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Foreword

Brian Doucet

Not too long ago, gentrification researchers needed to carefully introduce
and define their topic when they wrote media op-eds, spoke in television
interviews, or talked to public audiences. In a similar vein, debates about
housing more broadly were largely confined to scholarly research and
niche policy. However today, gentrification is one of the central forces of
change shaping contemporary cities, and housing has become one of the
most pressing urban challenges. Both are now hotly debated public and
political issues that garner regular, sometimes even daily, media attention.

In Canada, where I live, the word gentrification first appeared in the
country’s largest national newspaper, The Globe and Mail, in October 1980.
This definition was included in that initial article:

A relatively new word, quite graceless, but useful in identifying a recent
phenomenon taking place in growing cities: the middle-class reclamation
of slums, and the consequent pushing out of the poor.

The term would appear in 817 further articles between then and the end of
2017. Definitions of gentrification still accompanied most stories until well
into the 2010s. As Giuseppe Tolfo and I found when exploring the shifting
discourses of gentrification in The Globe and Mail, early accounts in the
1980s framed the process in a negative light, highlighting class conflicts and
the displacement of working-class communities in Canada’s largest cities.
While these articles were few and far between, they ground to a halt during
the recession of the early 1990s, when the bursting of a housing bubble led
to talk of de-gentrification.

By the mid-1990s, gentrification resumed, and so too had media stories
about it. But in this era of urban regeneration and an economy focused on
middle-class consumption, the tone had shifted. No longer was displacement
a major focus. Instead, gentrification was portrayed as an opportunity for
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12 BRIAN DOUCET

the new middle class. The focus was on neighbourhood upgrading, hip
lifestyles, and the aesthetics of these new urban idylls. If a middle-class
household was priced out of neighbourhoods that gentrified a few decades
before, it was no problem; you simply had to go a few subway stations away
and there were plenty of affordable fixer-upper houses in neighbourhoods
with good bones which could easily become the next gentrification frontier.
Media stories of the era regularly celebrated the emergence of the next
trendy neighbourhood.

More recently, however, even these more peripheral neighbourhoods have
become too expensive and are already largely gentrified. Today, households
with two very good incomes can easily be priced out of older, walkable
neighbourhoods in Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal. Aspiring urban
residents are finding that a combination of widespread gentrification, and
a broader housing crisis are leaving them with far fewer options than their
predecessors. As a result, the geography of gentrification is expanding; one
of Toronto’s contemporary gentrification frontiers is Hamilton, a mid-sized
industrial city seventy-five kilometres away.

Media stories shifted and gentrification went from being portrayed
as a middle-class opportunity to a middle-class challenge. Dominant
discourses took on a more critical tone, just as the number of stories has
grown exponentially. But there was one major difference compared to the
1980s: this new critique was based on a middle-class interpretation of the
problem. Both middle-class affordability issues and the loss of a perceived
“authenticity” of a prior era were lamented, with much less attention towards
the plight of lower-income communities.

While more public attention towards gentrification opens up the pos-
sibility for harnessing collective action to reduce its consequences for
marginalized groups in the city, this is not a guarantee. With little theoretical
or conceptual grounding within media discourses, the term is used in ways
that are largely devoid of any recognition of class struggles, or even the more
tangible process of displacement.

Today, journalists rarely include a definition. This is a double-edged sword.
People are now talking about gentrification in ways that never would have
been imagined decades ago. But, as many chapters in this volume attest,
the boundaries of what constitutes gentrification have expanded often
beyond the realm of its conceptualization within academia. Every urban
dweller can envision what gentrification entails, but very few (even those
informed by the media) can define what it actually is.

This edited collection brings together a wealth of research about different
neighbourhoods, cities, countries, and types of media. A common thread



FOREWORD 13

throughout is that there is growing media attention towards gentrification,
heightening the importance of academic inquiry. This begs the question:
why now? Why has gentrification gone from an obscure topic to a household
word that requires virtually no introduction or definition?

One possible explanation lies in this shift from a middle-class opportunity
to a middle-class problem. While gentrification and displacement have
affected working-class households for decades, if not centuries, we must
critically ask ourselves whether we are talking about these issues today
because of some newfound collective and journalistic concern for the urban
poor?

Or, are gentrification and the wider housing crisis major talking points
because there now are millions of people who a decade ago never would have
dreamed that they would be victims of a housing crisis, who now struggle
to find adequate and affordable shelter? Within this group are many of
those who make and shape cities—journalists, planners, urban designers,
architects, policymakers. While they rarely run the risk of becoming homeless,
they are increasingly priced out of the cities they help to build and write about.

That housing has become a middle-class issue is also an opportunity
and a challenge. On the one hand, gentrification’s presence within public
discourses opens up new possibilities for transformative policy and political
change. On the other hand, if we are talking about gentrification primarily
because it is now a middle-class problem, we run the danger of implementing
solutions that only benefit middle-class households, thereby continuing
to exclude and displace poorer communities. Urban land is scarce: a piece
of land could be developed at higher densities to provide nominally more
affordable housing for those who cannot afford the $1.5 million dollar house,
but might be able to afford the $1 million unit in a lovely new triplex. But
that same piece of land could also be the site of social housing for those
who have been on waiting lists for years. Unfortunately, the same piece of
land rarely achieves both aims.

This book brings together a series of important and interdisciplinary
perspectives on media and gentrification. It richly highlights the ways in
which gentrification appears in the media, including detailed analysis of
media accounts of gentrification in very specific locations. It also focuses on
the broader relationship between gentrification and the media, particularly
the media’s role in framing how gentrification is perceived and conceived
by the wider public. This is important because the media play a major role
in shaping how we think about a place or issue.

Struggles about how to define a civic problem, whose voices are listened
to, and what solutions are advocated for, all feature within media accounts
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of gentrification. However, not all perspectives are given equal prominence.
Importantly, this book also highlights and analyzes what is not being
covered. Journalists do not report on everything, nor do they cover every
angle. The media defines what is newsworthy, but those choices represent
ontological decisions about what is worthy of being reported. Those decisions
may be influenced by a variety of factors including a journalist’s own lived
experiences, editors and editorial policy, the target audience, and the owners
or funders of media companies.

Like with other sources of knowledge, such as photographs, media stories
of gentrification cannot be taken as indisputable facts. Instead, as this book
does extremely well, we need to understand the broader social constructs
of the media being studied. Analyzing the media’s agency, especially its
role in defining and shaping the public interpretation of the gentrification
process is therefore essential to critically assessing the discourses produced
by various media. The nuance and detail of this book enables readers to
position media accounts of the process within the broader political economy
of gentrification. The examples of alternative media focusing on rendering
visible aspects of gentrification and displacement ignored by the mainstream
media give us glimmers of hope for a more just city.

A book about gentrification and the media is long overdue. This volume
brings together both established and emerging scholars who are helping to
define research agendas. More than just a collection of individual essays,
this book is a conversation across disciplines and geographies. This dialogue
is greatly enhanced by the addition of critical reflections at the end of each
of the book’s four parts.

Gentrification is central to the lives of millions of city dwellers. For
academic researchers, that means our work is neither abstract, nor distant
to the broader population. This connection to the ordinary, everyday city
necessitates an in-depth, critical analysis of the ways in which those public
discourses are created, interpreted, and engaged with. There are major
debates about gentrification taking place entirely outside the confines of
academia, much of it within the media. If scholars wish to move beyond
academic discussions and actually influence the conversations that make
and shape cities, they would be wise to pay attention to them. For those
looking to better understand the role of the media in shaping public and
political debates about gentrification, this book is an excellent place to start.

Brian Doucet
University of Waterloo



1. Introduction: Gentrification and the
Media

Stéphane Sadoux, Marie-Pierre Vincent, David Fée, and
Louise Dalingwater

Although gentrification has been subject to a vast amount of research, few
scholars have sought to investigate this process in relation to the media. In
a recently published paper, geographers Giuseppe Tolfo and Brian Doucet
identified this issue as “an under-researched lens to examine urban change”
(Tolfo and Doucet 2021)—a conclusion which Japonica Brown-Saracino and
Cesraéa Rumpf had already reached ten years earlier in their pioneering
piece that appeared in the Journal of Urban Affairs (Brown-Saracino and
Rumpf 2011).

The intersection of gentrification and the media can be approached
from two main perspectives. One can look at gentrification in the media,
namely at the ways in which the process is documented, described, analysed
and discussed. In this case, the focus is on content, which is scrutinized to
identify and explain recurring terminology and themes. One can also reflect
upon gentrification and the media in order to think about the posture of
organizations and individuals who produce content. Here, attention is paid
to agency and to the possible involvement of the media in promoting or
resisting gentrification processes. Although distinct, these two perspectives
are intertwined and are therefore simultaneously addressed throughout
this book.

Even though the significant role played by the media in gentrifying
processes was highlighted as early as the 1980s (Zukin 1982), they were
not referred to as agents or transmitters of gentrification until the 2000s.
For decades, researchers referred to magazines or newspapers rebranding
areas as “hip” or “cool” and in such cases, media content was put forward as
a signal of rampant gentrification and therefore became a thermometer to
measure the extent of change. At the same time, some scholars attempted
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to demonstrate that gentrification processes were sometimes supported by
the media (Clerval 2008), although these claims were most often grounded
in limited evidence. Media coverage plays a significant role in shaping
public opinion (McCombs 2005 2014) as it is “successful in telling us what
to think about, but also can be successful in telling us how to think about it”
[emphasis in original] (McCombs 2005). In this sense, media content frames
the information by taking “some aspects of a perceived reality and mak|ing]
them more salient in a communicating text” (Entman 1993). The media not
only document hot topics: they also act as a gatekeeper and decide whether
a story is newsworthy (Shoemaker and Reese 1996). Moreover, as Winter
(2011) pointed out, the media produce and reproduce public discourse. They
can also oppose and challenge official narratives. It therefore comes as no
surprise that Podmore (2008) called for further investigations that would
jointly examine place, identity, and the media.

The body of work investigating the media as a research object in gentri-
fication studies only truly started to appear in the 2010s. Two factors can
contribute to explaining this rather late emergence. Firstly, and perhaps
most importantly, the word “gentrification” was seldom found in the media
prior to that period, even though it first appeared in the Guardian in 1988
(Richard, Bourgeois, and Pellet 2022). The mostly qualitative paper on the
evolution of discourses on gentrification in British newspapers published
by Richard, Bourgeois and Pellet (2022) demonstrated that the term only
started to gain momentum in the 2010s. The second factor worth highlighting
is that research into gentrification and the media can in many respects be
seen as resulting from the evolution of debates on gentrification, particularly
in the academic sphere. The initial coining of gentrification by Ruth Glass
in the 1960s laid the foundations for multiple ensuing monographs and for
the lively discussions on its causes that occurred in the 1980s. These debates
involved the rise of a range of tentative explanations, including Neil Smith’s
rent gap theory (Smith 1979), David Ley’s consumer preference theory (Ley
1986) and, ultimately, Chris Hamnett’s integrated theory (Hamnett 1991).
The keen interest in the gentrification process led to an increasing use
of the term in the 1990s and research was pursued after the turn of the
century. Of particular interest in the mid-2000s was the emergence of a
critical perspective spearheaded by Tom Slater (2006) who denounced
what he perceived as a consensus depicting gentrification as a positive
process. Another key trend which resulted from critical perspectives was
the appearance of a body of research that scrutinized gentrification in
the light of specific topics and issues such as aesthetics, art, food, race,
or environmental justice to name a few (Gould and Lewis 2017; Lin 2019;
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Doering 2020; Alkon, Kato, and Sbicca 2020; Lindner and Sandoval 2021). In
our view, studies on the media and gentrification stem from these critical
perspectives. This book reflects a desire to contribute to such an approach.
Studying the media primarily provides gentrification scholars with an
insight of what is labelled as gentrification and therefore, of the material
non-academics are exposed to, which may shape their perception of the
process of gentrification. It provides the first edited volume that specifically
addresses gentrification through the lens of the media.

The team of scholars who contributed to this publication sought to strike
a balance between the provision of diverse and distinct case studies and
the formulation and discussion of cross-cutting issues that arise from the
confrontation of media representations to the frameworks used in disciplines
that focus on space and communities. In this respect, the work carried out
reflects the fact that the gentrification debate is attractive because it stands
at the intersection of a wide range of disciplines (Atkinson 2003). In many
ways, this book echoes the Aesthetics of Gentrification, edited by Lindner
and Sandoval (2021), which was published in this Cities and Culture series.
The volume studied gentrification through the lens of aesthetics and this
interaction was looked at by scholars from a range of disciplines and fields:
those who contributed to the volume are active in geography, history, French
studies, sociology, the arts, and critical studies.

Gentrification and/in the Media: A Brief Review of Literature

To date, most scholarly research that has looked at gentrification and the
media has tended to focus on the press and has provided critical viewpoints,
in line with Slater’s seminal paper (Slater 2006). Three such pieces of work
examined the framing of gentrification and attempted to highlight the posi-
tive or negative depiction of the process in the press. Waymer’s doctoral thesis
provided a case study of Cincinnati from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s
(Waymer 2006) and reflected upon the use of positive terminology such as
renewal or rebirth, rather than gentrification, and on its impact. This work
also addressed the intentional or unintentional agency of the media in urban
change and therefore illustrates the joint scrutiny of gentrification in/and
the media. Almost ten years later, Modal and Wells revealed that much of
Washington, DC'’s coverage focused on the semiotics of gentrification without
critically examining how process is effectively generated and by whom
(Modan and Wells 2015). These critical findings were echoed in later pieces
focusing on North American newspapers (Rucks-Ahidiana 2018; Tolfo and
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Doucet 2021). Shortly after Modal and Wells’s paper was published, Lavy et
al. (2016) identified a critical shift in the framing of gentrification in Austin,
Texas. They argued that the year 2011 was a turning point in newspapers
coverage, when gentrification started to be perceived in a negative way.

Social and ethnic minorities or other specific social groups appear to form
another sub-theme of research. As early as 2010, Makagon examined the press
coverage of artist-led gentrification and concluded that it was essentially
grounded in a bohemian image of the city which mostly focused on young
white artists (Makagon 2010). More recently, Rucks-Ahidiana showed that
ethnicity, as much as class, pervaded reporting through oversimplified and
skewed portraits of those who benefit from or are made worse off in the
gentrification process (Rucks-Ahidiana 2018). A couple of years ago, Tolfo
and Doucet threw light on the eviction of critical working-class perspectives
from the critique of gentrification in the media (Tolfo and Doucet 2021). In
addition, a pioneering paper on resistance to gentrification was published
quite early on. Building on the critical dimension spurred by Slater (Slater
2006), Gin and Taylor (2010) examined the factors influencing the ability of
anti-gentrification movements to capture media interest.

