
“Developing a coherent picture of a phenomenon as 

complicated and multifaceted as gentrification requires both 

large-scale and small-scale analysis. We need to be able to 

both identify what is happening in our communities and link 

it to what is happening the world over.” 

SHORT 
CIRCUIT 

Towards an Anarchist Approach to Gentrification 



structuresofneighbourhoodclasspower,wedelineatephysi-
calterritorialgainsthatcanbedefendedfromfurthercapital-
istincursions,andwhichcaninspireothersfacingsimilarcon-
ditions.Gentrificationisarelativelyubiquitousphenomenon
withinthedevelopedworld,andsoitrepresentsapotentialen-
trypointofanti-capitalistresistanceforalmostanybody.As
thesestrugglesproliferate,groundingthemselvesindifferent
neighbourhoods,theycannetworktogether,therebyincreas-
ingtheirparticipants’collectivecapacitytoattackanddefend.

Anti-gentrificationstruggleselucidatetheconnectionbe-
tweenthemacrocosmiceconomicforcesofcapitalismandthe
microcosmicexperiencesofeverydaylifeinourneighbour-
hoods.Inthisway,strugglingagainstgentrificationcanrepre-
sentanegotiationbetweentheglobalandthelocalthatought
toprefigureallanarchistthoughtandpraxis.Thefightagainst
thetransformationcityintoadesertofcapitalgroundsusin
aplaceandtime:westrugglewherewelive,butthisitselfis
acontingentfact.Incities,towns,slumsandneighbourhoods
acrosstheplanet,thesamestrugglesarebeingenactedbythe
sameclass,differingonlyinminutiaelikezoningregulations
orheightrestrictions.Inelectricalengineering,ashortcircuit
isaconnectionbetweennodesthatresultsinanovercharge
ofenergy,possiblycausingdamage,fire,etc.Webelievethat
anti-gentrificationworkcanproveashortcircuittothesmooth
functioningofcapital,acomingtogetherofatomizedpeople
andneighbourhoodstoasserttheirpowercollectivelyandpro-
videthesmallspark,thebriefflare,thatcanplacetheentire
systeminjeopardy.
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for community members under attack, while serving as inter-
mediary building blocks for producing larger-scale grassroots
structures. Over the past twenty years in North America, many
groups have sprung up that mirror this trajectory. In New York
City, Movement for Justice in El Barrio is an immigrant-led
anti-gentrification group that has organized with tenants in
Spanish Harlem via encuentros, which are open assemblies de-
signed to listen to residents’ concerns about and form plans
of action to see that they are addressed. This format has pro-
duced a large, diverse movement against the ongoing gentri-
fication of East Harlem that has won several major victories
against landlords and developers, all the while emphasizing the
root of the process as being neoliberal capitalism. Less specif-
ically, the solidarity network (solnet) model also broadly re-
flects this understanding, offering the flexibility to respond to
various neighbourhood struggles while forging ties among par-
ticipants. Seen in this light, the solnet format has great pos-
sibilities for anti-gentrification struggles. Resistance to a phe-
nomenon as both distributed and localized as gentrification re-
quires new forms of organizing and it is groups like the solnets
or spaces like the encuentro that serve as necessary stepping
stones for the broader, wider assemblies that could effectively
contest the emerging neoliberal consensus that the cities and
neighbourhoods we live in are just opportunities for invest-
ment and that we, as working-class residents, are merely im-
pediments to the free movement of capital.

Conclusion

The macroeconomic forces that ultimately drive this gentri-
fication are, at least for the moment, firmly beyond our reach:
anarchists couldn’t change interest rates, even if we wanted
to. We can, however, contest these manifestations on the lo-
cal level, and we should do so with urgency. By building local
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toriesandtransposeittotheneighbourhoodlevel;toaccom-
plishthistheybuiltstructurescapableofaddressingtenant
grievanceswithdirectaction,inamannersimilartotheway
radicalunionsoperatedintheworkplace.FortheAutonomia,
strugglecouldnotbecompartmentalizedintoneatdivisions
andsotheirprojectemphasizedlisteningtotheircommunity
andactingontheirmaterialneeds,whileinjectingabroader
programforpoliticalaction.Thisledtoseverallargescaleoccu-
pations,rentstrikesandotherdirectactionsthatbothsecured
theirneighbourhoodsandadvancedaradicalanti-capitalist
program.Whilenotexplicitlycentredonanti-gentrificationef-
forts,thesestrugglesopeneduptheneighbourhoodasasite
oforganizationandcontestation,adevelopmentnecessaryfor
successfulanti-gentrificationwork.

Itseemspositivelyutopiantoarguethatsuchformations
couldquicklyemergeintoday’sneoliberalmetropolis.North
Americananarchistpolitics,especiallyasitappliestoanti-
gentrification,seemsirreduciblytetheredtoeitherpoleof
thecontinuum.But,astheexampleoftheItalianAutonomia
demonstrates,theessentialprerequisiteforactionthatbridges
thisdivideistheconstructionofatenantorneighbourhood
identity,justaseffectiveactionaroundlabourstrugglesre-
quiresidentificationasaworker.Inordertobuildaneighbour-
hoodassembly,residentsmustbothbelieveinacommoniden-
tityandthecapacityofcollectiveactiontoaddresstheirmate-
rialneeds.Theautonomisttheoryofthesocialfactoryprovided
thisgroundworkintheItaliancontext.Lackingthatinpost-
industrialNorthAmerica,theprojectofbuildingneighbour-
hoodassembliesbecomesoneofcreatingthesefoundational
prerequisitesinthecommunitieswelivein.

