
Displacement of the
Dispossessed

Community Development Under
Capitalism

THEDISPOSSESSIONof working class commu-
nitieshasalwaysservedasaprimeavenueforthe
accumulation of capital. In places like the US
this practice is aimed disproportionately at
communities of color. However, the ideological
dominance—and thus stability—of capitalism
requires that this process be framed as benevo-
lent or progressive. With regards to urban de-
velopment, the bourgeois conception of com-
munity reinvestment is key.
Under capitalism, the concept of community
reinvestment is not defined by the continuity or
maintenance of relations between people in a
particular place but by property value and po-
tential profit. As such, many who invoke the

term take devaluation for granted. The ecologi-
cal common sense of urban change has in many
ways evolved to justify not only the devaluation
ofplacebutitsgentrificationaswell.Lendersare
now competing to make loans in previously di-
vested areas not for the benefit of the dispos-
sessed but to expand to new markets and in-
crease profitability. Under this increasingly
global form, class and ethnic inequality are in-
tensified through processes of divestment, rein-
vestment and the closing of the rent gap.1
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ACCORDING TO the rent-gap theory,2
gentrification occurs where the gap be-
tween current ground rent and potential
ground rent is the greatest. A decline in
exchange value or price is in fact what
makes changes in land use and occupation
profitable. Because of the need for capital
to expand outward and toward the highest
possible profits, investors are drawn to the
cheapest land available. The preceding de-
valuation of land is itself signaled by wide-
spread negative perceptions of place and
communities—a sociosymbolic process
of territorial stigmatization. Coined by Loic
Wacquant,3 this is the phenomenon of sym-
bolic dishonor and denigration projected
onto a given place so that negative conno-
tations come to define it in the public psy-
che. Stigmatization and the subsequent de-
valuation and disinvestment it signals are
prerequisites for gentrification. Kallin and
Slater4 demonstrated how territorial
stigmatization created the conditions for
the gentrification ofCraigmillar—aworking-
class district in Edinburgh. This case reflects
a common cycle of devaluation and dis-
placement in which the blemish of place

designates areas as eligible for “regenera-
tion” or “revitalization.” Neoliberal devel-
opment is most effective because it does not
openly contest community reinvestment but
subverts it for the sake of profit.

Residents of these communities find them-
selves stuck between disinvestment and dis-
placement.5 The duality of devaluation and
reinvestment divorced from the needs of
community functions to justify the creative
destruction inherent in processes of gentrifi-
cation.6 Rather than being seen as develop-
ment that monetizes and rips apart commu-
nities, gentrification is taken to be a natural
and necessary process to build communi-
ties. This creative aspect obscures the de-
structive nature of gentrification. The ne-
oliberal assumption that supposedly natu-
ral market signals can and should dictate
development is central to this reconstruction
of space. The process is thereby reduced to
a series of “market signals” in which stigma
justifies divestment and divestment justifies
gentrification.

THE DESTRUCTIVE NATURE OF
CLOSING THE RENT GAP



UNDER THE neoliberal
paradigm, community rein-
vestment has become a means
of softening rather than pre-
venting gentrification.7 The
colonial mentality of improve-
ment serves to support the
hegemonic view in which the
antagonism between commu-
nity reinvestment and gentrifi-
cationisobscured.Asignificant
source of this antagonism
comes from the blemish of
place that is rubbed off onto
residents. To do away with the
associated “blight” while main-
taining a benevolent image of
communal uplift therefore re-
quiresdivorcingconceptionsof
community from the people
that comprise them.8 Public
and private developers can
then claim to be reinvesting in a
community while promoting
practices that displace long-
time residents who, through
populardiscourse,cometoper-
sonify the stigma of place. This
conception turns communities
into commodities, thereby re-
ducing human relations to the
relations of things. It is this
reification of communities that
enables investors and develop-
ers to equate gentrification
with community reinvest-
ment. It is after all, reinvest-
ment in the neoliberal concep-
tion of community. With strict
adherence to individualism,
people become atomized and
replaceable components. Even

