Of course, the two “values” are difficult
to separate in reality.

8 Whereas the consumer price index for hous-
ing increased by 122.3 percent from 1970
to 1980, private non-agricultural gross weekly
wages rose by 96.2 percent in current dollars
(US Bureau of the Census 1981: 468). The
median sale price of a new privately owned one-
family home increased by 176.1 percent over
this decade, and the sale price of an existing,
privately owned single-family home by 170.4
percent (US Bureau of the Census 1982: 249).

9 Omitted from this argument, because it
seems less important where gentrification has
occurred, is the construction of middle-income
housing on vacant land in central cities. If
such land were to exist, it is difficult to predict
whether it would detract from the process of
gentrification.

10 This is the case most often discussed in the lit-
erature and an example of particular interest to
urban sociologists of the human ecology school.

11 To the extent that they are redundant, the dis-
placement of these marginal and working-class
households may not interrupt the smooth repro-
duction of labor for capital. See Smith, N.
(1982: 1563).

12 DeGiovanni (1983) has demonstrated empir-
ically the discontinuous nature of gentrifica-
tion and its variability across gentrifying
neighborhoods.
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