Wewouldarguethatcommunity-focuseddirectactioncam-
paignsresultingfromsocialresearchandlivedparticipation
inourcommunities(rentstrikes,anti-policebrutalitycam-
paigns,andactionstakentostopevictionsanddeportations)
canbothproduceconcretegainsandprotectexistingservices
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confront a Development Permit Board meeting on condo de-
velopment.

As anarchists, we need to situate our efforts to resist gentrifi-
cation between these two poles, developing a perspective that
retains the social focus and flexibility of groups like the DNC
but also acknowledging the necessity of extra-governmental re-
sistance to gentrification proposed by formations like the AGF.
We need structures that are accountable to and reflective of the
neighbourhoods we struggle in, but that also develop a radical
and comprehensive indictment of the broader capitalist forces
that produce gentrification. In short, we need to develop struc-
tures in our communities that can effectively bridge the gap
between “direct action” and “advocacy”. We would argue that
the assembly form is the only structure that can viably incor-
porate these criticisms and function as an effective challenge
to gentrification.

Understanding gentrification as a multifaceted process that
encompassesmany struggles, includingwork around police ha-
rassment and defence of immigrants, we need structures that
are both flexible enough to respond to a variety of community
issues while retaining a political perspective rooted in a sound
understanding of how global forces shape our neighbourhoods
and communities. Directly democratic neighbourhood assem-
blies can focus involvement in neighbourhood struggles, serv-
ing as both an impediment to unwanted investment (by serving
as a viable conduit for collective action and a means of devel-
oping class consciousness and identity) and a tool for bettering
the neighbourhood for current residents. This can be done by
ensuring its composition reflects their needs and desires (so-
cial services, new development, etc.) of the local residents and
mobilizing broad segments of the community to fight for them.

The possibilities for urban assemblies can be glimpsed by
looking at the successes of events like the Milanese rent strikes
of the 1970s. Tenant unions were formed by autonomists who
sought to take the class consciousness of workers in the fac-
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I. Defining Gentrification

No matter how different the reasons may be, the result is every-
where the same: the scandalous alleys and lanes disappear to the
accompaniment of lavish self-praise from the bourgeoisie on ac-
count of this tremendous success—but they appear again immedi-
ately somewhere else, and often in the immediate neighbourhood.

- Freidrich Engels, The Housing Question
Gentrification, etymologically speaking, is a relatively new

word, coined in 1964 by the English Marxist sociologist Ruth
Glass. Conceptually, some would claim that it has been a fea-
ture of urban life for hundreds of years. Between 1853 and 1870,
for instance, the Haussmannization of Paris forced thousands
of poor people from the centre of the city, where rents had
traditionally been cheaper, to the urban periphery; these mi-
grations were the forced results of structural changes Baron
Haussmann had proposed to the city’s urban geography, and
rapidly increasing rents. We might anachronistically consider
displacements such as these an example of gentrification, but,
as we will explore below, the term has some specificity and
nuance that such comparisons fail to capture.

Glass came up with the term gentrification to describe the
growing displacement of residents of working-class neighbour-
hoods in London by middle-class property buyers, often under
the auspice of “urban renewal”. Much like in the United States,
London witnessed a flight of monied residents from the city-
centre to the suburbs following the second World War, precip-
itated by a boom in suburban housing stock. This boom was
largely facilitated by the state: plans for the post-WWII recon-
struction of London favoured the suburbs as the supposed fu-
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tureofthecity.Highdemandforhousinginthecity-properled
policyplannerstoenvisionacitypopulationdispersedacross
awidergeographicalarea.Financialandinfrastructuralincen-
tives,likethoseincludedintheU.K.’s1946’sNewTownsAct
and1952’sNewTownsDevelopmentAct,provideddevelopers
withpubliccapitaltocreatenewsuburbanareasdesignedto
contain“overflow”fromcrowdedurbancentres.Thismeant
thatmanyolderneighbourhoodsinLondonquicklyconverted
tomulti-occupantdwellings;asmoniedresidentsmovedtothe
newlyexpandingsuburbs,thedemandforhousinginthecity
decreasedandbecamemoreaffordableforworking-classpeo-
ple.Likeitdidinmanyothercities,thistransformationin-
volvedconvertingdwellingsthathadpreviouslybeensingle
familyhousesintoroominghousesorsharedaccommodations.

Thestate,preoccupiedwithitsvisionofsuburbanexpansion,
relegatedtheseincreasinglyworking-classareastodecayand
ruin.Repairsandrenovationwereconsideredunnecessaryor
wastefulandresourceswerefunnelledintosuburbandevelop-
ment.Giventheserevisions,twomajorchangestomanyLon-
donneighbourhoodsbecomesalienttoourdiscussionofgentri-
fication:1)Housingstockintheseareasbecameaffordableto
working-classresidentsduetothemigrationofmoreaffluent
residentstothenewtownsandsuburbs,thuscreatingpredom-
inantlyworking-classneighbourhoods;2)Theflightofmore
affluentresidentsalsocreatedadisinvestmentinthesenew
working-classareas:existinghousingwasrepurposedbutalso
fellintodisrepairasnecessarycapitalwasnownotavailable
formaintenanceuses(owingtoacombinationofstateindiffer-
enceandthemigrationofprivatecapital).