Whilst research on the press has been growing since the mid-2o10s,
publications on television and cinema only started to appear towards the
end of the 2010s. The first to be listed (Bayramoglu 2013) was published
long before subsequent productions. Its distinctive feature is that it dealt
with a gender minority (transgender people) and a television show. Later
publications focused on fictionalized content, whether it be television series
(Fowler 2018; Shearer 2020; Martinez 2022) or cinema such as 1980s New
York cinema (Andersson 2017). More recently, scholarly work that looks at
fiction writing has proliferated (Brouillette 2009; Moiles 2011; Peacock 2019;
Heise 2021; Henryson 2024).

A whole new avenue for research in the field has been provided by the
recent interest in digital media. It is noteworthy that publications home
in more on social media than digital media and that they follow a similar
pattern to those on the press. First, they shed light on the hegemonic role
of social media, mainly Facebook, Instagram, Twitter (Gibbons et al. 2018;
Walters and Smith 2022; Bronsvoort and Uitermark 2022; Chapple et
al. 2022), and other media platforms such as YouTube and Flickr (Térnberg
and Uitermark 2022) in the construction of gentrifying districts. They also
question the framing of gentrification and gradually counter the idea of
monolithic media representations of gentrification (Térnberg and Uitermark
2022). Thus, on balance, they are in line with the critical perspective on
gentrification and some scholars have also underscored the role of media
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platforms in resistance (Hartmann and Jansson 2022). While the press has
been used as a signal of ongoing gentrification, social media was used not
only to measure the extent of the process (Poorthuis et al. 2021), but also to
predict which areas of a city would next be subject to it (Chapple et al. 2022).
Furthermore, while publications on the press almost exclusively examined
North American cities, those looking at social media have tended to broaden
the geographic coverage of research which has included Australia (Walters
and Smith 2022), Europe (Bronsvoort and Uitermark 2022), South America
(Tornberg and Uitermark 2022) as well as additional case studies of US cities
(Chapple et al. 2022; Poorthuis et al. 2021; Gibbons et al. 2018).

Finally, the dearth of research on the matter is also noticeable in the latest
handbooks whether these primarily focus on gentrification or the media. The
recent publication of a handbook of gentrification studies (Lees and Phillips
2018) has confirmed that the diversity of approaches, issues, settings, and
methods employed and addressed by scholars allows to refer to gentrification
studies as a distinct field. Yet, media coverage of the gentrification process is
not addressed as a distinct topic in this key publication. It is also noteworthy
that the recent Routledge Companion to Urban Media and Communication
(Krajina and Stevenson 2020) occasionally alludes to gentrification but
does not offer a chapter dedicated to this process. It includes a chapter
narrowly devoted to journalism rather than to the media in the broader
sense (Rodgers 2020). Whilst this section does not refer to gentrification
once, the chapter focusing on television (Brunsdon 2020) does mention it on
several occasions. A two-volume set Gentrification around the World (Kraze
and De Sena 20204a; 2020b) includes a chapter on the media, but it focuses
on cinema and deals with the gentrification of education rather than of a
specific city neighbourhood.

Notwithstanding the quality of all the aforementioned publications on
gentrification and the media in recent years, considerable research is still
needed in this under-explored area of the prolific gentrification studies
field. Lindner and Sandoval (2021, 14) recently argued that “aesthetics are
integral to the story of gentrification.” The rationale underpinning this
book is that the media are also integral to the story of gentrification: their
interplay should thus become an object of research per se in the field of
gentrification studies.

Whilst inquiries into gentrification and the media will undoubtedly
benefit from the expert eye of scholars involved in media studies and com-
munication, this book primarily approaches the question through the lens
of disciplines and fields that deal with space and communities such as
geography, urban studies and planning, sociology or cultural studies. This
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book suggests that research into gentrification should also be carried out by
scholars who are mostly not media specialists, for two reasons. First, because
scientists in other fields must confront their understanding of gentrification
to corpora other than those they are accustomed to. Second, because such
an approach may contribute to raising theoretical and methodological
issues that have not been identified by media specialists. In that vein, this
volume intends to appeal to an audience who may not necessarily have an
interest in gentrification.

The authors examine gentrification and media from the two perspec-
tives. They consider a range of means that are used to shape and publicize
representations: contributions investigate printed and online newspapers,
websites, blogs, and television programmes. This publication also aims
to highlight the diversity of players who produce and disseminate media
discourses on gentrification. Overall, it is this second dimension that is
central to the book, which seeks to show how media producers contribute to
shaping discourses on gentrification. Whilst media are considered both as
the vehicles used to communicate and the people who produce the content
which is being disseminated, we have not sought to cover all types of media.
Thus, some types, particularly social media are excluded. This book does
not intend to be comprehensive.

Fundamental to the book, however, is the idea that new research should
engage with the theoretical and methodological issues that emerge when
media products are used as a corpus to study gentrification, particularly
since gentrification studies primarily use interviews, observations, and
statistics as sources. Building on Loukaitou-Sideris, Gonzalez and Ong
(2019), we have sought to combine mostly empirical investigations of specific
neighbourhoods with epistemological discussions focusing on the nature
of data collected and its analysis. In addition, with a view to contribute to
the moving studies on gentrification and the media outside North America,
the geographic scope of this volume is mostly narrowed down to European
contexts: we believe that there is still a need for research in this zone,
notwithstanding calls for scholarships in the Global South.

The ten chapters are organized into four parts, each of which concludes
with a discussion to highlight some of the key issues that run throughout
and suggest paths for future research.

Part1aims to highlight the ways in which media discourses on gentrifica-
tion can evolve over time. In chapter 1, Girardin provides an American-
decentred study and analyses discourses glorifying those who pioneered the
gentrification of Leipzig, in stark contrast with previous representations that
focused on industrial decline. The chapter draws on neo-Marxist theories
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and highlights the dramatic shift in media representations of real estate
intensification, which have recently been widely supported.

In chapter 2, Wallace studies the New York Times’s contribution to the
place-making process of SoHo. First, she shows how narratives focused on
a widely mediated missing child case in 1979, thus marking the area as a
dangerous one. She then explains how the newspaper then shifted to promot-
ing the neighbourhood by emphasizing its post-industrial transformation.

Part 1 of the book ends with discussion by geographer Martine Drozdz.

Part 2 compares and contrasts the advocating and silencing of discourses
related to gentrification in different media. In chapter 5, Howard uses the
House and Garden Television programme Selling the Big Easy as a lens
through which to explore shifts in New Orleans’s housing market. She
sheds light on a double research niche in the field: television and TV shows
(since the current literature mainly focuses on narrative fiction in series).
In chapter 6, Baron studies the coverage of gentrification as imbricate
with another object (mobility) as it deals with the role of the media in
the politicization of a microtransit-induced gentrification controversy in
a Washington, DC BID (Business Improvement District). She addresses
the ways in which readers of the Washington Post forced the newspaper
into giving more visibility to diverse opinions, thus providing a balanced
coverage of urban change.

Part 2 of the book ends with discussion by ethnographer Japonica
Brown-Saracino.

Part 3 shows that the gentrification of a neighbourhood can generate
contrasting discourses. While much of the literature has previously focused
on North American cities, our publication not only shifts the geographical
focus to European cities (Paris and Barcelona) but also provides comparative
studies at the neighbourhood scale. In chapter 8, Joffre looks at the Goutte
d’Or and Chéteau-Rouge areas in Paris and reflects on the relative absence of
social relations of race and class from the media coverage of gentrification.
Its originality is to focus on two retail gentrification emblems and touch
upon the social relations of race through the lens of gentrification in a
French-context—the literature review has indeed revealed a gap in both
themes. In chapter 9, Montaner then compares media representations of
change in El Raval, Barcelona and Belleville, Paris. She examines the extent
to which the nature of media, their business model and editorial lines can
contribute to explaining the discourse they put forward. In chapter 10,
Albert-Blanco discusses the ambivalent role of religious minorities in the
media, drawing on the spatial turn that has occurred in the study of religion
in urban space. Whilst religious minorities can be rejected and seen as a
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source of disruption in the light of supposedly secular public spaces, religious
pluralism has also been strategically used to market the neighbourhood as
a multicultural and cosmopolitan one.

Part 3 concludes with a discussion led by sociologist Yankel Fijalkow.

Part 4 looks at cases where the media are instrumental in voicing dis-
courses that resist gentrification processes—an understudied topic in the
literature. In chapter 8, Renoir deals with the setting up of the “l am Denver”
storytelling project, which has involved the construction of a discourse
to counter the dominant media narrative of gentrification in the city. In
chapter g9, Sadoux focuses on an example of hyperlocal media, namely the
Brixton Blog. He shows how the language used in this media reflects the
attitude, beliefs, and concerns of one part of the local community and is thus
a powerful indicator of community reaction to urban change. Thus, both
chapters delve into a double research niche by analysing how the digital
media can offer counter-narratives to gentrification, whether at the city or
hyperlocal scale. In chapter 10, Vincent homes in on the local newspapers’
coverage of an anti-gentrification resistance action (another object which
has indubitably been overlooked), namely the Cereal Killer Cafe attack in
London in 2o15. It highlights the importance of the local press as both a
potential catalyst and stakeholder of anti-gentrification resistance.

Part 3 of the book ends with discussion by architect and urbanist Matthew
Hardy.

The various contributions follow three key principles. Firstly, the main
empirical evidence used by each scholar consists of a corpus of textual,
visual, or audio-visual material exclusively produced by media organiza-
tions. The sources that underpin the research were therefore produced
for the purpose of large-scale dissemination and are representative of the
rhetoric and images to which non-academics are exposed to on a daily basis.
Secondly, all chapters are rooted in specific geographical contexts (cities
in Europe and North America), which the authors depict and describe:
we believe that the meaning of discourses and representations provided
by the media on gentrification should be investigated in the light of local
issues and situations. Thirdly, each contribution aims to show how corpora
of media outputs can be analysed by specialists from multidisciplinary
backgrounds other than media studies who draw from frameworks used
in their own disciplines or fields. In doing so, contributions pay heed to the
methodological and theoretical implications that arise when one approaches
gentrification through media representations and discourses.

A common feature of the contributions is an engagement with and an
analysis of discourse. All authors, regardless of their background, provide
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insights into the various ways in which media construct and disseminate
discourses about gentrification. Several contributors specifically borrow
theoretical and methodological frameworks from critical discourse analy-
sis. Thus, Baron refers to Fairclough (1992) (2010); Montaner to Van Dijk
(1999); Girardin to Bardin (2013). Notwithstanding this use of significant
publications in the field, the various chapters also highlight the benefits
of cross-fertilizing theories and methods. Girardin and Renoir rely on
frameworks designed in critical urban studies. As a planner, Sadoux suggests
that media discourses on gentrification should pay attention to the visual
language of media discourses as much as to the written text. Whilst all
chapters primarily rely on the analysis of a corpus of media-based primary
sources, some contributions also draw from interviews carried out with a
range of stakeholders which allow them to shed light on the construction
of discourses. This edited volume therefore deliberately turns the usual
hierarchy of sources inherent to gentrification studies on its head.
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2. The Local and International Press and
the Gentrification of Western Leipzig
(Germany): Between Promotional
Narratives of Social Transformations
and Late Discovery of the Negatives
Consequences of Gentrification

Antonin Girardin

Abstract: Based on two corpora of articles from the local and international
press between 2006 and 2018, this chapter shows how the press has ac-
companied the social transformations of Leipzig through the construction
of a promotional narrative. This narrative legitimizes the process of
gentrification in an incomplete and paradoxical way. On the one hand,
it glorifies the actions of the creative population and the first symbolic
entrepreneurs until the mid-2o10s. On the other, it is much more critical of
the real estate intensification that is currently taking place in the western
districts, which is presented as undermining the cultural exceptionalism

that has been built up since the early 2000s.

Keywords: narrative, creative city, accumulation of capital

Introduction

The city of Leipzig has long been regarded as a model of a shrinking city in
Europe (Bontje 2004). After the German reunification and with a loss of
87,000 industrial jobs between 1985 and 1998 and about 100,000 residents (18
per cent of the population), the city experienced a period of deep decline.
In the 1990s and 2000s, Leipzig’s landscape was characterized by industrial
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brownfield and a high proportion of non-decent and abandoned housing,
to the extent that the city was referred to as the capital of housing vacancy
in Europe (Haase and Rink 2015). However, Leipzig has regained almost
156,000 residents since 1999, an increase of 38 per cent, and has one of the
most dynamic housing markets in Germany with an increase of almost 6
per cent in the number of dwellings since 2006. For almost ten years, Leipzig
has also seen an increase in tourist flows.

The western districts and in particular the Plagwitz district have played
a particular role in the symbolic reaffirmation of Leipzig on the national
and European scene since the German reunification. Considered one of the
poorest districts of the city in the 1990s (Garcia-Zamor 2014), the sociology
of Plagwitz gradually transformed with the successive arrival of groups
of artists, cultural workers, and of higher social categories. The European
URBACT programmes favoured these arrivals by financing and implement-
ing numerous urban projects, to the extent that pressure on land in Plagwitz
has become one of the most significant in Leipzig. While the redevelopment
of the district in the 2000s was largely based on a strategy of partnership
management of the stigma of decline (Bernt 2009), marked by a significant
recourse to social experimentation (intermediate uses, squats, negotiated
appropriation of space, etc.), the district is today marked by debates and
tensions around a phenomenon of gentrification that could put an end to
this period of partnership governance and negate its legacy.

Local, national, and international media narratives have accompanied
and structured the process of economic transition and change in the image
of the western districts and the city of Leipzig over the long term. Analysing
these narratives (Box 1) allows for a reconstruction of the coherence of this
apparent opposition of logic between these two periods of development. The
gentrification of the western districts has indeed long been accompanied
and justified by narratives of glorification of the urban transformations,
the social consequences of which have only been tackled belatedly and
timidly since 2015.