more important, the reduction
of community to property im-
plies community uplift is noth-
ing more than investing to in-
crease property values or prof-
itability. It is through the com-
modification of community
that gentrification becomes
taken for granted.
In addition to naturalizing this
form of neighborhood change,
devalorization of place enables
public and private institutions
to frame development that has
been shown to displace long-
time residents as a beneficent
force.9 Territorial stigmatiza-
tion plays a fundamental role in
misrepresenting the destruc-
tion of communities as the con-
servation of communities that
are apparently on the verge of
falling into irredeemable blight
through misuse. As Jackson10

states, “[v]iewing a neighbour-
hood as a wasteland uninhabit-
ed by anything or anyone use-
ful, waiting there for the taking,
resonates as a new form of ter-
ranullius.”11 Much like the rent
gap, the construction of colo-
nial space (i.e. space of the sub-
altern) is rooted in territorial
stigmatization. It is throughthe
blemish of place that appropri-
ation for the sake of “improve-
ment” is justified. Therefore,
gentrification is a process with
intersecting neoliberal and
colonial components of the
capitalist system.

There is perhaps no more ex-
plicit example of the colonial,
anti-poor mentality
than Christian Evangelical pas-
tor and urbanist Robert Lup-
ton’s “gentrification with jus-
tice.” For Lupton, gentrifica-
tion benefits low-income com-
munities that are exposed to
values that he assumes they
would otherwise lack.12 Justice
to him is little more than colo-
nization by a supposedly benef-
icent and superior gentry. Un-
like other apologist paradigms
that ignore or downplay the po-
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tential for displacement, the gentrification with
justice paradigm celebrates displacement
asapositivemeanstoseparatewhatLuptoncon-
siders deserving from undeserving poor. He sees
thelatterasasicknesstobepurgedfromblighted
communities.13 Lupton asserts that gentrifica-
tion is not unconditionally positive but is depen-
dent on a “gentry with vision who have compas-
sionate hearts as well as real estate acumen.”14

This assumed superiority of middle-class Chris-
tian consumers facilitates appropriation by
making it appear altruistic. Just as with the colo-
nial expansion of European imperialists, the
church operates for Lupton as a superstructure
to support exploitation and appropriation.
While Lupton’s Evangelical gentrification is

uniquely similar to European colonization for
the role of the church, more secular apologists
for gentrification retain the use of implied supe-
riorityas license forappropriation.Thismelding
of paternalistic stigmatization of the working-
class communities and the tendency of opening
up “new markets” in search of profit is charac-
teristic of modern neoliberalism.15

GENTRIFICATION IS
COLONIZATION
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The process of gentrification turns around an ideology of
blight and the supposed naturalness and efficiency of
“free market solutions.” It is common to see news stories
suggestingthatcommerce-basedcultureistheremedyfor
urban poverty.16 Likewise, programs such as HOPE VI
have sought private, market-based solutions at the cost of
low-income residents. This assumed benevolence is re-
flected in the language of “regeneration” and “renewal.”
Euphemisms for a process that objectifies and demo-
nizes as means of appropriation discourages contesting
gentrification as a natural outcome of development. It is
this misrepresentative language—supported by an ideol-
ogy of blight and the commodification community—that
perpetuates the façade of gentrification as community
reinvestment.
HOPE VI—a program that was intended to address the
needs of public housing residents via mixed-income de-
velopment—also reflects the conflation of community
uplift with privatization and profitability. While it has
changed to some degree throughout the program’s imple-
mentation (from 1922 - 2010), its development has al-
ways been firmly rooted in neoliberalism and stigmatiza-
tion of working-class communities. Early in the pro-
gram’s development HUD tilted the scales in favor of
greater private, market-based development. The shift be-
gan in 1994 when they ruled that public housing could be
privately owned. They also repealed the one-for-one re-
placement requirement meant to protect affordable and
public housing stock. In 1996, HUD also adopted a
mixed-finance approach in which grantees were encour-
aged, by limits on government contributions, to leverage
additional private investments, thereby further strength-
ening the role of private entities. The increased deregula-
tion and privatization led to the inclusion of more moder-
ately subsidized and market rate units.17 While HOPE VI
projects have varied greatly, the neoliberal logic and pro-
cess of development remain consistent across sites.
Projectswereunitedbythecorepracticeofpublic-private
partnerships and the assumed validity of transforming
public housing into mixed-income developments to ad-
dress the needs of low-income residents.18 As the pro-