Thus,bythetimeGlasswaswriting,portionsofLondon
werepopulatedbyworking-classdenizenswhooccupiedar-
chitecturallyolderbuildingsthathadoftenfallenintodisre-
pair.Thisconfigurationofspacemeantthatrealestateinmany
oftheseneighbourhoodswascheapandoftenofhistorical
orarchitecturalsignificance.Bythelate50’sandearly60’s,
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eralotherneighbourhoodgroups,includingtheDowntown
EastResident’sAssociation(DERA).TheDNChasdonemuch
tohighlightthegentrificationoftheDTES,includingpub-
lishingreportsandstudiesontheimpactofgentrification
andorganizingmeetingsandtownhallsforresidentstodis-
cussandstrategizearoundgentrificationissues.TheDNCis
opentoallresidentsoftheDTESwhoagreewithitsorga-
nizingprinciplesandconstitution,andhasabroaderfocus
thatmanyanti-gentrificationgroups,engaginginworkaround
harmreductionandanti-colonialism,amongotherissues.In
contrasttotheAGF,theDNCactivelyengagesinthepolitical
process,evenhavingamemberofitsBoardofDirectorson
theLocalAreaPlanningProcess(LAPP)committee—aCityof
Vancouver-runprojecttoproduceadevelopmentplanforthe
“revitalization”oftheDTES.TheDNCreceivesfundingfrom
severalothercommunityorganizationsanddonors,including
theVancitycreditunion.

TheapproachtogentrificationpresupposedbytheDNCun-
derstandsresistancetogentrificationasacommunaleffort,
butalsocreatessomeconfusionregardingthescopeandlim-
itsoftheiractivities.Byacceptingaroleinofficialdiscourse
arounddevelopment,theDNClargelyfocusesonadvocacy
andresearch.Thetiesbetweenthecity,businessesandnon-
profitslikeDNCalsocreateawebofassociationsthatserve
toobfuscatethewaygentrificationactuallyproceeds,painting
itasaprocesstobemanaged,withtheparticipationofanti-
gentrificationgroupslikeDNCservingasmeanstolegitimate
thisperspective.Additionally,theflowoffunding,resources
andlegitimacythatorganizationsliketheDNCrelyonfrom
outsideentitiescandiminishtheeffectivenessoftheorgani-
zation,linkingthemtothosethatmayseektoinfluencetheir
politics.Forexample,in2012,DNCmemberIvanDrurywas
removedfromaseatonLAPPwhenthecitymanageraccused
himofbeing“threatening”and“bullying”foremployingdi-
rectactiontacticsbyleadinganeighbourhooddelegationto
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of responses, two of which typify both the strengths and weak-
nesses of the continuum proposed above.

The Anti-Gentrification Front (AGF) is a moniker used by
several anonymous individuals who have staged acts of tar-
geted property destruction and propaganda, usually in the
form of communiqués posted on the internet. These attacks on
businesses and developers, including the destruction of a new
pizza restaurant’s windows in late 2012, have attracted enor-
mous media attention and placed questions around the gen-
trification of the DTES at the forefront of discussions around
development in Vancouver. In some ways, the AGF’s choice of
tactics demonstrates a relatively sophisticated, if incomplete,
understanding of gentrification. AGF actions seem to be de-
signed to increase investor trepidation by ensuring the neigh-
bourhood remains “risky”. Its actions demonstrate that mem-
bers of the DTES community will continue to resist ongoing
gentrification with direct action.

Conversely, however, the very nature of these tactical
choices ensures that the AGF will remain small and largely
anonymous. This risks creating a vanguardist clique, where
“effective” resistance to gentrification remains the province of
a small, politically homogenous group that may not reflect
the broader wishes of the neighbourhood they claim to act
for. Small group formations like the AGF are, by their nature,
largely politically unaccountable and do not articulate an alter-
nate vision for the area. Seen in this light, anti-gentrification
work is an inherently negative political project: it opposes, but
does not propose. The limitations of this perspective are al-
ready apparent, as AGF actions are recuperated and depoliti-
cized by those eager to paint their resistance as the work of
mere criminals and agitators—a trope that has been front and
centre in media and popular discussions of AGF actions, and
has limited broader public support for their work.

The Downtown Eastside Neighbourhood Council (DNC) is
a community group formed in 2009, out of the ashes of sev-
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many middle-class professionals began to take an interest in
these dwellings and neighbourhoods, purchasing cheap prop-
erty and renovating it. These “pioneer” gentrifiers usually em-
ployed their own labour and capital, as government subsidies
were still tied up in the New Towns plan and financial enti-
ties were reluctant to offer loans, as the neighbourhoods were
considered risky investment prospects,on account of their pri-
marily working-class composition. As more and more middle-
class people adopted this strategy, rents rose as landlords and
property owners realized that their existing properties could
be more profitable if utilized by or sold to non-working-class
residents. This led to the displacement of many working-class
residents as their neighbourhoods became prohibitively expen-
sive. By way of example, the Barnsbury neighbourhood of Lon-
don witnessed a drop in unfurnished rental units from 61% of
the housing stock in 1961 to just 6% in 1981.