Box 1: Construction of the Press Corpora and Methodology
In order to reconstruct these media narratives and their evolution, | conducted a
textual and thematic analysis (Négura 2006) on two scales on two press corpora.
A thematic analysis of corpora of local and regional press titles in order to
characterize the dominant representations that accompany the transformations of
Plagwitz locally. By examining the online archives of the most important local and
regional press titles, | selected all the articles that refer to the Plagwitz district were
selected. The dominant lexical field of articles (see table 2.1) was then quantified, ac-



THE LOCAL AND INTERNATIONAL PRESS AND THE GENTRIFICATION OF WESTERN LEIPZIG 33

cording to the verbatim and expressions used to describe the district or the places
that make it up, to characterize the dominant representations. The places men-
tioned in these articles were identified in order to understand the facilities or spaces
that play an important role in the media presentation of the district to the outside
world. The same method was used to quantify the actors and institutions that are
most frequently mentioned in the articles, and which thus appear to symbolically
dominate urban production in Plagwitz. The corpus thus consists of forty-one
articles published between 06/06/2010 and 16/11/2018 for a total of 123 treatable
verbatims, eighty-three places mentioned and forty-six actors and institutions.

A second analysis was then carried out at the city scale, drawing from the
national and international general press, to question the way in which Leipzig
is perceived externally—what are the images and places that characterize the
city?—the degree of internationalization of these representations and the place
occupied by the western districts in these processes. All the articles published
between 2005 and 2017 in general newspapers in French, German, or English
that include the name “Leipzig”in their title or subtitle were collected, using the
Europresse database. These results were filtered by searching for the keyword
“urban”and all its derivatives’, including its English and German equivalents, to
focus our search on the perception of urban transformations and to eliminate
articles on news, cultural events, or sports. The limitation of this research to a
French source, Europresse, introduces a bias of over-representation of French
newspapers. This results in a low representation of articles from the German
press, which is only partially covered by Europresse.

The corpus thus consists of thirty-two articles published between Janu-
ary 2006 and September 2018 for a total of 339 verbatim and 256 quotations of
places that can be used for this analysis.

Table2.1. Table of Representations of Leipzig in the National and International Press

Type, Orientation of Representations | Main Related Verbatim Percentage
(Number of Occurrences) (Number of Occurrences) of the Corpus
Trendy, fashionable city. (44) “Hypezig” (14) 13

“The place to be in Germany” (4)

u

A city that was devastated at the time of | “Sinister by unemploymentand | 12.4
reunification. (42) depopulation” (7)
“Sad and polluted city” (4)

u

1 The research was carried out automatically on Europresse by searching for the following
entries: “urba*” (all three languages) and “Stadt*” (German).
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Type, Orientation of Representations | Main Related Verbatim Percentage
(Number of Occurrences) (Number of Occurrences) of the Corpus
Creative city, attractive for young “Cheap” (11) 12.1
people, artists and “creative” entrepre- | “Attracts creative entrepreneurs,
neurs. (41) artists and musicians (5)

City of contemporary culture (painting, | “City of Contemporary Painting” | 10.3
music). (35) (14)

“An exciting art scene” (4)
City of ancient classical culture: (music, | “City known for its fairs and 9.7
publishing, fairs...). (33) printing works” (6)

“The city of Bach and Men-

delssohn” (4)
Comparison with the creative and “The new Berlin” (11) 7.1
alternative Berlin of the 1990s. (24) “Like Berlin but better” (6)

Tolerant city, open to the world and “Alternative lifestyles” (6) 6.2
alternative lifestyles. (21) “City of Freedom” (5)

Growth, attractiveness, economic and “Growing city” (5) 6.2
demographic dynamism. (21) “Fastest growing in the country”
)
Underground and alternative city. (20) | “Alternative City” (12) 5.9
“City of underground culture”
()
A city historically at the forefront of “City of the peaceful revolution” | 5.6
collective emancipation movements (12)
and political innovation. (19) “Once a pioneer in worker’s
struggles” (2)
A city in the middle of a gentrification “In the midst of gentrification” | 4.7
process, in which social inequalities are | (11)
increasing. (16) “Growing social inequalities” (2)
Pleasant living environment and urban | “Plenty of space available” (7) 35
atmosphere. (12) “Ideal quality of life” (3)
Other. (6) “City in debt” (2) 1.8
“A little Paris” (1)
City that rises from its ashes. (5) “Renaissance” or “Resurrection” | 1.5

(3)
“Metamorphosed” (1)

u
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I present the results of this work in three parts. First, I review the urban and
social transformations experienced by the western districts of Leipzig since
the 1990s. I show that the current phenomenon of gentrification is the result
of an intense regeneration of former industrial brownfields carried out with
the help of significant public and private resources. In the second part, I
show that in contrast to these material realities, the press corpora present a
narrative that attributes Leipzig’s transformations to a spontaneous move-
ment of re-appropriation of the western districts by creative populations. In
the last part I show that the press corpus carries a more critical discourse of
the real estate intensification currently experienced in the western districts
which is presented as undermining the cultural exceptionalism built up
since the early 2000s.

The Context of the Gentrification of the Western Districts of
Leipzig

The Plagwitz district is emblematic of the urban decline of Leipzig. The loss
of approximately 20,000 industrial jobs between 1989 and 1993 resulted in
the creation of almost fifty hectares of brownfield, and in the decrease in
population of 4,969 residents (38 per cent between 1990 and 2000). However,
since the end of the 1990s, Plagwitz has seen an intense transformation of its
urban and social landscape. This transformation was marked by significant
mobilization of both public and private resources, and the successive arrival
of new populations, which has transformed the dominant forms and uses.

Urban Transformations Driven by Massive Public and Private Capital
Investments

Above all, these transformations take the form of a process of regeneration
of industrial brownfields and transformation of the district’s uses. The
district has seen almost 120 new construction operations in almost thirty-
eight hectares of industrial brownfield since 1990. Similarly, almost all
the degraded housing stock was either refurbished or destroyed between
1994 and 2017. The 2000s saw a gradual transformation of the Plagwitz
landscape with the provision of numerous public spaces that help erase
the stigma of its decline during the previous decade. Funded by European
programmes, the municipality heavily invested in the transformation of
the district’s economy by supporting a series of service sector business
incubators focused on cultural, artistic, and new media and communication
activities. This specialization of Leipzig’s western districts in the cultural
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economy constitutes the central counterpart of a strategy of economic
reaffirmation of the city, which also involves the installation of Porsche
and BMW car factories on the periphery of Leipzig, as well as Amazon and
DHL logistics companies (Power and Herden 2016). This specialization will
strongly determine the social and urban dynamics of Leipzig’s western
districts, which are now recognized as a “cultural quarter” beyond the
German borders (Bain and Landau 2021).

With four successive URBACT programmes and the implementation of
federal and municipal urban renewal schemes, the district is character-
ized by a rapid transformation of its urban morphology and a productive
transformation. If this process is partly carried out in a partnership form
linked to the large quantity of land and housing available at low cost, it is
made possible by the mobilization of significant public and private financial
resources, in ways that are far removed from a process of spontaneous
re-appropriation of former industrial brownfields. Between 2006 and 2013,
more than forty million euros were invested through URBACT programmes,
including fifteen million euros for the creation and consolidation of creative
and cultural industries. In 2009, the city estimated that this strategy had
paved the way for more than 130 million euros in private investments in
Plagwitz (Stadt Leipzig 2009).

The 2010s were marked by an amplification of these two phenomena of
productive specialization and urban regeneration. This is reflected in the
intensive construction of housing programmes to the east of the district
and the transformation of old industrial buildings into luxury lofts to the
west. The number of dwellings increased by 26 per cent between 2010 and
2018, correlating with a significant increase in the district’s population (91
per cent between 1999 and 2017).

An Increasingly Exclusionary and Conflicting Gentrification

Since the mid-2000s, Plagwitz has become a peri-central district appropri-
ated by young working people and middle classes. The statistics on the
evolution of social profiles by level of qualification between 2008 and 2017
show a significant decrease in the proportion of semi-skilled workers and
unskilled workers* and a very significant increase in the proportion of
university graduates?. This increase does not correspond to the averages
observed in the rest of the city of Leipzig, where the proportion of partially

2 g1percentin 2017 compared to 42.5 per cent in 2008 for partially skilled workers and 4 per
cent in 2017 compared to 14.9 per cent in 2008 for unskilled workers.
3 39 percentin 2017 compared to 22.5 per cent in 2008.
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qualified workers remains above 40 per cent and the proportion of university
graduates below 20 per cent in 2017 (Stadt Leipzig, Amt fiir Statistik und
Wihlen, 2010 and 2018).

These social transformations are reflected first in renovated old housing,
where selling prices per square metre have been rising continuously since
2003 (91 per cent increase between 2003 and 2016#). The pressure caused by
the residential demand has furthermore led to an increase in rental prices,
with the amount of basic rent (for all types of housing) increasing by 49.9
per cent® between 2006 and 2018 (Stadt Leipzig, Amt fiir Geoinformation
und Bodenordnung, 2016).

This recent residential intensification and sharp increase in housing
prices is perceived by different local actors (collectives for the safeguarding
of creative places, academics, left-wing municipal representatives) as a
process of gentrification. This could lead to the exclusion of populations that
have been dwellers since the beginning of the 2000s; including artists and
activist groups who appropriated vacant spaces at low cost or even for free
during the period of decline. This gentrification would lead to a progressive
destruction of the cultural and political identity of certain neighbourhoods,
but also of the city as a whole. Over the last ten years, the situation has
become conflictual and protest actions against the commodification of real
estate and the privatization of cultural structures are multiplying. These
range from the organization of scientific initiatives (such as the creation by
academics in 2014 of the website https://www.einundleipzig.de/ to inform
about the negative social consequences of gentrification in Leipzig) to violent
action to sabotage building sites, as well as the creation of graffiti and the
organization of creative demonstrations. The events are sometimes massively
followed locally, suggesting a situation that is increasingly tense (Girardin
2019b), far from the image of creative and harmonious urban development
that emerges from the analysis of the press corpora.

Plagwitz and the western districts of Leipzig have been a major focus
of Leipzig’s regeneration since the reunification and the urban crisis of
the early 2000s. The redevelopment strategy has been partly reached
through loose arrangements that facilitated the creative appropriation
of the district by autonomous associations and collectives. It has also
been largely supported by the mobilization of important economic and
infrastructural resources that have allowed for the rapid regeneration
and redevelopment of former industrial brownfields at higher density.

4 85 per cent for Leipzig over the same period.
5  ForLeipzig, 24.5 per cent over the same period.
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This combination has led to a significant increase in residential demand
resulting in increasingly marked exclusion of the working classes and of
the most precarious fractions of the creative populations who arrived in
the district during the 2000s.

The Role of the Press in Building the Myth of the Creative City

However, the textual analysis of the press corpus reveals little coverage of
these urban projects and developments and the social transformations linked
to them. As was the case for the transformation of the SoHo district in New
York (see Wallace in this volume), the planned and political character of the
urban transformations are passed over in favour of the construction of a
much more unifying narrative. It reveals the presentation of another narra-
tive that highlights spaces that have not been the most funded by public and
private developers. This narrative is that of a spontaneous re-appropriation
of a degraded neighbourhood by a young and creative population, set up as
heroes of the “rebirth” (Télérama, 2015/10) of Leipzig.

A Presentation of Creative and Spontaneous Urban Renewal in Local,
National, and International Press

The concentration of creative and cultural activities in Plagwitz appears to
be a dominant characteristic of the representations in local press (29.3 per
cent of the representations). This dynamic is presented as the fundamental
asset of a peaceful district in which cultural and economic logics coexist.
It would be the basis of a certain form of freedom which, in addition to
improving the living environment, plays a fundamental role in the current
attractiveness of a district presented thirteen times as “creative.” In the
articles, this creative and cultural identity is presented as a specific feature
of the district and an element of uniqueness and attractiveness “even beyond
the German borders” (Mdr.de 2011). This identity, which is presented as
independent of public urban projects, is widely praised in the local press
as an element of singularity and dynamism.

In the same vein, the local press is characterized by a low representation
of the role of public institutions in the transformations of Plagwitz (17.4 per
cent of the actors cited). Associations, citizen’s groups, and groups from
the arts and cultural industries are the most frequently mentioned actors,
accounting for 41.1 per cent of citations. The participation of these groups
in the process of re-appropriation of Plagwitz is mainly approached from
the point of view of glorification and legitimization. In a large part of the
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articles, these populations often referred to as “artists” or “creatives” or
through the places where their activities are fixed, are presented as the
pioneers of the symbolic and functional re-appropriation of the district.
They would be the bearers of an urban singularity inherent to the creative
activities and the atmospheres they would be vectors of. In a similar logic to
the enhancement of this mixed use between a pleasant living environment,
cultural activities, and economic development, the manufacturing industries
are highlighted (19.6 per cent of the actors cited) and are presented as actors
of the contemporary attractiveness of the district.

This creative narrative appears to be even more structured on a Euro-
pean and international scale. From the mid-zo00s, the city has been the
subject of a major international staging process, which has resulted in the
publication of press articles that multiply the favourable descriptions in
French, American, English, Belgian, and Swiss newspapers. This promotional
narrative, contributing to the creation of an international image of Leipzig,
is a fundamental element for understanding Leipzig’s reinsertion into the
symbolic economy of contemporary European cities

The structure of the representations conveyed by the national and
international press puts forward accounts of the regeneration of the former
industrial districts, in the first place Plagwitz. It is characterized by the
presentation of an opposition between negative images of the period of
urban decline, and positive images of creativity and contemporary cultural
activities. Thus, the phenomenon of decline in the 1990s, mainly seen here
in terms of unemployment, demographic decline (seven occurrences) and
pollution (four), is a widely highlighted representation (12.4 per cent of
representations, in thirty out of thirty-three articles). It is systematically
mobilized in the past tense, in order to emphasize the renaissance of a
city that is now described as attractive and “fashionable” (13 per cent of
representations, in twenty-nine out of thirty-three articles), even by
journalistic hyperbolas such as “capital of coolness” (two occurrences)
or “Hypezig”® (fourteen occurrences). This rhetorical construction of an
opposition between two periods, a degraded “before” and a desirable “after,”
appears typical of the presentation of gentrification processes in the press
(see Wallace in this volume). This stigmatization of the city in its industrial
period at the end of the GDR regime and in the period of urban shrinking
in the 1990s and 2000s is undoubtedly the main argument of the promoters

6 A play on words with “Hype” and Leipzig. A nickname often given to Leipzig for several
years, to signify its residential and cultural attractiveness. The term is used positively by tourist
promoters and the international press and negatively by the anti-gentrification movements.
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of the urban transformations and the resulting gentrification process. The
catastrophic images and reminders of the state of Plagwitz in the 1990s are
thus very often invoked by the actors of urban planning to underline the
success of urban policies. The international press reinforces the strength
of this narrative by almost systematically staging this opposition between
past and present. Furthermore, this reinforces the heroic narrative of
pioneering creative appropriations which appears even less nuanced in
the international press.