The process of gentrification turns
around an ideology of blight and the
supposed naturalness and efficiency
of “free market solutions.” It is com-
mon to see news stories suggesting
that commerce-based culture is the
remedy for urban poverty (Davis, 2015;
Smart, 2016). Likewise, programs such
as HOPE VI have sought private, mar-
ket-based solutions at the cost of low-
income residents. This assumed
benevolence is reflected in the lan-
guage of “regeneration” and “renew-
al.” Euphemisms for a process that ob-
jectifies and demonizes as means of
appropriation discourages contesting
gentrification as a natural outcome of
development. It is this misrepresenta-
tive language–supported by an ide-
ology of blight and the commodifica-
tion community–that perpetuates the
façade of gentrification as community
reinvestment.
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gram de-
veloped, focus shifted
further away from helping pub-
lic housing residents through
revitalization efforts and more
toward attracting business in-
vestment. Site selection be-
came less about the need for im-
proving living conditions and
more about whether develop-
ers thought a location could
generate profits.
HOPE VI projects have var-
ied due to the lack of standard-
ization or criteria for mixed-in-
come development that might
otherwise differentiate be-
tween integration and appro-
priation. To overcome this ob-
stacle Hanlon19 limits his analy-
sis to the project often consid-
ered one of the most successful
—Park DuValle in Louisville,
Kentucky. He found that,
rather than addressing the
needs of public housing resi-
dents, the program effectively
took the area over at the cost of
low-income residents. On-site
(i.e. in the community), there
was a total loss of 753 public
housing units, with 603 units
directly lost while factoring in
the 150 units built else-
where. While 67.1% (876) of
displaced households received
someformassistanceinrelocat-
ing, 69.7% (611) of these house-
holds were merely moved to
non-HOPE VI public housing.
The remaining 30.3% (265) of
assisted displaced households
received vouchers which were

then concentrat-
ed in other high-poverty areas.
32.8% (428) of displaced house-
holds received no form of assis-
tance. The fact that such a dis-
ruptive program can be regard-
ed as a success is evidence that
“public housing policy has in-
creasingly become aligned with
thebroaderunfoldingofneolib-
eral urban processes.”20 The
caseoftheParkDuValleproject
reflects the trend of private,
market-based development
that appropriates space under
the guise of poverty alleviation
and community uplift.
Centennial Place in Atlanta is
also lauded as one of the more
successful HOPE VI develop-
ments.21 This project entailed a
severe reduction in public
housing—much of which was
replaced with market-rate
units. Approximately 17%
of original residents were able
to return, thereby pushing the
majority to private market
routes.22 With only about a
third of the units reserved
at a level manageable for most
original residents, Atlanta also
saw one of the most severe re-
ductions in public housing
stock. Such cases illuminate the
stark contrast between the
rhetoric and reality of HOPE
VI. If Park DuValle and Cen-
tennial Place were success-
es, thenthegoalof suchprojects

was not to
address the shortcom-
ings of public housing but to re-
claim space for development.
The framing of these projects as
successful responses to the
needs of public housing resi-
dents reflects the dominant be-
lief in private market solutions
and the stigma of poverty and
public housing.
In 2010 HOPE VI was effec-
tively replaced by the Choice
Neighborhoods Initiative
(CNI) as a mixed-income solu-
tion to public housing and in
2011 the first implementation
grants were distributed to sup-
port projects in Boston, Chica-
go, New Orleans, San Francis-
co, and Seattle.23 Like its prede-
cessor, CNI pursues a mixed-
income solution to low-income
housing and distributes funds
through competitive demoli-
tion and rehabilitation grants.
Italsoretainstheneoliberal log-
ic that emphasizes public-pri-
vate partnerships, mixed-fi-
nance, and market-based solu-
tions.24 Just as with HOPE VI,
the lack of standardization has
meant wide variation in prac-
tices and outcomes. The pro-
gram also built off of HOPE VI
to make developments both
more ambitious and inclusive.
Gebhardt25 identifies three key