For Glass, this shift represented the jumping off point for
her definition of gentrification: the “rehabilitation” of working-
class areas bymiddle-class property buyers and the subsequent
displacement of the original tenants. Glass also emphasized the
class element of this transformation; gentrification is a play on
the English term gentry, used to denote the class of landowners
and bourgeoisie immediately below the nobility in the social
hierarchy. The affluent middle-class professionals who saw in-
vestment and housing opportunities in traditionally working-
class areas were, according to Glass, the contemporary man-
ifestation of the gentry. By this rationale, we may define the
classical approach to gentrification as the displacement of poor
people from areas and housing by the economic and social pres-
sures brought on by having new residents with more access to
social and financial capital move into their neighbourhood(s)
and make substantial alterations to both the housing stock and
demographics of the area. Or, in the words of English geogra-
pher Tom Slater, gentrification is “the neighbourhood expres-
sion of class inequality.”
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Bothoftheseapproacheshaveindividualstrengthsand
weaknessesbut,broadlyspeaking,mostneighbourhoodre-
sponsestoencroachinggentrificationseemtofallsomewhere
onacontinuumbetweenthetwo.Ontheonehand,actsof
propertydestruction,sabotageandpropagandaareusuallyen-
actedbyindividualsorsmallgroups,workingaloneandof-
tenisolatedfromlargerpoliticalprojectsorneighbourhood
engagement.Ontheother,theemphasisonorganizingtenant
orneighbourhoodcommitteesnecessitatesawiderfocusand
oftenemploystacticslikedoor-knocking,socialresearchand
lobbying.Theprimarydifferencebetweenthetwopolesofthis
hypotheticalcontinuumiswheretheeffectivelocusforresis-
tanceislocated:the“directaction”polelocatesthesiteofresis-
tanceastheindividualorsmallgroup,whereasthe“advocacy”
polesituatesthenetworkorgroupasprimarilyimportant.

Itisimportanttonotethatnoindividualorgroupthatwe
knowhastakenahardlinestancethateitherthesocialorthe
individualisthesoleforcecapableofattackinggentrification.
Wehavedividedactionsalongthiscontinuumnottocaricature
perspectivesonstruggle,buttotalkabouthowenergyandre-
sourcesareexpendedinanti-gentrificationworkandtofore-
groundhowbothpolespresupposeperspectivesongentrifica-
tionthatareproblematicandincomplete.Tofurtherdevelop
thisdistinction,wewilllookattworecentapproachestoanti-
gentrificationworkthathavecoexistedinthesamegeographic
area,Vancouver’sDowntownEastSide(DTES).

Vancouver’sDTESisoftencolloquiallyreferredtoas
“Canada’spoorestareacode”.Recentyears,however,haveseen
aninfluxofgentrifyingcapitalinneighbourhoodslikeChina
TownandGastown,withtheattendantnewcondosandbusi-
nessesfamiliartotheprocess.Therapidchangesintheneigh-
bourhoodhaveseenlongtimeresidentsdisplacedandneces-
sarysocialservicesrenderedinaccessible.Thevolumeofpeo-
pleaffectedbytheDTES’gentrificationhasproducedarange
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developers and city counsellors: manifestations of the ruling
class banding together to collectively assert their class power.
Struggling against gentrification thusmeans struggling against
the spread of this repressive apparatus and a chance to sharpen
our skills while defying the collaborative efforts of capitalists
and the state.

Finally, neighbourhood-level struggles against gentrification
can build a capacity to assert our own class power by spreading
confidence in the possibilities of collective action.The violence
of gentrification pulls back the veil of capitalism, showing it
plainly for what it truly is: a contest between classes with mu-
tually opposing interests. The state’s willing collaboration in
this process, be it through the blatant doublespeak of city coun-
sellors or the eagerness of police to defend the private property
rights of absentee landlords, can make our neighbours increas-
ingly receptive to anarchist ideas, as they become validated
through lived experience.

Conceptualizing an Anarchist Intervention
Against Gentrification

Resistance to gentrification is a pervasive feature of the gen-
trification process. The form such resistance takes, however, is
nowhere near universal and varieswidely fromneighbourhood
to neighbourhood. In some places, acts of property destruc-
tion, sabotage and propaganda assume a place of prominence;
in others, neighbourhood groups or associations form in or-
der to exert organized political and economic pressure on gen-
trifiers and their agents. Historically speaking, concerted anti-
authoritarian responses to gentrification have been limited and
have usually been closer to the former approach, as borne out
by numerous historical examples (Mission Yuppie Eradication
Project in San Francisco; the Anti-Gentrification Front in Van-
couver; and the Toronto Solidarity Cell in Toronto).
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II. The Multiple Stages Theories
of Gentrification

Capital doesn’t care if we feel at home somewhere. That feeling
is a barrier to investment.

- Prole.info, The Housing Monster
Building on Glass’ work in the mid 1960’s, American urban

theorist Philip Clay postulated a four-stage model of gentri-
fication that aimed to describe its mechanics more substan-
tially. Clay’s work proved highly influential in shaping dis-
course around gentrification, illustrating, in part, how neigh-
bourhoods actually become gentrified. This was a contrast to
Glass’ classical approach, which was more a descriptive theory
of a process alreadywell underway by the time shewaswriting.
Clay’s four-stage model was broken down as follows:
Stage one: Pioneering gentrification — New residents of a

neighbourhood, often with more access to financial resources
and cultural/social capital, move into traditionally working-
class neighbourhoods. They renovate property, usually using
private capital because mortgages are unavailable due to the
perceived risk of the area. Little or no displacement occurs at
this stage, as existing properties are often vacant and new prop-
erties are built on unused land.
Stage two: Expanding gentrification — Word spreads about