The contemporary attractiveness, both demographic and economic
(6.2 per cent), is presented as the result of a specific urban atmosphere
linked to the installation of young people from the creative arts in the
broad sense. These installations are characterized by the emergence of an
important music scene at the beginning of the 2000s and above all by that
of a pictorial movement called “The New Leipzig School” that is presented
as being at the origin of Leipzig’s re-inscription on the contemporary
cultural and urban scene (10.3 per cent of representations). The strong
appreciation of these paintings by the American art world from the
early 2000s was the subject of the first articles in the international press
between 2005 and 2010. The British newspaper The Guardian even went
so far as to describe the Baumwollspinnerei, where the painters of the
“New Leipzig School” have their studios, as “the hottest place on Earth”
(Burn 2007). Presented as pioneering, these cultural appropriations are
thus considered to be the source of a particular urban image, that of an
alternative city (5.9 per cent), a place of experimentation of new ways of
life (6.2 per cent) using industrial brownfields as the main “playgrounds.”
The combination of all these factors contributes to the presentation of
Leipzig as a culturally dynamic city, valued for its nightlife and its “free”
atmosphere (four occurrences), compared to the Berlin of the 1990s (7.1
per cent of the representations describe Leipzig as the “New Berlin,” or
even the “better Berlin”).

The Social Construction of Plagwitz’s Creative Spaces as a Starting Point
for the Spread of the Markers of Gentrification

The analysis of the presentation of the places cited in the local and interna-
tional press reinforces an account of a spontaneous reconquest process that
would pass through social appropriations and daily practices of places and
streets rather than through urban planning. Private real estate operations
represent only 10.8 per cent of the places cited in the local press and are
concentrated in only five articles. Public developments similarly account
for only 9.6 per cent of the locations cited, with eight occurrences in four
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different locations, plus five references to the Sanierungsgebiete (the main
area of redevelopment of old housing) in forty-one articles. The narrative
focuses on artistic and cultural places and the urban ambiences they create.
Former factories converted into galleries, artists’ studios or screening rooms
account for 36.2 per cent of the places mentioned and play a functional role
of identification and landmark. They are not cited for the events that take
place there, rather as places that participate in the generation of a specific
identity and therefore of a symbolic value attached to them. This in turn
supports the social construction of places (see Wallace in this volume)
and a sacralized neighbourhood (Monnet 1998) and profoundly evacuates
the political dimension of their effective appropriation. Streets such as
Karl Heine Strasse and Zschoschersche Strasse (22.9 per cent of the places
cited) are highlighted as places that concentrate this symbolic value and
as examples of the re-appropriation of a formerly “grey” and “degraded”
urban structure.

This construction of Leipzig’s image as a city of cultural innovation is
even more pronounced in the international press where Plagwitz polarizes
a major part of the representations. Of the thirty-two articles, twenty-
seven explicitly mention the creative and alternative atmosphere of
Plagwitz, citing the district or one or more of the places in it. The relative
majority (48 per cent) of the places mentioned are located within the
administrative boundaries of Plagwitz or in its immediate surroundings.
The two most frequently mentioned places in the corpus are the Plagwitz
district (twenty-five mentions) and the art complex Baumwollspinnerei
(twenty-two). Outside the western districts, the Karl-Liebknecht Strasse
axis to the south of the city centre, known for its nightlife and music
scene, also appears to be valued, as it participates in the same narrative
of the creative city (13.3 per cent of representations). On the other hand,
the city centre where the majority of the old heritage monuments and
main tourist attractions are located is relatively little mentioned (only
12.5 per cent of the places). On an international scale, with its creative
and alternative identity, Plagwitz is seen as the main factor of Leipzig’s
attractiveness. This identity, which emerged in the early 2000s in limited
areas of the west, is symbolically extended to the whole city, thereby
distinguishing it for tourists and for potential residents and economic
investors.

The analysis of the structure of the dominant representations of Leipzig
and its western districts shows that the local as well as the national and
international press has participated in an alternative social construction
of the recent transformations of western Leipzig since the mid-2000s.
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Figure 2.1. An Overvaluation of Western Leipzig in the National and International Press. Source:
author.

The latter largely ignores the material and political dimensions of these
transformations in favour of the construction of a creative identity (Gi-
rardin 2019a) whose promotional dimension is explicit, especially in the
international press. Focusing on the symbolic construction of a place,
this narrative obscures the processes of sociological transformation at
work in western Leipzig. The press largely contributes to accentuating
the phenomenon of gentrification by disseminating an idyllic image of
the western districts that will serve as a promotional tool for the actors
of urban development, both the municipality and real estate developers,
throughout the 2010s.
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Gentrification as a Threat to the Creative Myth: The Late
Construction of a Selective Social Consciousness

In contrast to this glorification of creative transformations, since 2015 the
local and international press has reported an opposition of appropriation
logics between the desire for real estate profitability in the recent phase of
urban development and the artistic and cultural appropriations presented
as “pioneering” and founding the “identity” of Leipzig’s western districts.
The concern about what some press articles no longer hesitate to call
gentrification follows the multiplication of social movements contesting
the phenomenon of rising residential property prices and cultural spaces
since the early 2010s.

Since 2017: Local Press on the Side of Maintaining Cultural and
Industrial Uses Threatened by Gentrification

The local press is an important agent in the staging of this opposition. Out
of forty-three articles, eleven (9.8 per cent of the representations) are critical
of the contemporary transformations of Leipzig’s western districts that are
repeatedly presented as factors of “gentrification” or even of “loss of identity.”

These articles, all published since 2017 during the intense development
of protest movements against gentrification in the district, participate in
the staging of a conflict in the logics of contemporary appropriations of the
district. The new major real estate programmes and the financial logics they
symbolize are embodied by private developers and managers who represent a
significant proportion of the actors cited (21.7 per cent). The action of property
developers is strongly criticized when it directly threatens the presence of the
places glorified by the creative and post-industrial narrative of the previous
period. However, most of the real estate activity in the west of Leipzig concerns
the improvement of old housing and the construction of luxury projects on the
banks of the district’s waterways. The emergence of the figure of the developer,
often identified in the Lipsian press as a financier, allows the strengthening
of the legitimization process of associations and citizen and creative collec-
tives. The latter are presented as the guarantors of a legitimate identity that
would be challenged by the promoters carrying a logic of gentrification that
predominates in a majority of the articles published since 2017.

The treatment of a social conflict that took place between October 2017
and September 2018 around the Siemens turbine production site is a perfect
example of how the local press sets up creative populations as heroes of an
urban redevelopment whose values are now threatened by commodification.
In October 2017, 270 jobs were threatened in Plagwitz when the factory



44 ANTONIN GIRARDIN

was threatened with closure after a decision by the board of directors of
the multinational company to merge the turbine production activities in
Duisburg. In November and December 2017, the employees started a cycle
of demonstrations and strikes that lasted more than three months and were
supported by local residents and artists. In September 2018, after more than
six months of social conflict, the management of the multinational company
announced that the Plagwitz factory would remain open.

During this period, the Lipsian local press published numerous articles
on the subject including a dozen mainly focused on the local fight against
the closure of the Plagwitz site. If these articles relate the social struggle
of the employees for the preservation of their jobs, the main angle adopted
for the coverage of this conflict is original for a conflict of this kind. Most
of these articles relate the creative side of the mobilization supported by
artists and cultural structures. In this narrative, the Siemens factory and
the industrial activity around it, is presented as a heritage element that
contributes to the influence and the atmosphere of the district. The emphasis
is on creative and citizen initiatives in support of the workers, in particular
the production of numerous works of art in support of the factory and the
visibility of the struggle through the composition of large-scale graffiti on
the facades of the district by street artists. Indeed, the titles of these articles
are clear: “The creative resistance of the metalworkers at the Siemens factory
in Plagwitz to put pressure on the management” (Leipziger Internetzeitung,
October 26, 2017) or “Hipsters protest against the imminent closure of the
Siemens turbine factory” (MitteldeutscheZeitung, November 15, 2017). More
than the employees’ struggle, these articles point to the role of creativity as
a determining factor, here embodied by a larger collective called “Siemens
bleibt in Plagwitz,”” from which a slogan quickly emerges that reflects the
identity character of this struggle “Plagwitz, Industrie+Kultur.” This slogan
became a visual symbol of the struggle against the closure of the factory
and symbolically summarized the way in which the district of Plagwitz
was presented in the entire corpus of the local press.

The example of the Siemens factory is not the only struggle of this type
relayed by the local Lipsian press since 2015. In all cases, the tone of the
articles suggests a certain sympathy from local journalists towards the
activists against the gentrification of the western districts, whose speeches
are increasingly relayed and who are presented as the guardians of a singular
identity built during the previous decade. However, the structural causes of
the denounced gentrification are never put into perspective. Presented as

7  “Siemens stays in Plagwitz”
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the work of unscrupulous developers or financiers, the role of urban policies
and specialization in the creative economy in the generation of the rent gap
(Smith 1987) in the west of Leipzig is never questioned.

“Enjoy Leipzig before it’s too late”: The International Press “Discovers”
the Gentrification of Leipzig

Unlike the local press, gentrification is not explicitly criticized in national
and international press that never directly questions the role of real estate
actors in the transformations of the district. It relays diffuse concerns and
denounces the phenomenon through the testimony of certain actors, local
elected officials, or artists who can no longer find places to carry out their
activities in the face of what is presented as a recent drift in prices. The
cumulative effect of these testimonies is to reverse the meaning of certain
previously positive signifiers and to transform them into disguised criticisms
of a city that is gradually falling in line with excessive gentrification, to the
detriment of creative spaces for artists and creative people (4.7 per cent of
the representations, mainly since 2015).

A good example of the reversal of these meanings is the increasing number
of comparisons made in the international press between Leipzig and the
“creative” Berlin of the 1990s. Originally based on the influence of places like
the Baumwollspinnerei on certain social groups (art collectors, young artists
and musicians, students, etc.), this comparison comes directly from certain
titles of the international press that are highly prescriptive of fashion (New
York Times, The Guardian, Télérama, etc.). At first, it was used in a laudatory
way, to underline the alternative, even underground character of Leipzig.
However, in recent times, this comparison has become a symbolic repellent
for many artists and activists interviewed in the press who denounce, as was
the case in Berlin, a gentrification that is harmful to independent creative
practices. By relaying these testimonies, from the middle of the 2010s, the
international press joined in the denunciation of an element of language that
ithad itself created, giving a voice to those in charge of cultural structures in
Plagwitz who were seeking to distinguish themselves from the image of the
capital. This refusal of the genealogy with Berlin is also relayed by the Mayor
who declared to the New York Times in 2014 about the name “The new Berlin”:
“I don't like this nickname, we are not Berlin, we are Leipzig” (Engelhart 2014).

Here again, the criticism of the process of real estate and tourist gentri-
fication appears to be an attempt to underline the singularity of Leipzig’s
identity, which would be threatened by this commodification, and not a
social criticism of the logics of exclusion that were already in the making
in the first urban revitalization policies of the mid-1990s. Similarly, the end
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of the 2010s saw a proliferation of articles predicting the end of Leipzig’s
alternative fashion,® because it had lost the authenticity that made the
city famous at the end of the 2000s. More than a social criticism of the
gentrification phenomenon, these articles act rather as fashion prescribers,
anticipating a circulation of symbolic values to other Eastern European cities.
Indeed, these articles furiously echo others published at the end of the 2000s
that predicted the same fate for Berlin, condemned to normalization by the
rise in property prices, and that already announced Leipzig as the future
fashionable place.? Sanctioning this change of fashion, no more articles about
Leipzig have been written in international press titles since the end of 2018.

Like in the local press, the international press makes no mention of
Leipzig’s urbanization policies in the 2000s and presents gentrification
as a consequence without a real cause, as a process of the unchanging
normalization of contemporary cities after an exciting moment of increasing
pioneering appropriation.

Since 2015 and the explosion of real estate construction, the press has
been relaying a more critical discourse on the transformations taking place
in the west of Leipzig. While it remains in the minority in the national and
international press, which continues to relay an unbalanced discourse on
the “miracle of Leipzig’s rebirth,” this discourse is becoming dominant in
the local press, which reports with a certain benevolence on the numerous
struggles led by independent artists and activists. These struggles, which
began at the end of the 2000s, have highlighted the social and political
stakes of Leipzig’s urban transformations and have succeeded in imposing
the debate on gentrification in the local public sphere to the point where
the word is now used in almost half of the articles in our corpus since 2015.
However, this awareness of the inegalitarian effects of Leipzig’s transforma-
tions and their over-mediatization appears belated and incomplete because
it never questions the foundations of the gentrification process, linked to
the creative specialization that took place in the 2000s.

Conclusion

My analyses show that the press has been an objective facilitator of gentrifi-
cation by participating in the generation and dissemination of a narrative of

8 “The contrasts of Leipzig, before it is too late,” La tribune de Genéve, 2018.
9 “Wie Berlin, nur besser,” Der Spiegel, December 2012; “Berlin is over; Leipzig is the place to
be,” Slate, March 2014.
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glorified reclamation of a declining neighbourhood that denies the political
and conflicting dimension of the processes of reproduction of urban spaces.
By reducing the processes of urban regeneration to the appropriation of
Leipzig’s western districts by creative groups, the local and national press
has played a major role in the dissemination of a promotional and laudatory
image of the city. Today, this narrative is the main advertising argument for
urban planners (Mace and Volgmann 2018) and developers of large residential
and hotel project. Their strategies of real estate intensification have led to
price increases that threaten the residential positions of the working classes
and the most precarious fractions of the creative population in the district,
as well as the spontaneous and economically unprofitable uses developed
by these populations. This narrative justifies the process of gentrification in
an incomplete and paradoxical way by glorifying the action of the creative
populations and the first symbolic entrepreneurs until the mid-2o10s, while
at the same time being much more critical of the real estate intensification
currently at work in the western neighbourhoods, which is presented as
undermining the cultural exceptionalism built up since the early 2000s.