SITE SELECTION BECAME LESS ABOUT THE NEED FOR
IMPROVING LIVING CONDITIONS AND MORE ABOUT
WHETHER DEVELOPERS THOUGHT A LOCATION COULD

GENERATE PROFITS.
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areas of expansion: it expands
the development from single
properties to entire neighbor-
hoods (and districts in some
cases), eligibility from Public
Housing Authorities (PHAs) to
includecitiesandnon-profitor-
ganizations, and eligible prop-
erties from public housing to
other distressed HUD-assisted
housing.
CNI has addressed one of the
most immediate and fatal de-
sign flaws of HOPE VI by re-
quiring one-for-one replace-
ment of all public housing units
subject to demolition.26 Policy
makers have also sought to ad-
dress the issue of displacement
by promising the right of return
to all residents that have not vi-
olated their lease. However,
more research is needed to de-
termine the extent to which the
right of return is enforced or ef-
fective in preventing displace-
ment. The right to return also
does not appear to help many
considered “hard to house”
who might be ineligible for par-
ticipation.Aswithothermixed-
income developments that ex-
clude segments of the original
community, CNI practices lay
implicit blame on the victims of
community divestment and de-
cline. For all its important dif-
ferences and early observable
improvements, HOPE VI has
served as the foundation of
ChoiceNeighborhoods.Likeits
predecessor, it often equates
community development with
business or private market in-

terests. Both programs rely on
the assumptions of trickle-
down economics, the implied
pathology of working-class
communities, and the in-
creased privatization of hous-
ing assistance. This capitalist
orientation leaves the door
open for further neglect of
and attacks on the very commu-
nities intended to be helped.
In addition to the stigmatiza-
tion of poverty, recent trends in
neoliberal development
have invoked principles of in-
clusion and self-representa-
tion. Community Benefits
Agreements (CBAs) are an in-
creasingly common way to pro-
mote more inclusive communi-
ty development. These agree-
ments are "standalone, legal-
ly enforceable contract[s] be-
tween multiple community
groupsand…privatedeveloper
[s], requiring community bene-
fits from the developer[s] in ex-
change for the community
groups' support of (or non-op-
position to) [a] project."27

Terms of agreement are often
used to push for development
that benefits the community by
establishing quotas for afford-
able housing and jobs. While
CBAs have the potential to in-
clude communities in the pro-
cesses of development, it is
largely up to developers
whether to sign any such agree-
ment. Where developers have
no desire to meet the needs of
residentstheycansimplyrefuse
—as developers did to the

neighborhoods surrounding
Turner Field in Atlanta. De-
spite the enforceability of com-
munity contractual obligations,
participation is voluntary.28 As
the case of Los Angeles’ Sports
and Entertainment District
CBA illustrates, developers
might also fail to meet all provi-
sions.29 ThissuggeststhatCBAs
are not always as legally binding
as proponents suggest. It is also
not clear if positive outcomes
such as higher wages and more
affordable housing are at-
tributable to CBAs.30 Like
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many contemporary neoliberal
norms of development, this
public-private partnership of-
ten equates inclusion with em-
powerment and community
uplift with little regard to the
actual power imbalance. CBAs
engage communities in ways
that are safe for developers and
in keeping with neoliberal com-
mon sense. They “can achieve
‘value-conscious’ growth,
but… do not fundamentally al-
ter dominant standards of
growth or growth machine pro-
cesses.”31 Therefore, as a means