the emerging “viability” of the neighbourhood; perceptive re-
altors begin offering property in and around the area. The as-
sociated financial risk implicit in stage one is minimized, but
not eliminated: large scale developers are still wary of injecting
capital into the area. Displacement begins, as the stock of avail-
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ablehousingfallsandrentsbegintoincrease.Smallmortgages
startbecomingavailableandrenovationmayexpandtoadja-
centblocks.Buildingsmaybeheldforpurposesofrealestate
speculation,aslandlordsandpropertyownersseeemergent
changestothearea.
Stagethree:Adolescentgentrification—Morerisk-averse

peoplemaystartmovingintotheneighbourhood,asthere
nowexistsagrowingconsensusthattheareaisa“safein-
vestment.”Gentrifiers,oldandnew,maybandtogetherinto
associationstoexertadditionalpolitical/socialpressuretofur-
therthegentrifyingprocess(i.e.Neighbourhoodassociations,
businessimprovementassociations,historicalpreservationso-
cieties,etc.).Rentsincreasedramaticallyatthispointandclass
strugglebetweengentrifiersandolderresidentsbecomesmost
pronounced.Mediaattentionmaydevelopasphysicalchanges
totheareabecomemoreevidentandexternalprivatecapital
(loans,mortgages,etc.)becomesmoreeasilyavailable.
Stagefour:Maturegentrification–Theareaisconsidered

safe,trendy,agoodinvestment;homeownersmaybeginto
seethemselvesdisplaced;majordevelopersandfinancialin-
stitutionsmaybegintoprofitoffthearea.Buildingsheldfor
speculationnowappearonthemarket.Interestingly,eventhe
firstwaveofgentrifiersmaybedisplacedatthisstage,aseven
wealthierpeopledecidetomoveinandfinancialentitiessee
landintheareaasaprofitableinvestmentsite.

Clay’smodelisbothastrengthandweaknessforgentrifi-
cationtheorists.Ontheonehand,asnotedabove,itprovides
arelativelyconcretepictureofhowneighbourhoodsactually
becomegentrified.Itisusefulbothashistoricalmetricforex-
amininghowgentrificationhasaffectedanareaand,simulta-
neously,asatooltoevaluatepossibleinterventionsinthepro-
cess:forexample,ifaneighbourhoodexhibitscharacteristics
typicalofstagethreeorfour,actionsappropriatetostageone
wouldbecounter-productive.
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IV.AnarchistResponsesto
Gentrification

Housesareoursbecausewebuildthemandneedthem,andfor
thatreasonwe’regoingtohavethem!

-RentStrikeParticipant,Milan,1970
Anarchistsunderstandablyfeelanintrinsicandvisceralop-

positiontogentrification.Itrepresentsacapitalistattackon
ourneighbourhoodsandhomes,adestructiveexpressionof
stateandcorporatepowerthatuprootsentirecommunities.
Perhapsmostofall,itenragesusbecauseitsooftenseems
largelybeyondourcontrol,watchinglandlordsandspecula-
torsmouldneighbourhoodsastheywill,withthefirmsupport
ofthestate.Asdisgustingasthissituationisonitsown,there
arealsoseveralreasonsthatanarchistsshouldopposegentrifi-
cationfromapurelystrategicpointofview.

Aswehavenoted,gentrificationisbothaprocessoftrans-
formingthecitytoreflectchangesintheglobaleconomyanda
restructuringofurbanspacetomeettheconstantlyexpanding
needsofcapitalinvestment:thiseffectivelymakesgentrifica-
tiontheurbanfrontlineofcapitalism.Ifwecanhalttheincur-
sionofgentrificationintoaneighbourhood,weareeffectively
haltingcapitalism’sexpansion,anddenyingcapitalthechance
toreproduceitselfatourexpense.

Gentrificationbringswithitincreasedrepressionthrough
theinstallationofadditionalCCTVsurveillancecameras,the
furthercommodificationofpublicspace,abrokenwindowap-
proachtopolicingandthespreadofprivatesecurity.Itisapro-
cessperpetuatedbylocalbusinessandresidentassociations,
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Conversely, Clay’s model is very much a microcosmic the-
ory: it focuses on the process of how a specific neighbour-
hood undergoes gentrification, but offers little insight into the
broader forces that drive the process; it emphasizes “how” at
the expense of “why”. Perhaps the most useful feature of Clay’s
model, from an anti-capitalist perspective, is the treatment of
gentrification as the progressive reduction in risk for outside in-
vestors. Movement between the various stages of Clay’s model
describe how barriers to outside investment are gradually re-
moved; from a financial point of view, a gentrified neighbour-
hood is a safe neighbourhood. But, in the absence of a broader
account of the functioning of capitalism, this analysis is incom-
plete. Subsequent models, like those discussed below, attempt
to address these deficits by linking the transformation of neigh-
bourhoods to the larger operation of globalized capitalism or,
put another way, to add a macrocosmic dimension to the mi-
crocosmic particulars of Clay’s stage model.