Such a presentation of events shows a class orientation on the conse-
quences of the upgrading of Leipzig’s western districts, which the press
accounts fantasized as idyllic and socially harmonious until recently. Indeed,
while the destruction of the working class in Leipzig continued throughout
the 1990s and the eviction of the lower classes from Leipzig’s western districts
has been underway since at least 2010, the criticism of the gentrification
process by the local press appears late and only in defence of the creative
uses glorified by the superior social categories. This also reveals that the
press acts here as a social resource that can be mobilized by the main actors
of contemporary protest movements, essentially artists and activists from
the middle and high social categories, the first gentrifiers with significant
social and symbolic capital because they are constructed and legitimized
as the main characters in the narrative of the creative regeneration of the
shrinking city.

Finally, this late imposition of the notion of gentrification in the Lipsian
media debate reveals an incomplete understanding of a process with a
complex temporality, including on the part of the activists and academ-
ics involved. Indeed, the fact that the term gentrification is only used to
designate the recent movement of land pressure and development of real
estate speculation prevents a perception of its causes. These are to be found
directly in the urban policies of residential and cultural specialization of
the district carried out in the 2000s and in the work of urban and symbolic
revalorization carried out by the creative populations in the 2000s. In our
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opinion, and as was already the case in certain Berlin neighbourhoods during
the 1990s, these transformations are already part of an overall gentrification
policy by representing a moment of accumulation of symbolic capital that
complements a later phase of accumulation of economic capital (Vivant and
Charmes 2008). As presented, by Wallace (in this volume) for the case of
SoHo, the press also plays an important role in this transition from one phase
to the other by inciting an idyllic image of Leipzig in the 2000s, which has had
a determining effect on the generation of a rent gap (Smith 1987) beneficial
to real estate actors in an overall urban logic driven by the objectives of
capital accumulation (Harvey 2008).
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3. Crime and Gentrification in News
Reporting

Aurora Wallace

Abstract: Viewing gentrification through the lens of crime reporting,
this chapter considers the long running chronicle of New York’s most
mediated missing child case. As the primary locus of Sharon Zukin’s
1982 Loft Living, SoHo is central to narratives of gentrification and their
formation in the press. Reading archival coverage of the crime over its
4o-year span, during which the New York Times alone published more than
300 stories, this research reflects on the construction of place in news and
advertising media, as the press simultaneously decries and promotes the
transformation of the area. In so doing, both crime and gentrification are
explored as phenomena of mediation in which prior coverage serves as
the reference point for historical truth claims.

Keywords: mediation, SoHo (New York), lofts, missing children

Introduction

As a site for the investigation of gentrification, New York City and SoHo
are well covered ground. As with London (where Ruth Glass first coined
the term in 1964), there is a robust combination of media concentration, a
paucity of affordable, centrally located, housing stock, and incomes from
the financial sector that have seen real estate values soar, providing the
key ingredients for neighbourhood transformation. Perhaps counterin-
tuitively, these financial and cultural capitals are also considered loci of
higher concentrations of crime, especially in their mediated fictional and
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nonfictional representations.’ In this chapter, the relationship between
crime and gentrification is explored as a backdrop to how these narratives
can become intertwined in daily crime reporting. From the large archive
of the New York Times coverage of a bewildering 1979 disappearance of a
young boy, the SoHo area of lower Manhattan is constructed as both a
post-industrial zone of lawlessness and an emerging market of lucrative
loft conversions.

If we take “gentrification” to mean, as Jason Hackworth does, “the produc-
tion of space for progressively more affluent users,” (Hackworth 2002, 815)
then the New York Times and other establishment news outlets must cede
to the demands of this market promotion. Given that advertising accounts
for the largest source of revenue at the New York Times, it is in the paper’s
vested interest to foster a vibrant economy. As a prestige media outlet, the
New York Times surpasses 1 billion US dollars a year in advertising, more
than any other newspaper or magazine, and can adjust its rates to reflect
its dominant position in reaching a “quality audience.” The introduction
in1976 of a four-section paper with the addition of a Business section and
new specialized topic areas including Science, Living, and Home allowed
for more targeted advertising opportunities and increased readership
accordingly. In 2004, the Times website refurbished four additional sec-
tions: Theatre, Travel, Personal Finance, and Real Estate, once again in
order to create more desirable environments for advertisers. By 2004 real
estate advertising accounted for 10 per cent of all advertising in the paper
(New York Times Company 2004). Playing a part in maintaining a buoy-
ant real estate market, in other words, is intrinsic to the overall success
of the company. Insofar as the presence of crime in a city undermines
the “production of space for progressively more affluent users,” media
outlets like the New York Times must negotiate the conflicting mandates
of providing comprehensive coverage of both criminal activity and real
estate promotion.

The field of academic study on the question of gentrification capaciously
allows for interpretations of data that show both positive and negative
correlations with crime. While some studies claim to demonstrate that as
gentrification increases, so does crime, at least to a point (Kreager et al. 2013;
Lee 2010), others have shown the moderating effect that gentrification has
on crime over time (Smith 2014; Barton and Gruner 2016; Barton 2016). The

1 Atthe same time, these financial and cultural capitals sustain an economic engine much
better able to absorb a higher degree of crime news than many other metropolitan areas. See
(Wallace 2008).
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latter interpretation has both empirical heft and anecdotal validity: gentri-
fied neighbourhoods are often characterized by enhanced private security,
higher street-level engagement of neighbours, greater police responsiveness,
and other environmental features that render the spaces inhospitable to
criminals. At the very least the availability of resources for responding to
crime is increased (McDonald 1986). There is, however, some support for the
view that concentrations of more affluent residents will promote burglary,
even if the perpetrators have to “commute” to the area (Anderson 1992). At
the same time, Ellen et al. (2019) have suggested that falling crime rates
themselves might be a contributing factor to the process of gentrification.
Countering the more common “urban frontier” narrative which sees the
first residents in a formerly industrial area such as SoHo as pioneers who
are willing to live without the comforts of certain neighbourhood amenities
of security, more affluent residents may seek these encouraging quality of
life signifiers before deciding to move to new areas.

Taken together, the literature offers a perplexing chicken and egg quan-
dary. Neighbourhoods with less crime are more sought after by would-be
gentrifiers, while the process of gentrification can also reduce the amount
of crime. More recent scholarship in critical criminology suggests that the
very framing of the question is ideologically slanted in favour of gentrifica-
tion. Crime is narrowly construed as quantifiable threats to persons and
property within a neo-liberal urbanism of low-level policing and order
maintenance enacted on behalf of residents of gentrified areas (Collins et
al. 2022; MacLeod 2002; Herbert et al. 2018; Beck 2020). Were white collar
crime, equity, wage theft, displacement, air quality, and other environmental
justice metrics considered, gentrification itself might be criminalized.

Central to this conundrum is the role of media in constructing both
gentrification and perceptions of crime. This chapter seeks to explore the
extent to which gentrification is substantively a phenomenon of media
coverage, or merely a process exacerbated by media. As Zukin and others
have shown, the role of the New York Times in the process of neighbourhood
transformation cannot be overstated. Putting the word “neighbourhood”
in quotes, “Far from being either an indigenous or a spontaneous artists’
community, SoHo was really the creation of the investment climate” (Zukin
1982, 16). And this investment climate was very much cultivated in the pages
of the New York Times. The Times was documenting the changes taking
place in the city as well as being an active agent in them. With a large real
estate portfolio in Times Square and beyond, the company benefits from
the higher land values and local land use policies that favour corporate
landowners (Wallace 2012). As Zukin argued in Loft Living,
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the leading Establishment paper, the New York Times, featured extremely
favourable coverage of the loft market. This position reflected connections
in existence for a long time between the New York Times and the Regional
Plan Association, whose 1929 plan proposed to clear Manhattan of indus-
trial uses. Between 1975 and 1977 the Sunday Times real estate section...
issued a barrage of publicity in favour of loft development. (Zukin 1982, 11)

As will be demonstrated here, the role played by media coverage may also
be somewhat inadvertent, as when reporting on one subject contributes to
the narrative of another. Beyond the expected coverage in the real estate
section of the paper, it is possible to detect indicators of neighbourhood
transformation in metro news stories about crime.

New York Crime Scenes

There have been a handful of crimes in New York City that have become
emblematic of their time and place: Kitty Genovese in Kew Gardens, David
Berkowitz in Throggs Neck, Bernhard Goetz and Michael Stewart in the
subway, the Central Park Five, and Katherine Cleary on the Upper West Side,
whose story was the basis for the film Looking for Mr. Goodbar. Genovese’s
murder was told as a tale of heartless New Yorkers who failed to heed her
screams and call the police, the Central Park Five as a “wilding” gang menac-
ing hard-working investment bankers in the 1980s. Even though history has
shown its own first draft in the news to have been overwhelmingly false in
several of these cases, all crime stories serve to construct an image of the
place where they occurred. They mark the territory as safe or dangerous,
they influence the perception of risk by residents, and not least, they can
have a considerable impact on the value of real estate.

One instance of such place construction occurred over a several decades-
long story of a six-year-old boy who went missing in SoHo in 1979. As one of
the city’s most mediated crime stories, the news coverage of the disappear-
ance is instructive for what it tells us about the relationship between media
and gentrification; how these narratives are formed, how they change over
time, and how self-referential the source material becomes as it constructs
the known facts of a crime.

One of the longest-running chapters in New York’s crime history, the
disappearance of Etan Patz on his way to school in SoHo on the morning of
May 25,1979 is also one of the city’s most emblematic. By late afternoon, a
wide-scale search was underway, with neighbours and volunteers combing
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lower Manhattan on foot, while helicopters surveyed from above. Posters
with the boy’s photograph appeared in store windows and on telephone
poles, and he was soon one of the first missing children to have his pho-
tograph appear on the side of milk cartons. In addition to bloodhounds,
there were harbour launches in both rivers, and transit and port authority
personnel were mobilized, culminating in what was described at the time
as the largest manhunt in living memory involving 500 members of the
police (Kihss 1979; Goodman 1979).

The media coverage was extensive and long-lasting, covering new revela-
tions and investigations that continued well into the twenty-first century
(Goldstein and Rashbaum 2012; McFadden 2000; McKinley 2017).” From the
very start, the Patz family were able to keep their son’s disappearance in
the spotlight by relying on media connections, making themselves avail-
able for interviews, never moving away from their SoHo home and never
changing their phone number. Etan’s image appeared on all the local news
stations and the story became fodder for relentless print coverage in the
daily press and long-form magazine features. The 1981 novel Stil{ Missing
was published by a neighbour of the Patzes and formed the basis of the
1983 film “Without a Trace” (Holloway 1998). President Reagan declared
National Missing Children’s Day on May 25, 1983 in Etan’s honour, and
in May 1985 his case was chosen as one of the first to appear on a Times
Square screen twice every hour as part of a New York City Police Foundation
campaign programme to find missing children (Dunlap 1985). To call the
case “high profile” would be an understatement; the New York Times alone
has published over 300 stories on it. Beyond the Times, features also ran in
The Washington Post, New York Magazine, and Vanity Fair magazine. This
coverage has produced an extensive archive from which to understand
a neighbourhood in transition, providing a lens through which to view
gentrification as reporters struggled to describe and define the setting for
the disappearance.

The Meaning of SoHo

One of the so-called “pioneering” families to live in SoHo, neither the Patzes
nor their neighbourhood were easily pigeon-holed in early media reports. The

2 It took thirty-eight years to get a conviction in the case, in April 2017, and although two
different men were charged at different times, rumours still circulate about what really happened,
and no body has ever been found.
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place name was an empty signifier. Unlike Chinatown or Greenwich Village,
it was unclear what SoHo meant at that time: what sort of people lived there,
and what could or could not be expected to happen. As the New York Times
Magazine stated in 1980, a year after Patz’s disappearance, the Patz family loft
on Prince Street was a few blocks from where “27,000 day labourers — blacks
and Hispanics mostly — who work in SoHo’s factories [emerge] from the
Spring Street stop of the Lexington Avenue line” (Cantwell 1980). SoHo was
an undefined space between other places: a “43-block area of factories and
truck-clotted streets between Greenwich Village and Little Italy-Chinatown.”

The same story claimed that “SoHo is not a small town in the sense that
Greenwich Village is a small town. The Village, one of the oldest residential
enclaves in Manhattan, has always had, despite its legendary Bohemian
overlay, a solidly middle-class substructure, and is studded with schools,
supermarkets and churches. SoHo has none of these” (Cantwell 1980).

So, when it came to reporting on the disappearance of Etan Patz in
1979, the typical news frames were imprecise. There was no “there” yet,
the neighbourhood’s image had yet to be sufficiently mediated. But it was
aneighbourhood, despite the paper’s frequent references to it as a “section,”
(Raab 1979, 1989) “area,” (New York Times 1979) or a “district” (Goodman
1979; Smart 1985) of the city. It was in fact a well-organized, close knit,
and protective artistic community, housed in open-plan, airy industrial
buildings. Such spaces were praised for their light as well as their edginess,
although perhaps not as much, according to journalists at the time, for their
suitability for families. Some reporting was at pains to point out that, in spite
of where he lived, “Etan was not the child of uncaring parents” (Wadler 1982).

Etan’s father Stanley was a commercial photographer who worked out of
the loft at Prince and Greene Streets, and Etan’s mother Julie ran a daycare
and play space there. Passers-by commented on how often they would see
Julie Patz and her kids on the fire escape of the building, surveying the streets,
making them safer (McKinley 2015b). The early “artists’ colony” of neighbours
helping neighbours in unconventional loft spaces (McKinley 2015a) and
promoting street safety through informal networks was a living example
of the prescription for safer, more liveable cities advocated by Jane Jacobs
in her 1961 book The Death and Life of Great American Cities (Jacobs 1961).

This version of the neighbourhood was rarely seen in media coverage,
especially in the many retrospectives of the case that has kept it newsworthy
for decades. A 1991 Vanity Fair article claimed that “In those days SoHo,
the forty-square-block area of cast iron factories and clogged side streets
bounded by Greenwich Village, Little Italy, and Chinatown, was a not-so-
safe urban outpost for the artsy and the transient.... Today [Edward Klein
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writes, in 1991], a loft in Stanley Patz’s building fetches $700,000, and SoHo
is to Manhattan what the Left Bank is to Paris or Trastevere to Rome — a
mecca of galleries, shops, and restaurants for the young and trendy” (Klein
1991). Traffic-clogged streets and factories are used to denote the gritty
before, whilst galleries, shops, and restaurants—Sharon Zukin’s ABCs of
gentrification3—define the present (Zukin et al. 2015). As ever, the New
York-centric media revels in the escalation in the value of the real estate:
Stanley Patz had only paid $7,500 to buy his loft in 1971.