of community-based develop-
ment, CBAs provide legitimacy
for capitalist development
rather than an alternative.
An even more popular means of
development to invoke com-
munity empowerment is inclu-
sionary zoning or housing. This
trend in development refers to
“arangeof localpoliciesthattap
the economic gains from rising
real estate values to create af-
fordable housing, tying the cre-
ation of homes for low- or mod-
erate-income households to the
construction of market-rate
residential or commercial de-
velopment.”32 Developers are
required or encouraged to set
aside a portion of housing for
low-income residents to live
near newly constructed mar-
ket-rate housing and commer-
cial development. Like the
HOPE VI and Choice Neigh-
borhoods programs, inclusion-
ary zoning looks to address the
housing needs of working-class
communities via mixed-in-
come development. As such, it
also implicitly targets the con-
centration of poverty—rather
than underlying inequities—as
the source of neighborhood de-
cline. With this logic, it is the
positive influence and tax base
of wealthier residents that
saves communities. Inclusion-
ary zoning is also intended to
address the crisis of affordabili-
ty felt across the US. However,
its focus on new development
does little for long-established
communities stuck between

devaluation and gentrifica-
tion. Furthermore, because the
construction of affordable
housing is dependent on the
construction of market rate and
commercial development, in-
clusionary housing has often
fallen short of providing ade-
quate access to affordable hous-
ing.33 In his analysis of New
York City’s Mandatory Inclu-
sionary Housing program,
Samuel Stein34 points to the
fundamentally neoliberal char-
acter of inclusionary housing
programs that invoke the eco-
nomic stability and self-repre-
sentation of marginalized com-
munities while often offering
only a “modicum of protection
to the working class while safe-
guarding the interests of capital
and property.”35
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CO-OPTING COMMUNITY FOR CAPITAL

THE DEVELOPMENT of the Turner Field
neighborhoods in downtown Atlanta has
relied on the assumption that a bustling
consumer culture and the profitability that
comeswith it are legitimate and adequate
means of community reinvestment.36
Georgia State University and private de-
veloper Carter—who together make up
Panther Holdings LLC—assert that the
proximity of profit will trickle down
throughout the community. Despite the
benevolent image developers have culti-
vated, several community organizations
have fought to prevent looming gentrifica-
tion. A central concern for these communi-
ty members has been the affordable hous-
ing crisis felt by longtime residents. In their
Summerhill Community Investment Plan
(CIP), developers proposed to define “af-
fordable housing” as 80% AMI—the ceil-
ing for what is considered “affordable.”
They also approximate anywhere from
50-250 of these units. A range this large
promises very little to the long-established
community.

As Garboden and Jang-Trettien37 point
out in their study of the Baltimore neigh-
borhood of Oliver, the distinctions be-
tween community revitalization and gen-
trificationmeant to accumulate capital are
increasingly obscureddue to the nature of
public-private partnerships and the use of
Community Based Organizations
(CBOs) as a source of legitimacy for ne-
oliberal development. In the case of At-
lanta’s Turner Field, developers have
partnered with the pro-business Orga-
nized Neighbors of Summerhill (ONS)
and Mechanicsville Civic Association

whose members define community
through property relations and communi-
ty reinvestment as little more than creating
a booming consumer district.38 They also
claim that a binding Community Benefits
Agreement (CBA) that provides afford-
able housing comparable to the incomes
of longtime residents is not necessary—de-
spite the fact that other community mem-
bers and organizations that have been
kept largely out of the process have been
vocal about the need for a CBA to protect
residents from displacement.39 According
to former president of ONS Suzanne
Mitchell:

"Georgia State and Carter, be-
cause they’re going to be making
long-term commitments in the
neighborhood, are vested to cre-
ate something that is lasting and
benefits their customer. In Georgia
State’s case, students and their
families. And then in Carter’s, the
residents that will come into their
buildings and any retail and com-
mercial that they own."40

The above statement inadvertently illus-
trates the market-oriented conception of
community. The benefit of the surrounded
communities is reduced to their ability to
consume. As such, residents are reduced
to customers and legitimate residency is
restricted to those that can consume hous-
ing and the products of new businesses.