Owing to several of the weaknesses cited above, two noted
urban sociologists, Neil Smith and Jason Hackworth, proposed
a model that takes into account the broader processes that cre-
ate the conditions that make gentrification possible. Consisting
of three stages punctuated by recessions, the Hackworth and
Smith model views gentrification as a cycle of investment and
disinvestment, and is a useful counterpoint to the narrower fo-
cus of Clay’s four-stage model.
Stage one: Sporadic and State-Led (1950–1973) — Smith

and Hackworth identify this early stage of gentrification as
something of a successor to Clay’s stage one. In contrast to
Clay, they emphasize the role of the state in providing the
impetus for further gentrification. Between 1950 and 1973, in
both North America and much of Western Europe, gentrifica-
tion was a relatively isolated phenomenon, largely confined to
smaller neighbourhoods in larger cities. As noted by Clay’s
model, pioneer gentrifiers employed their own capital and
sweat equity to redevelop existing housing stock. Spurred by
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successesinthisregard,thestatebegantoseegentrification
asashorthand,cheapermeansofaccomplishing“urbanre-
newal”projects.Limitedfederalfundingbecameavailableaf-
terearlypioneerattemptsatgentrificationprovedsuccessful,
oftenintheformofgrantsandsubsidiesfortherenovation
ofdamagedorunusedbuildings.Bycontrollingthesefunding
streams,especiallygiventheinitialreluctanceofprivatesector
investment,thestateexercisedaprimaryroleindetermining
thecoursethatgentrificationtook.
1973–1977:Recession—Anemergingglobaleconomicre-

cessioncreatedasituationwherethestatesoughttomove
capitalfromunproductivetoproductivesectors,favouringin-
vestmentinareasthatactivelyproducedsurplusvalue.This
discouragedtendenciesatplayinstageone:moneyusedfor
grantsandsubsidieswasredirectedtowardssectorsofthe
economythatprovidedahigherreturnoninvestment.
Stagetwo:ExpansionandResistance(1970’sand80’s)–

Withinthisstage,gentrificationtookonbothaculturaland
financialdimension.Recoveringfromtherecession,citiesbe-
gantoviewgentrificationnotsomuchanoccasionforurban
renewal,butasanopportunityforinvestment.Thestate,still
reelingfromtherecession,begantotakeamorecautiousap-
proach,realizingthenecessityofcreatingnewinvestmentop-
portunities,butstillreluctanttoactivelysubsidizegentrifica-
tionasitoncehad.Inthislight,statefundingforgentrification
tookamorelaissez-faireapproach,tryingtoprodtheprivate
sectorintofurtherinvestment.Asaconsequenceofthesedevel-
opments,gentrificationbecamemuchmorewidelydispersed:
inordertoattracttheinvestmentnecessarytofurtherurban
restructuring,citiesbeganinvestinginculturalandcommer-
cialcentresadjacenttopotentialgentrifyingneighbourhoods
(museums,promenades,stadiums,galleries,etc).Thesecultural
centres,inthewordsofSmithandHackworth,“smoothedthe
flowofcapital.”And,asglobalizationcontinuedapace,links
betweenlocalurbanrestructuringandinternationalfinance
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tractedouttorentalagenciesorsoldoffinblockstoanew
generationofslumlords,whocouldseektoincreasetheirprof-
itsbyneglectingtocarryoutrequiredrepairs.Nomatterhow
thisplaysout,inadecadeortwothesehigh-risecondomini-
ums,currentlyepitomizedasthestatussymbolsoftheurban
“middle-class”andthecuttingedgeofgentrification,arefated
tobecometheslumsofthefuture
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mentation of further neoliberal restructuring, almost certainly
coming in the form of punishing austerity measures. While it
is impossible to predict how this will play out in the urban en-
vironment, there are some things that we know for sure.

Much of the growth that has occurred during this bubble has
been concentrated in Canada’s two most overpriced housing
markets: Toronto and Vancouver. Both cities have witnessed
a flurry of high-rise condo development that has accelerated
the displacement of low-income residents from their respec-
tive downtown cores. These condominium towers are being
built quickly, en masse—and often on the cheap. In an arti-
cle entitled Faulty Towers, journalist Philip Preville spoke to
a number of recent condo buyers in Toronto, who pointed out
some of the structural issues they discovered soon aftermoving
into their shiny new homes.These problems included, but were
not limited to: collapsing glass balconies, faulty ventilation and
drainage systems, cracks in the foundation, poor insulation,
thin walls, cheap cement coating on steel rebar, improperly
installed floor-to-ceiling windows and leaky sprinklers. Main-
tenance costs for these buildings typically begin to skyrocket
within the first two years, as the “owners” of the building are
forced to pay for repairs to the initial shoddy construction, and
install more energy efficient water heaters, air conditioning
units and fluorescent lighting systems.

When these buildings, facing the divestment cycle outlined
in Smith’s Rent Gap Theory, begin to decay, they will pose
unique obstacles to reinvestment, owing to their diverse per-
unit ownership structure. As these condo units become more
and more dilapidated amidst the context of a collapsing real
estate market, their value will drastically plummet. Owners of
these condos will be faced with the choice of either continu-
ing to live in them, while paying ever mounting maintenance
fees, selling them at a loss, or converting them into rental units.
As many current condo owners will likely have no interest in
becoming landlords, these units could foreseeably be subcon-
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became more tangible; the state sought to attract globalized
capital, with gentrification as a primary target of investment.
This loosening of global capital on disinvested neighbourhoods
created much more rapid, ruthless, unchecked pace of gentri-
fication, which was often resisted by the residents facing dis-
placement.
Early 1990’s: Recession – Another, smaller global economic

recession led several theorists to postulate “degentrification”
as many neighbourhoods saw the process ground to a halt or
severely clawed back, indicating general post-recession skit-
tishness from investors.
Stage three: Further Expansion (1990’s-2000’s) – Rebound-