While the disappearance of Etan Patz continued as a police investigation
for decades, the story reemerged in the news in 2001, when his parents sought
to have him declared legally dead in order to file a wrongful death suit
against suspect Jose Ramos. From the vantage point of 2001, The Washington
Post wrote: “It was an age of innocence. May 25, 1979, represented the death
of innocence of New York” (Powell 2001). The paper claimed that “Etan’s case
tapped into other fears as well: of cities, of strangers and of societal decay in
the wake of the 1960s. It is difficult now, as one walks the gilded streets of
SoHo, to cast back to the late 1970s, when it was an unlovely factory district
only vaguely chic. The streetlights often didn't work; the walls of the narrow
streets were dusted grey from truck exhaust and factory chimneys. Crime
was rising, drug use arched steadily upward and New York, like many cities,
was on its heels” (Powell 2001). The reporter Michael Powell compares this
with 2001 SoHo, where “now, there’s a Metropolitan Museum of Art shopping
outlet and a restaurant where $75 buys you lunch.”

To read coverage of the case in 2016 and 2017, when Pedro Hernandez
was brought to trial for the murder of Etan Patz, is to enter a different SoHo
altogether. News reports easily claim SoHo as a neighbourhood, which was
perhaps less true in 2017 than when it was not called one in 1979. Lofts are
occupied by celebrities and bodegas have been replaced by flagship stores of
global luxury brands. The crime reporter Michael Wilson urges the reader to
“stand across the street and squint, blocking out the glitter of the jewellery
box that the neighbourhood has since become” (Wilson 2017)

Before and After

The “before” of New York City is often invoked with a string of gritty urban
films: Taxi Driver, Midnight Cowboy, Escape From New York, Death Wish,

3 Sharon Zukin’s shorthand for identifying the elements of gentrification—her ABCs—are
Art Galleries, Boutiques, and Cafes.
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The Warriors, Panic in Needle Park, and Fort Apache The Bronx that show
the lawlessness of what many see as pre-Giuliani New York (Klein 1991).
In a piece lamenting the ugliness of New York, the Times singled out SoHo
specifically: “Areas inhabited by artists and other creative people, people
presumably sensitive to their surroundings, are often no better. The filthy
streets of SoHo, in New York City” (Merritt 1980). With the city seemingly
out of control, rational people left and visitors were warned not to go out at
night in a 1975 brochure distributed by the Council for Public Safety called
“Welcome to Fear City” (Baker 2015).

But viewing the Patz disappearance as a kind of fulcrum point for the
shift from dangerous to safe, or from gritty to glamorous, is a convenient
but misguided conceit on the part of the press. Prior to the 1970s, SoHo was
zoned for industry and light manufacturing, including garment factories,
millinery, machine shops, and printers. In 1971, the City Planning Commis-
sion rezoned the area to allow residence by artists, and the designation as
“SoHo” became official. After 1976 there was a zoning amendment that
increased the number of buildings that could be used as joint live-work
spaces for certified artists, making many of the illegally occupied lofts legal,
and opening up the residential real estate market. As the Times wrote in
1980, “Galleries and restaurants sprouted; new settlers started arriving; chic
bloomed” (Cantwell 1980).

This narrative, too, misses why the city undertook these conversions,
which was in no way an attempt to appease artists or to make their live/
work arrangements more manageable. It was done in order to make up for
the astronomical budget deficits the city faced when it was unable to pay
the interest coming due on a series of municipal bonds. The reason families
like the Patzes were living where they were in 1979 is that the sweep of cast
iron loft conversions from industrial to residential was deemed to be more
lucrative for a city desperate to find revenue wherever it could. The urban
disinvestment, abandonment, and neglect of factories in SoHo was turned
into an opportunity for municipally supported gentrification. And it is in the
context of this massive fiscal crisis after the near bankruptcy of New York in
1975 that this crime story is best understood. Not least because among the
city services that were cut in New York’s new austerity measures—including
fire, police, and sanitation—were education and bussing. The cutbacks at
public schools left classrooms overcrowded, eliminated crossing guards,
and led to the bus drivers’ strike that immediately preceded Etan Patz’s
disappearance. As was noted by several contemporaneous reports, the person
driving the school bus on May 25, 1979, following a three-week strike, was
new and did not notice that Etan had not boarded.
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Place in Crime Reporting

Crime reporting is ideological to the degree that its framing serves to support
the goals and imperatives of the criminal justice system and consumer
capitalism more than not. Crime coverage in the US is written from the
point of view that private property is to be protected and defended by its
owners, and that the rights of homeowners outweigh the rights of those
on the street. Curfew, graffiti, and noise ordinances reflect the interests
of official stakeholders, and are enforced at the expense of those with less
political capital, as Mark Fishman and others have amply demonstrated
(Fishman 1978).

But the cues we are given about place in crime reporting are equally so.
Crime reporting performs the spatial equivalent of racial profiling—laying
out the sine qua non of events and their mutually reinforcing justifica-
tions—it happened there because that’s where those things happen. In
affluent areas, crime stories are written which cast the event as a disruption
to an otherwise peaceful, happy, safe or serene location, regardless of
actual empirical rates of crime. The orientation of crime stories written
in poorer areas meanwhile, serve up place descriptors that highlight the
markers of poverty: apartment-style living, multi-family housing units,
shared common space, proximity to busy thoroughfares, traffic pollution,
or industrial areas, as though such features of the built environment make
the crime anticipated, expected, or even deserved. Such is the subtext for
The Washington Post’s reflection on SoHo in the 1970s and the Patz case:
" “streetlights often didn’t work,” and
“crime was rising,” as though these were factors in the disappearance

it was an “unlovely factory district,

(Powell 2001).

This inherent anti-urbanism in crime news was identified by media
sociologist Herbert Gans in 1979 as “Small Town Pastoralism” a news bias
that favours rural areas. Small towns were understood to provide a reprieve
from the corrupting influences of cities and were seen as the repositories
of good family and community values (Gans 1979). Over the twentieth
century, the process of suburbanization largely eclipsed rural settlement
patterns, although suburbs too are meant to be free from city problems.
Much of the idyllic construction of these areas as safe takes place in the
news, especially in crime reporting. Crime is either seen as a naturally
occurring phenomenon, or as a disruption, depending on where it happens
(Wallace 2008).

The media treatment of the Patz disappearance is complicated by conflict-
ing news imperatives, and these logics can be seen to shift over time. From
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dangerous post-industrial landscape made up of squatters and transients,
to luxury jewel box, the meaning of SoHo has changed radically over the
more than forty years of coverage. The before and after story constructions
never fail to marvel at how much more expensive the area has become in
the intervening years. In every historical description, readers are gently
reminded of how seedy it used to be, as though this offers some explanation
for the crime. The media, especially the New York Times, had to navigate
this terrain carefully, as a primary conduit for the promotion of real estate
and the processes of gentrification.

At the same time as it was chronicling the extensive search for a missing
boy, the Times also began to extol the virtues of the area as a great place
to shop, see art, and explore architecture and design, as in a feature in the
Style section from June 1979, “Fashion as Art, the Clothes Shops of SoHo,”
published one month after Etan’s disappearance: “The artists came first,
finding the lofts in the neglected factory buildings spacious enough for their
needs and the rents cheap. They were followed by the galleries that showed
their work. As the art lovers came to gallery hop, the food places and the
clothing shops opened.... Some residents compare the atmosphere to that
of the artists’ areas of Paris early in the century” (Morris 1979).

The tonal register of the art, style, and real estate coverage is thus distinct
from that of the paper’s crime reportage, but the loft is their point of intersec-
tion. When fashion designer Irene Maxwell was stabbed to death one night
in SoHo in December 1978, the Times noted that “the dingy, cobble-stoned
neighbourhood where the murder occurred is crowded with textile export-
ing concerns and electrical supply companies garbed in subdued tones of
brown, gray, and brick red.” Such a description of decrepitude would not
have found its way into the real estate section of the same paper, a point
seized on by a friend of Maxwell’s in the story who blamed such coverage
for the crime, such as “newspaper and magazine articles about redoing lofts
and how chic much of lower Manhattan had become. A lot of people have
moved to the neighbourhood, she said, ‘and now people know that there’s
money here” (Evans 1978).

By 1980, the fiscal crisis having concluded in favour of the financial elite,
the New York Times was sanguine about the transformation: “Once upon a

”

time SoHo had an ambiguous reputation. It was a ramshackle sort of place,
where galleries were here today and gone tomorrow, and residents ranked
one notch above squatters. It is still often precarious, from the point of view
of real estate, but in other respects it is getting to be just like everywhere
else” (Russell 1980).
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The New York Times had to straddle a number of conflicting mandates
here; to find a balance between crime coverage that is accurate and
thorough, and to keep real estate speculation buoyant despite these ap-
parent dangers. In How to Kill a City, Peter Moskowitz argues that Stage o
of gentrification is often a crisis, in New Orleans it was Hurricane Katrina,
in Detroit, the 2013 declaration of bankruptcy, and arguably New York’s
1975 near bankruptcy laid the groundwork for the gentrification that fol-
lowed in areas like SoHo (Moskowitz 2017). While the news framed the
Patz disappearance as a loss of innocence or existential threat to the city,
it was perhaps not crime that was the threat that needed fearing most,
but the insecurity and insolvency of the city itself that made daily life
precarious. Yet despite the stark decline in social services brought about
by the budget crisis of the mid-1970s, hundreds of police were mobilized
to find a single child. As one of the city’s most mediated crime stories, the
daily news coverage of the disappearance cannot hope to reconcile these
contradictions, but taken together, and with the benefit of hindsight, it
is now possible to see how the discourses of neighbourhood transition,
gentrification, crime, and real estate are both mutually constitutive and
at times quite at odds.

While it might be tempting to view the over 300 stories on Etan Patz
published by the Times as a kind of moral panic or sensationalist overkill, it
is important to remember that the coverage of the disappearance was also
competing with a much more celebratory version of SoHo being proffered in
the style and real estate pages. In over forty years of coverage, the narratives
of place-making have nevertheless remained remarkably consistent in
delineating the transformation of SoHo from a gritty, industrial quagmire
into a shimmering landscape of global luxury brands. Media coverage of the
area, whether reporting crime, arts, entertainment, or real estate, played
no small role in conjuring the change.

Works Cited

Anderson, Elijah. 1992. Streetwise: Race, Class, and Change in an Urban Community.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Baker, Kevin. 2015. “Welcome to Fear City’ — The Inside Story of New York’s Civil
War — 40 Years On.” The Guardian, May 18, 2015.

Barton, Michael S. 2016. “Gentrification and Violent Crime in New York City.”
Crime & Delinquency 62 (9): 1180—202. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128714549652.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128714549652

62 AURORA WALLACE

Barton, Michael S., and Colin P. Gruner. 2016. “A Theoretical Explanation of the
Influence of Gentrification on Neighborhood Crime.” Deviant Behavior 37 (1):
30—46.

Beck, Brenden. 2020. “Policing Gentrification: Stops and Low—Level Arrests during
Demographic Change and Real Estate Reinvestment.” City & Community 19 (1):
245-72.

Cantwell, Mary. 1980. “The Long Year of the Patz Family.” New York Times Magazine,
June 8, 1980.

Collins, Charles R., Forrest Stuart, and Patrick Janulis. 2022. “Policing Gentrification
or Policing Displacement? Testing the Relationship between Order Maintenance
Policing and Neighbourhood Change in Los Angeles.” Urban Studies 59 (2):
414-33.

Dunlap, David. 1985. “NEW YORK Day by Day.” New York Times, March 25, 1985.

Ellen, Ingrid Gould, Keren Mertens Horn, and Davin Reed. 2019. “Has Falling Crime
Invited Gentrification?” Journal of Housing Economics 46, 101636. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jhe.2019.101636.

Evans, Charlotte. 1978. “A Knife in the Heart By a Youthful Mugger Ends a Fashion
Career.” New York Times, December 5,1978.

Fishman, Mark. 1978. “Crime Waves as Ideology.” Social Problems 25 (5): 531-43.

Gans, Herbert Julius. 1979. Deciding What'’s News: A Study of CBS Evening News, NBS
Nightly News, Newsweek and Time. New York: Pantheon Books.

Glass, Ruth. 1964. London: Aspects of Change. Centre for Urban Studies Report.
London: MacGibbon & Kee.

Goldstein, Joseph, and William K. Rashbaum. 2012. “After 33 Years, Arrest Is Made
in Etan Patz Case.” New York Times, May 25, 2012.

Goodman, George Jr. 1979. “Volunteers Take Major Role in Search for Missing
6-Year-Old SoHo Boy.” New York Times, May 28, 1979.

Hackworth, Jason. 2002. “Postrecession Gentrification in New York City.” Urban
Affairs Review 37 (6): 815—43.

Herbert, Steve, Katherine Beckett, and Forrest Stuart. 2018. “Policing Social
Marginality: Contrasting Approaches.” Law & Social Inquiry 43 (4):1491-513.

Holloway, Lynette. 1998. “Boy Who Vanished in 1979 Is Dead, Ex-Prosecutor Claims.”
New York Times, May 21,1998.

Jacobs, Jane. 1961. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York: Vintage
Books.

Kihss, Peter. 1979. “Boy Missing From SoHo Was on Own First Time.” New York
Times, May 30, 1979.

Klein, Edward. 1991. “The Long Search for Etan Patz.” Vanity Fair, June 1991.