As the above illustrates, community rein-
vestment has too often been invoked to
describe and legitimize projects that take
neighborhood change for granted.



RECLAIMING COMMUNITY

RATHER THAN be used as a means to
address spatial inequality, it has become
a powerful ideological tool in perpetuat-
ing uneven development. It has come to
reflect the neoliberal common sense of
“positive gentrification” based on a com-
modified community. However, if commu-
nity is to entail not just property but the
people that inhabit a place, gentrification
is clearly incompatiblewith authentic com-
munity reinvestment. Community reinvest-
ment needs to be redefined in public dis-
course to entail direct benefits and the em-
powerment of community members to use
reinvestment to address community needs
rather than the interest of public-private
partnerships and finance capital. This will
require more than just concessions aimed
at mitigating the effects of gentrification; it
implies that long-time residents have the
social, political, and economic control
necessary to prevent gentrification entire-
ly. To realize such a radical reconfigura-
tion of social-spatial relations requires a
counter-hegemonic understanding of col-
lective rights to contest individualized,
property-based rights. This means replac-
ing the atomized and objectified commu-
nities of things with communities of peo-
ple. Only then can the façade of progress
and fair development be thrown off and
the truly destructive character of gentrifi-
cation be laid bare. It is this collective
sense of community that enables people
to come together to resist the twin pres-
sures of displacement and deterioration.

One of the clearest manifestations of resi-
dents reclaiming their communities is the
direct and organized action of the rent

strike. In line with its historical use to com-
bat both deplorable living conditions and
rising rents, the collective withholding of
rent can empower politically andeconom-
ically disenfranchised communities.41 In
refusing to choose between decline and
gentrification, tenants in LosAngeles have
stood up to the ever-increasing pressures
of displacement. Although ending in a 14
percent increase in rent, the recent rent
strike in Los Angeles’ Boyle Heights—a
rapidly gentrifying area—was successful
in establishing new leases with a cap on
yearly rent increases at 5 percent and the
right to collectively bargain lease
terms.42 Given that prior to the strike,
many residents were facing up to an 80
percent increase in rent this shows the po-
tential strength of communities to resist
gentrification and displacement. The
biggest rent strike in Los Angeles history
also developed out of the ongoing afford-
ability crisis. Ninety tenants in a complex
in the Westlake neighborhood withheld
rent in response to poor living conditions
and rising rents.43 Well-organized rent
strikes might be particularly useful where
rent control laws are either non-existent,
not applicable to a particular building (as
was the case in Boyle Heights), or other-
wise ineffective.

The direct action of tenants to organize
effective rent strikes, while key to empow-
ering communities, is not enough to pre-
vent gentrification. In fact, rent strikes are
a strategy of resistance under capitalism—
the very cause of displacement and com-
modification of community. They are sub-
ject to being crushed by landlords and a



government that rules in favor of the wealthy—
as was the case with tenants facing retaliation
in the form of eviction after the Westlake rent
strike.As such, rent strikes alone cannot beboth
adequate and irreversible. As Engels states,
“only by the solution of the social question, that
is, by the capitalist mode of production, is the
solution of the housing question made possi-
ble.”44 Tenants can and should organize under
capitalism to resist both neglect and displace-
ment.However, the ultimate solution lies in a far
larger form of organization than local rent
strikes—the building of socialism.

Only through socialism can community reinvest-
ment be built around concepts of social rela-
tions and collective well-being rather than the
atomistic conception of community as a mere
sum of interchangeable and quantifiable prop-
erty. The path to authentic community reinvest-
ment is organizing resistance towhat gentrifiers
pose in the name of community. The first step is
to re-establish the centrality of human relations
to the collective understanding of community in
order to contest the inevitability of gentrifica-
tion and the confusing of the interests of land-
lords and developers with those of community
members.
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