ing from the recession, this third wave of gentrification again
witnessed a shift in strategy. States and corporate powers be-
gan much more actively colluding in the process of gentri-
fication. Gentrification became viewed, by both parties, as a
strategy of generalized capital accumulation. In contrast to the
casual laissez-faire support of stage two, the state was now
actively partnering with larger corporate entities to further
gentrification—often as development partners. Concurrent to
these developments, this attitude of viewing neighbourhoods
solely as sites for potential global investment and development
saw gentrification branch out from its traditional roots in disin-
herited urban areas to many other parts of the city. Also, devel-
opers now began to play a much more active process, supplant-
ing pioneer gentrifiers as the primary engine of gentrification.
Finally, this stage also saw effective community resistance to
gentrification minimized or ignored because the approach to
space encoded within gentrification — that of an internation-
ally distributed network of financial capital tied to the state’s
urban planning policies — became viewed as something close
to inevitable or “common-sense”. Gentrification had become,
in many places, something akin to a hegemony of urban space,
something healthy cities aspired to, as inevitable and regular as
the tides. History has now reached a point where gentrification
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isnolongermerelymiddleorupper-classbuyersdisplacing
working-classpeople,butanapproachtospacethatprivileges
existingclassrelationsandpropsupglobalcapitalisminvery
realandtangibleways.

Developingacoherentpictureofaphenomenonascompli-
catedandmultifacetedasgentrificationrequiresbothlarge-
scaleandsmall-scaleanalysis.Weneedtobeabletobothiden-
tifywhatishappeninginourcommunitiesandlinkittowhat
ishappeningtheworldover.Inthislight,theworksofGlass,
Clay,SmithandHackworthshouldbeseenasbroadlycompli-
mentary.Thenextsectionofthisarticlewillexploreingreater
detailsomeofthebiggereconomicquestionsatplaywithin
gentrificationandhowtheyrelatetodebatesontheuseofthe
city.
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banksfinancingtheboomhadseriouslyover-leveragedthem-
selves.Toxicsubprimemortgages,hiddenfrombalancesheets
throughtheuseofsecuritizeddebtinstruments,werenow
spreadthroughouttheglobalfinancialsystem;theresultwas
theinternationaleconomiccrisisof2007-2008,whichwas
quicklyfollowedbyseveralroundsofsuccessivebankbailouts
andtheprescribedsolutiontothefiscaldeficitscreatedbythis
swindle—austerity.

Lookingintothefuture

AloneamongG8nations,Canadaemergedfromtheglobal
economiccrisisinrelativelygoodshape.Astricterfinancial
regulatorysystemintheleaduptothecrisishadbarredCana-
dianbanksfromengaginginsomeoftheriskierpracticesof
theirUScounterpartsandkeptthemfromoverexposingthem-
selves,unliketheirEuropeancounterparts,totheturmoilof
thecreditderivativesmarket.Followingashortdownturnin
2008,thehousingmarketsoonstabilizedandcontinueditsex-
pansion.ButproblemsintheCanadianmarketwerebrewing,
eventhen.FinancialderegulationintroducedbytheHarperad-
ministrationin2006subsequentlyledtotherapidcreationofa
largesubprimehousingmarketwherenonehadexistedbefore:
persistentlylowinterestrateshavefloodedthebalancesheets
oftheCanadianHousingMortgageCorporation(CHMC)to
nearly$600billion;andrisinghousingpriceshaveledtoex-
ponentialgrowthinHomeEquityLinesofCredit(HELOCS),
leadingtoacorrespondingexplosioninhouseholddebtlevels.
Andoverthepastyear,housingsaleshavefinallybeguntode-
cline,causingmanyfinancialanalyststodeclarethatthebub-
bleisabouttoburst.BecausetheloansinsuredbytheCHMC
arebackedupbytheCanadiantaxpayer,amortgagecrisistrig-
geredbyahousingcollapsewillautomaticallyleadtobank
bailoutsandmassivefederaldeficits,thusrequiringtheimple-

19



more precarious segments of the class echo earlier divisions be-
tween so-called “skilled” and “unskilled” labourers of the late
nineteenth century. Now, as then, the primary agent of capital-
ist restructuring remains the capitalist class.

From boom to bust

Emerging from the economic recession of 2000–2001—a cri-
sis triggered by the bursting of the dot-com stock market
bubble—the period of 2000–2007 was characterized by mas-
sive growth in the housing sectors of many developed na-
tions. A mixture of low interest rates and financial deregula-
tion combined to produce unprecedented housing bubbles in
the United States, Ireland, and Spain, with significant price in-
creases also occurring in Britain, China, Australia, France, Italy,
Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Canada. By 2005, the
Economist was reporting that the combined value of all resi-
dential property in the world’s developed economies had shot
up by an estimated $30 trillion over the previous five years —
an increase that not only dwarfed any previous housing boom,
but was also larger (as a percentage of GDP) than the stock
market booms of the 1920s and early 1990s, effectively making
it the biggest asset bubble in human history.

These grossly inflated housing prices spurred a frenzy of new
home construction. Between 1996–2005, there were 553,267
new houses built in Ireland (a country with a population of
4.5 million); while the three years of 2004–2006 saw over 1.8
million new homes built in Spain, and over 5.7 million in the
United States. This glut of new construction produced an in-
credible windfall for the banking sector, which profited both
from the financing of development projects and the corre-
sponding explosion in home mortgages.