Kreager, Derek A., Christopher J. Lyons, and Zachary R. Hays. 2011. “Urban Revitaliza-
tion and Seattle Crime, 1982—2000.” Social Problems 58 (4): 615—39.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2019.101636
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2019.101636

CRIME AND GENTRIFICATION IN NEWS REPORTING 63

Lee, YanY. 2010. “Gentrification and Crime: Identification Using the 1994 Northridge
Earthquake in Los Angeles.” Journal of Urban Affairs 32 (5): 549-77.
MacLeod, Gordon. 2002. “From Urban Entrepreneurialism to a ‘Revanchist City’?
On the Spatial Injustices of Glasgow’s Renaissance.” Antipode 34 (3): 602—24.
McDonald, Scott C. 1986. “Does Gentrification Affect Crime Rates?” Crime and
Justice 8:163—201.
McFadden, Robert D. 2000. “Detectives Hope Basement Holds Clue to Etan Patz:
Searchers Hope A Cellar Solves Etan Patz Case.” New York Times, June 16, 2000.
McKinley, James C. 2015a. “Murder Trial Starts, 35 Years After Boy Disappeared on
SoHo Street.” New York Times, January 31, 2015.
McKinley, James C. 2015b. “Mother Tells Jury of Day Etan Patz Disappeared.” New
York Times, February 3, 2015.
McKinley, James C. 2017. “Man Convicted of Murder in Patz Case is Sentenced to
25 Years to Life.” New York Times, April 19, 2017.
Merritt, James. 1980. “Sea to Shining Sea, Junk.” New York Times, November 22, 1980.
Morris, Bernardine. 1979. “Fashion as Art: The Clothes Shops of SoHo.” New York
Times, June 30, 1979.
Moskowitz, Peter E. 2017. How to Kill a City: Gentrification, Inequality, and the Fight
for the Neighborhood. New York: Nation Books.
New York Times. 1979. “Missing Boy’s Mother in Appeal.” June 16, 1979.
New York Times Company. 2004. “Annual Report.” New York: New York Times
Company.
Powell, Michael. 2001. “Etan’s Final Chapter.” Washington Post, June 19, 2001.
Raab, Selwyn. 1979. “Few Clues in Hunt for SoHo Boy: Isolation Grows for SoHo
Family.” New York Times, June 25, 1979.
Raab, Selwyn. 1989. “The Unrelenting Search for Etan Patz.” New York Times, July 26,
1989.
Russell, John. 1980. “Art People.” New York Times, October 10, 1980.
Smart, William E. 1985. “Using Technology to Age Missing Children.” Washington
Post, May 24, 1985.
Smith, Chris M. 2014. “The Influence of Gentrification on Gang Homicides in
Chicago Neighborhoods, 1994 to 2005.” Crime & Delinquency 60 (4): 569—91.
Wadler, Joyce. 1982. “Boy Who Vanished in the News Again.” Washington Post,
December 29, 1982.

Wallace, Aurora. 2008. “Things like That Don’t Happen Here: Crime, Place and Real
Estate in the News.” Crime, Media, Culture 4 (3): 395—-409.

Wallace, Aurora. 2012. Media Capital: Architecture and Communications in New
York City. Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

Wilson, Michael. 2017. “Even After Patz Verdict, A Sense of Emptiness Lingers Over
Old SoHo.” New York Times, February 16, 2017.



64 AURORA WALLACE

Zukin, Sharon. 1982. Loft Living: Culture and Capital in Urban Change. Johns Hopkins
Studies in Urban Affairs. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Zukin, Sharon, Philip Kasinitz, and Xiangming Chen. 2015. Global Cities, Local
Streets: Everyday Diversity from New York to Shanghai. London: Routledge.

About the Author

Aurora Wallace holds a PhD in Communication from McGill University. She
is a Professor at NYU-Paris. Her research mainly focuses on media history,
architecture, urban space and crime.



4. Parti: Discussion

Martine DROZDZ

Understanding the Public Life of Gentrification in the Press

In 1964, Ruth Glass, a sociologist at the University College London, coined the
term gentrification. Since then, it has enjoyed a successful life well beyond
Britain and well beyond the walls of today’s academic institutions. Now a
generalized keyword in the vocabulary of urban sociology, gentrification
often refers to the residential arrival of affluent social groups in historic
working-class neighbourhoods. But the term has also become part of the
vocabulary of mainstream media across the world and, through this shift,
has taken on a surprising variety of meanings (Werth and Marienthal 2016).

As early as 1977, an article in the New York Times used the term to evoke
London’s resistance to the phenomenon (Hershey Jr1977). The article drama-
tized a class struggle that, its author suggested, had also become a struggle
for place. As the title of the piece proclaimed: “Working class in London
resists incursion by the gentry.” Gentrification is often understood to be a
set of physical transformations—for example, as a process of “production of
space for progressively more affluent users” (Hackworth 2002, 815, quoted
in Wallace, this volume). However, as the papers in this section attest, these
physical transformations are framed by a whole set of discourses put in
place by the use of the concept of gentrification itself.

In this sense, how gentrification is described in the media offers a dis-
cursive framing of a phenomenon, that both criticizes and, surprisingly,
sometimes celebrates the process it sets out to describe, when gentrification
is perceived as a successful result of urban public policies. Such discourses
concerning gentrification, particularly in the media, contest—and, at times,
contribute to—the transformation of these gentrifying neighbourhoods
into a more desirable place for a new class of residents.

The two chapters presented here reflect on how the press participates
in the construction of a “public space of reference” (Drozdz 2016) through
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which the scholarly concept of gentrification is put into motion as a more
widely circulating narrative of urban change. Here, the stakes are high: such
framing of social phenomena influence the way public problems emerge,
how they are discursively framed and, therefore, how they are acted upon
(Baumgartner and Jones 2005; Gusfield 1981).

These chapters take a complementary approach to how the media treats
this particular form of the social, physical, and economic transformation of
urban space. Aurora Wallace’s chapter, “Crime and Gentrification in News
Reporting” in New York, analyses the media coverage of a news story over
a period of forty years, from the late 1970s to the 2010s. Antonin Girardin’s
“The Local and International Press and the Gentrification of Western Leipzig
(Germany)” offers a multiscalar analysis of the media’s representation of
the “miracle” of Leipzig, an eastern German city which, after a period of
economic and demographic decline, has undergone a renaissance sometimes
compared to that of Berlin. In both chapters, the authors show that the media
discourse accompanying gentrification were both thematically and spatially
selective. In doing so, they clearly demonstrate how the press contributes to
ossifying the representations of the “success” of neighbourhoods that have
become attractive to real estate actors. But they also clearly demonstrate
how such narratives contribute to making certain groups of actors, especially
public ones, invisible.

The term gentrification has come to designate an extraordinary diversity
of social and spatial situations. So, in this preamble to these two contribu-
tions, it is useful to offer a brief review of what I will call here the “academic
career” of gentrification. The aim of charting out this concept’s career is to
reveal how, in Wallace and Girardin’s detailed portraits of the public life of
this concept, it has appeared quite differently. In these analyses, the authors
mobilize a corpus of data on the media representations of gentrification in
New York and Leipzig. This data demonstrates how the press has, far from
simply restating the academic arguments about gentrification in the public
sphere, selected certain aspects of the phenomenon in order to construct
a singular narrative about urban change, often in the service of different
and, at times, disjunctive objectives.

From the Academic Career to the Public Life of a Concept of
Multiple Meanings

The academic career and the public life of the term gentrification have
thus taken quite divergent paths. Initially, the expression “gentrification”
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did not have a negative connotation. Instead, it described the effort of
members of a destitute gentry to make a certain kind of neighbourhood
“acceptable” to their peers, neighbourhoods historically avoided by the
middle classes and in economic decline. In London, Ruth Glass’s work thus
aimed to understand the spatial selectivity of the “sweat equity” invested by
a part of the middle and upper classes who in working class neighbourhoods
deserted as a result of suburbanization. As Sharon Zukin’s work on New
York City has shown, gentrification is an effort to “bring up to standard” a
bourgeois real estate market of properties with little quality or that have
been de-qualified in the residential markets (quoted by Wallace in this
volume). Drawing on the archives of the New York Times, Wallace’s historical
research reveals how, prior to the 1970s, the neighbourhood of SoHo did not
exist in the local residential geography. But by the end of the decade, the
media contributed to the construction of this urban area as both a “zone of
lawlessness” and an emerging real estate market of “loft conversions.” Thus,
as Wallace underlines, even if the press is not the initiator of gentrification,
media coverage can exacerbate it.

In the wake of this pioneering research, a transatlantic dialogue has
become global. And it has gone on to document the variety of social and
spatial situations that are today gathered up under the wide umbrella of
the notion of gentrification, including its most recent forms. Following
the path brilliantly opened by Ruth Glass and Sharon Zukin, a whole line
of sociologists and geographers have continued the work begun by their
predecessors, documenting the forms and nuances of the gentrification
trajectories of places that have been de-qualified and then “put back on
the market.” But what does the press have to say about this? As Wallace
and Girardin observe, the nuances of the effects of gentrification are rarely
discussed, and the work of academics is rarely cited, except to amplify some
of the catchier concepts. The notion of “super-gentrification” proposed by
Loretta Lees in 2003 (Lees 2003), based on her survey conducted in the
Brooklyn Heights neighbourhood of New York, is thus taken up in 2010 by
The Economist to explain the new social geography of the UK capital and its
political implications. The relative success of this term in the media feeds
both an economy of fascination for the hyper-rich elites who read such
publications and the associated effects it may have on real estate markets.
It illustrates quite well the media selectivity towards the most spectacular
forms of contemporary gentrification. With super-gentrification, a new
cycle of urban transformation begins. Similar to the one SoHo experienced,
but this time under the influence of the activities of an excessively wealthy
social group. A city for the 1 per cent one might say. In the American media,
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it came to embody a form of extreme realization of gentrification, which
took the form of vertical colonization of the city by a plutocratic elite. Picked
up by the New York Times, the term is used to describe the emergence of a
new residential real estate market that replaced the loft conversions of the
1980s and 1990s: the super-thin, super-tall luxury residential tower, sold
and marketed on a global market, where each floor consists of a single
apartment. This is the New York embodiment of super-gentrification. This
time, unlike in Wallace’s case of SoHo, this micro-market is not the result
of an investment climate created, in part, by the New York Times. These
media narratives followed the emergence of the phenomenon, with the
same mixture of fascination and doubts about the virtues of an urbanism
so disconnected from the rest of the city. So, unlike the case of SoHo, where
Wallace notes that “media coverage played no small role in conjuring the
change,” in this more recent phase of urbanization, media coverage reflects
rather than accompanies this urban change.

In the coverage of gentrification and of its more spectacular form,
super-gentrification, the media has focused on the role and influence of
social micro-groups that are defined in relation to their unprecedented
accumulation of wealth. Such a focus attenuates the diversity of social
situations that make up the gentrification of urban neighbourhoods, and
the geographical diversity of the phenomenon, which is not limited to
the activities of these hyper-privileged groups. The focus on these actors
feeds an economy of fascination in which the political and social aspects
of gentrification are erased. Yet these aspects are a necessary component
of urban politics. They provide nuanced information of the phenomenon
at hand which could potentially feed public debates, rather than simply
being reduced to chronicle the extravagances of extreme wealth. As in
the case of SoHo, this discourse ignores more discrete but common forms
of gentrification and erases the analysis of the drivers and effects of the
transformation of urban spaces into housing markets. For example, one
of the salient conclusions of gentrification studies has been to show the
importance of how small, middle-class households are investing in real estate
to protect their savings and offer a sense of financial security. This argument
is essential for a debate on the political regulation of gentrification (Should
it be encouraged or limited? Should the public authorities accompany or
try to curb the phenomenon, and with what means?).

Another example that appears in the two chapters from Wallace and
Girardin is the question of the role of real estate actors, and how they oper-
ate at the international level. This has been the subject of an enormous
amount of scholarly research, which has rarely been picked up by local or
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international press. In this research, what was previously described as the
result of the activity of a particular social group, be it the destitute bohemian
gentry in the 1960s, or the contemporary deterritorialized elites, has in fact
become a global strategy of urban development on the one hand, in the
service of a real estate market that has become one of the key elements
in the constitution and contemporary reproduction of social groups (Lees
et al. 2013). This global market includes a whole set of actors, promoters,
builders, real estate agents, who contribute to the “landing” of these global
urban projects of gentrification, but whose action remains invisible in most
press articles that deal with the phenomenon.

Girardin’s text about Leipzig illustrates this reframing of the recent history
of gentrification by the local media. In this case, the media “attributes
Leipzig’s transformations to a spontaneous movement of re-appropriation of
the western districts by creative populations.” With these conclusions, it joins
the line of research, which, for the last twenty years, has analysed the central
role of public authorities in the support, or, on the contrary, the slowing
down, of such urban transformations. This research no longer understood
gentrification as the sole result of the activity of a few pioneers and innova-
tive real estate actors, it became a public policy issue. In particular, research
has focused on the gradual politicization of the term, understood both as
a “category of practice” for public authorities as well as for the local social
movements debating these public policies (Drozdz 2016; Rousseau 2009).

Faced with the consequences of these social transformations on urban
lives and landscapes—in particular, evictions—the term has become loaded
with negative values in academic debates. However, scholars have observed
that the gentrification of an area does not necessarily result in displacement
of the existing communities. The longitudinal analysis of statistical data
concerning displacement, for example, animated scientific controversies
about its measurement and whether gentrification in declining and post-
industrial areas actually displaces existing communities (Preis et al. 2021).
But these scholarly qualifications about the link between gentrification
and displacement have not appeared in the media. Instead, the media
has dramatized evictions as direct and often inevitable consequence of
gentrification.

The Public Life of Gentrification in New York and Leipzig

The two chapters focus on this gap between the multiple realities of
gentrification and its narration. Antonin Girardin constituted a corpus
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of date at both the local and national levels to demonstrate how Leipzig,
over a period of fifteen years, is exemplary of such media selectivity. The
author observes the urban and economic policies that have governed urban
transformation and offers a detailed analysis of the groups of actors who
participated in the transformation of the city that led to a resumption of
demographic growth. This process was largely accompanied by the public
authorities and supported by several rounds of European funding and, in
the end, it resulted in the reconstruction of a residential real estate market
for the middle classes and an upmarket residential and commercial offer,
to the point of threatening to displace the most modest gentrifying groups
and the pioneers who had benefited from the experimental measures of the
early 2000s. After managing the negative image of decline, local authorities
then moved on to the active management of urban growth, even if it came
at the cost of redefining the conditions of building occupation and land
distribution, which were different from those of the early 2000s. This differs
quite strongly from the New York case mentioned by Aurora Wallace, where
it was less the action of the public authorities than the action of the City’s
creditors that, during its bankruptcy, accelerated the transformation of
New York’s geography.