We all know what happened next. As the housing bub-
ble in the United States burst, it soon became clear that the
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III. The Economics of
Gentrification

With the upheaval of the market economy, we begin to recog-
nize the monuments of the bourgeoisie as ruins even before they
have crumbled.

-Walter Benjamin
The 1970s witnessed a number of critical theoretical contri-

butions to the field of urban studies that challenged the dom-
inant assumption that changes to urban demographics and
geography were reflections of the sovereignty of consumer
choice — a belief which framed the long-standing influence of
the Chicago School of Sociology on the study of urban devel-
opment. An important contribution to emerge from this shift
was the Rent GapTheory pioneered by Neil Smith (of the Smith
and Hackworth model). This theory has not been without its
critics, but it remains one of the best means of understanding
the individual incentives that lead landowners to contribute to
gentrification.

Land is a unique form of commodity, in that its exchange
value is entirely dependent on its potential use value. In an
urban setting, the use value of land is a social construction
based primarily on its location — the general desirability of a
surrounding neighbourhood, proximity to transportation cor-
ridors, public parks, shopping centres etc. Landowners and de-
velopers capitalize on property’s latent use value through the
addition of labour and investments of further capital, whether
the end result assumes the form of an economic venture (a
factory, theme park, etc), owner-occupant housing or a multi-
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tenantapartmentbuilding.Thetypeoffixedcapitalinvestment
pursuedbythelandownerwillvary,dependingonzoningreg-
ulationsandthemaximizedpotentialforprofitderivedfrom
theuseoftheland—afactorthatSmithdescribedasPoten-
tialGroundRent.However,thiscapitalinvestment,oncecom-
pleted,becomesabarriertofurtherinvestment;onceabuild-
inghasbeenconstructed,thelandcannotbeusedforanything
else.Atthispoint,theland’sPotentialGroundRentmaterial-
izesintoCapitalizedGroundRent,intheformofasteadyin-
comestream(inthecaseofrent)oralumpsum(inthecaseof
sale),whilefinancecapitalmovesoffinsearchofnewoppor-
tunitiesforinvestment.Thiscycleofinvestment/divestment
explainswhyareasofthecityfacestaggeredwavesofdevel-
opment.

Astimepasses,technologicalandarchitecturalinnovations,
coupledwithchangestothesurroundingneighbourhoodcom-
binewiththeinevitabledeteriorationofthebuildingsandcor-
respondingriseinmaintenancecosts.Thiscreatesagapbe-
tweenCapitalizedGroundRent,andthePotentialGroundRent
thatcouldbeactualizedbytheredevelopmentoftheproperty.
Themoretimepasses,thelargerthisgapgrowths,andthe
strongertheincentiveforredevelopment.Oncetherentgap
reachesacertainthreshold,itbecomesmoreprofitablefora
landlordtolettheirpropertysinkintoanabjectstateofdisre-
pairthantocontinuepayingforitsactiveupkeep;theythus
giveuponthe“hardwork”ofbeingalandlordandbecome
aspeculator—bidingtheirtimefortherightopportunityto
selltheirlandtodeveloperseagertocapitalizeonitsPotential
GroundRent.Andsothecyclecontinues.

Changesinthestructuresofthecity

Ascapitalismhastransformeditselfthroughtheneoliberal
restructuringofglobalproduction,citieshaveundergoneapar-
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allelprocessofurbanrestructuring.Indevelopingregions,this
changehasmanifestedmostclearlyinthespreadofExportPro-
cessingZones(EPZs)—concentratedindustrialtradinghubsde-
signedforthemanufactureandtransportationofcheapgoods,
onamassscale,toglobalconsumermarkets.Indevelopedre-
gions,ontheotherhand,thisshifthasbeenmarkedbythe
transitiontoapost-industrialeconomycharacterizedbythe
growthoffinance,advertisingandservicesectorjobs,andthe
relativedowngradingofthemanufacturingsector.Cities,tradi-
tionallybuilttohouseworkersincloseproximitytolargefacto-
ries,nowadaysreflectaneconomicenvironmentinwhichthe
workingclasshasbeendispersedamongamuchlargernumber
ofcompanies,eachcomposedofsmaller,moreflexiblework-
forces.

Theshifttoapost-industrial,information-basedeconomy
hasalsoforcedarecompositionoftheworkingclassitself.
Largemetropolitancitieshavebecomethemanagerialepicen-
tresofglobalcommerce,withwealthcreationdependenton
anewtechnocraticclassbasedinfinance,insurance,reales-
tate,marketingandI.T.Thisswarmofwhite-collarworkersis
attendedtobyanevenlargercontingentofserviceandhospi-
talityworkersinthefoodandbeverage,customerserviceand
retailsectors—typesofemploymentmarkedbytheirprecari-
ousnatureandlowwages.Thedeclineinthetraditionalman-
ufacturingsectorhasbeenmitigatedbyacorrespondingrise
inconstructionjobs,largelytiedtothecyclicalboomandbust
natureofurbanrestructuring.

Thisshiftindemographicshidesthetrueeconomicforces
thatdrivetheprocess,asinfluxesofyuppiescometobeseenas
thecause,ratherthanthesymptom,ofgentrification.Thisper-
ceptionismostpalpableinneighbourhoodswhereincreased
condodevelopmentissynonymouswithurbandisplacement.
Yetthissituationisnotwithouthistoricalprecedent;thesocial
andeconomicdivisionsbetweenthosewhobenefitfromthe
new,higher-payingjobsofthepostindustrialeconomyandthe
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