The case of Leipzig, which has become emblematic of shrinking post-
industrial cities, continues to be a fascinating case for those interested in
urban alternatives to the entrepreneurship and widespread privatization
programmes that seem to have inevitably accompanied the urbanism
of the 2000s. The urban crisis in the post-industrial spaces of the 2000s,
particularly in Europe where subsidy programmes are dedicated to them,
offers a favourable context in which to build what could be called new “urban
social contracts.” These contracts would be between local authorities and
actors, artists, and activists who, by their presence, make it possible to man-
age the stigma and consequences of degrowth. In contrast to the negative
image that these alternative practices might have in more entrepreneurial
contexts, the occupation of spaces, and alternative economies are, on the
contrary, perceived in Leipzig as assets to fight against the deleterious effects
of urban decline. Girardin’s familiarity with his case, and in particular his
detailed knowledge of the local and European policies that accompanied the
“renaissance” of this former industrial city, allows him to analyse precisely
the discrepancies and omissions of press articles when they construct the
“urban legend” of Leipzig. This narration, against the material realities
of urban changes and their origins, relies on “a narrative that attributes
Leipzig’s transformations to a spontaneous movement of re-appropriation
of the western districts by creative populations.” Such a framing makes it
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impossible to follow how the reorientation of urban policies leads, in the
end, to forms of displacement and exclusion of populations that, initially
actors of gentrification and beneficiaries of urban policies, find themselves
excluded from the new real estate programmes, and pay the price of the
reorientation of public funding.

When reading the trajectory of Leipzig, which is fascinating because
of the contrasts it presents, the reader often wonders whether he or she
is seeing an urban future developing in the future ruins of capitalism or
an urban singularity. The answer is certainly somewhere in between, and
the urban imagination certainly benefits from the case Antonin Girardin
offers in this chapter.

Aurora Wallace’s text deals with a distinct ideal type of gentrification,
but nevertheless has striking resonances with the case of Leipzig. Both
cases invite us to think of gentrification as a political issue, and therefore
as a debatable and governable object, and not only as an inescapable and
depoliticized fate. The case of Leipzig also illustrates the forms of injustice
that affect populations whose occupancy rights are highly dependent on the
state of the real estate market. But without media coverage of these issues,
how can we create a framework for gentrification that would illustrate these
moral dilemmas and make it possible to think of instruments for public
action that could remedy them?

By taking a critical look at urban policies and their representation in the
media, these two chapters are in line with numerous studies which—while
dealing with very different geographical, urban, and political contexts—
agree in showing that few local authorities have made gentrification an
issue to address. Urban governments are fairly unanimous in perceiving the
process of gentrification, which is closely associated with a neo-hygienist
discourse evoking the regeneration of urban fabrics (Campkin 2012), as a
form of repair of the city damaged by industrial decline. The presence of new
social groups is meant to facilitate this social and economic regeneration
in order to push forward a new and virtuous urban growth synonymous
with new tax revenues, a new image of the city, and the signing of new
partnerships. Leipzig became a laboratory of this style of urban regeneration
and, far from being the singular result of private initiatives, it was largely
supported by public funding. Accompanying the reflections of the 2010s on
the role of public authorities in governing this phenomenon, the chapter
on Leipzig shows that the city’s “rebirth” cannot be understood without
an archaeology of public funding, particularly European, that have made
it possible to initiate a genuine urban policy aimed at transforming the
uses and inhabitants of the neighbourhoods most affected by industrial
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decline. Leipzig is a particularly symptomatic case of this policy, which
takes gentrification as a desirable aim, but whose benefits are available
only to select residents.

Both texts illustrate the importance of thinking about gentrification
policies and not only about social change in formerly poor areas of the city.
The attention given by local authorities to new residents shows by contrast
the sometimes scant attention given to the inhabitants already there and
their recurrent invisibility in programmes to combat urban decline. Although
they are less and less numerous in the speeches, programmes and, ultimately,
in the media that discuss the transformation of the city, these invisible
inhabitants constitute a blind spot in the reflection on gentrification. Their
political invisibilization is reinforced by an invisibilization in the media,
the motives of which deserve further analysis: do journalists tend to only
mention the difficulties of a population with which they are regularly in
contact, to the detriment of a population that is ultimately less present in
their professional socialization spaces? Do journalists focus on the role of
young creative professionals in urban gentrification because it is a social
group to which they understand themselves to belong? While urban social
movements are trying to form alliances with workers, these coalitions
do not seem to find their way into the media discourse on gentrification,
however critical they may be.

In its critical versions, in Leipzig or in New York, the media discourse on
gentrification ends up embodying an ideal-typical figure of a contemporary
evil, a negative externality of the entrepreneurial and creative city, excluding
even the pioneers who had contributed to the successful transformation
of these stigmatized spaces. In doing so, as the two chapters clearly show,
such a discourse leads to the invisibilization of the issues and demands of
those who lived in these neighbourhoods before the gentrification process
began, and whose needs, particularly in terms of training or security, are
often quite different from those of the new arrivals.

In the case of gentrification in New York and Leipzig, the analysis of the
media corpus shows that the media construction of public problems is not
only thematically oriented, it is also spatially and politically selective. In both
cases, the investigations show that the press narrative constitutes a discourse
and as such, it can be critically examined to show its trade-offs with other
discourses, particularly academic ones. The two cases present two examples
of the public life of the term gentrification, which follows a trajectory quite
different from its trajectory in academic circles. Whatever the audience,
the scale, and the targeted public, the media discourse proposes a rather
routinized discourse, even when it is critical.
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Media information is a valuable resource for the study of gentrification and
press archives can be used as a source of information in the service of a
socio-historical reconstruction, capturing the emergence of a public problem
(Earl et al. 2004). Press sources not only participate in making certain public
problems visible, they also influence the way they are discussed by proposing
specific modes of narration and framing. Analysing gentrification from
the perspective of its media treatment is far from anecdotal work and this
approach has, as these two chapters show, many contributions.

First of all, such an approach makes it possible to extend the rich and
abundant literature that addresses this question by using an original angle,
leading to questioning the media framing of the process. In the end, the
analysis of the discourses, put in perspective with the knowledge of the
phenomenon available to the researchers, allows us to understand how the
media frames the phenomenon, which leads us to question the invisibiliza-
tion of the term in the public debate or, on the contrary, its constitution as
a public problem. The issue is not anecdotal, since gentrification has now
become a watchword that brings together a vast constellation of opposing
opinions. However, it is not these consequences, nor the effects on historic
working-class communities, that are highlighted in the media. Instead, the
media highlights the deleterious effects on certain social groups, particu-
larly those who benefited from the first programmes set up by the public
authorities. The latter celebrate, quite understandably, the successes of
these programmes, and gentrification appears as an element of this success.

If the two texts undoubtedly show the importance of a media approach to
gentrification, several directions of research can be pursued, on the one hand
in the observation of the reactions of the multiple actors of gentrification,
whether they benefit from it or undergo it, on the other hand on the side
of public authorities.

The extraordinary development of the press, online media, blogs and,
from now on, platforms for the production and exchange of content via social
networks, have multiplied the spaces for observing media content beyond
the mainstream press. It is now possible to observe how activist groups that
contest or support gentrification develop media strategies to influence the
framing of the issue and make it emerge (or not) as a public problem. In the
interviews I was able to conduct in London with local activists engaged
in a contestation of regeneration, they developed all sorts of alternative
media sources, notably blogs, aiming at offering counter-discourses to
the framing by the local authorities. They circulated press releases to local
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and national newspapers and implemented a strategy of conservation of
the history of the movements, aimed at other activist groups engaged in
similar approaches.

If the public life of gentrification is undoubtedly an essential contribution
to understanding of the politicization of gentrification, this analysis can be
extended to examine activist responses to these necessarily partial framing.
Media framing often responds to a political justification and the study of
the public authorities’ response is undoubtedly an interesting discourse to
analyse. How does gentrification as a public policy resist its critics? We are
now probably entering a moment in which gentrification as a public policy
is once again being tested. In this new moment, how the press frames the
problem of gentrification will, of course, play a central role in how cities
develop a collective response to it.
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5. Gentrification as Entertainment: New
Orleans as Seen on HGTV

Ella Howard

Abstract: This chapter analyses the depiction of the New Orleans real
estate market in the first season of the HGTV show Selling the Big Easy.
Like many shelter media productions, the programme anonymizes the
city, presenting bland interiors and few glimpses of the properties’ sur-
roundings. Drawing on US census data and popular and scholarly literature
about the effects of Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent recovery efforts
in New Orleans, the chapter argues that the programme obscures the
harsh realities of gentrification and social inequality that structure life
in the city, cultivating instead a fantasy of consumer pleasure devoid
of consequences. In so doing, the show participates in the neo-liberal
remaking of the city to further the interests of incoming wealthy elites

and corporations.

Keywords: Hurricane Katrina, rebuilding, displacement, television

Introduction

Many viewers know that so-called reality television is not real, in that it
does not offer a candid and unfiltered depiction of events. Viewers of some
popular real estate shows comment that prospective buyers already have
a home under contract before filming begins. Despite such fictions, these
programmes reveal truths about American society, beyond shedding light
on design trends such as stainless-steel appliances and granite counter-tops.
The Home and Garden Television channel programme Selling the Big Easy
reveals stark truths about the ongoing process of recovery and gentrifica-
tion in post-Katrina New Orleans, although its greatest revelations remain
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unspoken. Gentrification, once an obscure academic term, is now widely
used in popular media (Slater 2002, 132). Despite awareness of the subject,
media spaces like property television can still remain silent on the topic,
even as they further its development.

Critical study of television began in the era when stations broadcast
programmes into viewers’ homes according to a fixed schedule. As Brunsdon
(2008, 131) has observed, the decline of this regimented structure was ac-
companied by a shift away from blockbuster shows like Dallas and Dynasty
that served as cultural touchstones. In a world of fragmented viewership
across streaming media services, reality programming reflects one of the
major television genres of the contemporary era.

Home shows operate on multiple levels. Shimpach (2012, 517) has identified
three key areas in which the HGTV network is embedded in neoliberal
capitalism: the economic, the ideological, and the disciplinary. HGTV thus
focuses on profitability and celebrates and normalizes the role of self-
interest while training viewers to participate appropriately in a consumerist
environment.

Methodology

Selling the Big Easy debuted in 2020 and has aired for two seasons. This
chapter originated in analysis of the first fourteen-episode season of the
show. All episodes were analysed, with careful attention paid to the real
estate listings displayed, each of which was researched online. Most proper-
ties proved recognizable from recent listings and transaction records in the
public domain. Focus for this chapter was placed on the relevant properties
located within neighbourhoods that have seen dramatic changes since
Hurricane Katrina.

This chapter situates the programme within the relevant context of
economic and social development, using the methodological tools of the
disciplines of History and American Studies to clarify the meaning of the
narrative presented on television. The tension between the historical realities
of New Orleans and the constructed reality presented on Selling the Big
Easy lends insight into “pervasive attitudes” in American culture (Marx
1969, 84). The meaning of a property lot is made and remade by successive
generations of users, who operate within the structures and processes
created by governments, architects, and financiers (Gottdiener 1993). New
Orleans offers a rapid cycling of these changes due to the scale of rebuilding
after Hurricane Katrina. The presence and absence of highly-recognisable
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symbols of New Orleans life add nuance to this story (Gotham 2005). This
chapter contrasts the findings from content analysis with relevant census
data and information about shifting real estate markets to explain the
socioeconomic contextual reality outside the frame of the show.

HGTV

Home and Garden Television was conceptualized in 1992 by broadcast execu-
tive Ken Lowe, who drew on his background in construction and film-making.
Over time the network evolved into its current format, which draws a high
proportion of television viewers, especially middle-class, college-educated
women between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four. The network streams
to more than eighty-six million US households and over one hundred million
people in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, while their website draws
over ten million visitors per month (M2 Presswire 2020; Szalai 2020).

Many of the network’s flagship shows, including House Hunters and House
Hunters International, focus on the journey of prospective homebuyers. The
typical structure introduces the realtor and clients, then previews a series
of homes, focusing narrowly on the purchase decision (M. White 2017).
Scholars have tied the predictable structure of such programmes to the
neo-liberal capitalist order, as they posit consumption and marketability
as absolutes. Buyers don’t express regret after purchasing a home, nor do
they find themselves over their head with debt as is often the case in reality
(Shimpach 2012, 530). Although the actual process of buying or renovating
a home is typically stressful, these programmes offer light escapism. The
repetitive narrative structure, formulaic deployment of dramatic tension,
and inevitably happy ending have led some to compare home programmes
to other forms of melodramatic entertainment (Druick 2017).

Many of the interiors featured on HGTV programmes employ a design
aesthetic carefully developed to be non-threatening and anonymous, signal-
ling unobtrusive modernity (Clifford Rosenberg 2008). The network shapes
taste in the US and abroad, yet HGTV shows do not draw upon touchstones of
professional architectural legitimacy. As McCowan noted, “What's especially
noticeable throughout HGTV is how rarely “high design” comes into play.
There’s hardly a reference to Mies van der Rohe, Marcel Breuer, or any of the
rest of the Modernist pantheon, let alone well-known current practitioners”
(Dodd 2016, 55). Long scorned by professional architects and designers,
the network promotes bland, non-challenging home trends popular with
current buyers.
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The language used to describe homes is also crafted for the intended
audience. In contrast to the technically descriptive, professional terminology
used in architecture magazines, HGTV shows use emotive language, such
as “precious” and “fabulous” (Hill and Matthews 2007, 52). Such language is
traditionally associated with women and queer men, marking the space as
stereo-typically feminine while also ensuring non-specialists feel welcome
(52).

Many HGTV shows occur in a sanitized, anonymous environment. When
an HGTV show is grounded in a single location, it draws on specific popular
themes associated with that place and its residents to connect with view-
ers. Most famously, Chip and Joanna Gaines’s popular show Fixer Upper
foregrounded Waco, Texas through carefully curated B-roll footage and
regular placements of local tourist culture (Potts 2021, 190).

Scholars have argued that even those shows that depict specific locales,
such as House Hunters International, omit discussion of race, class, or gender
(Celeste 2016). Celeste (2016, 528) argues that “The ideal mobility thus appears
to be the capacity to live in a place, but not be of that place, consuming some
aspects of that society without dealing with its material conditions.” This
blurring of details and omission of realities is designed to foster a pleasant
and consumer-oriented experience. Shelter media offers homes as a utopian
sanctuary from the pressures of everyday life. In Jacobs’s words, homes here
are “oases of self-indulgence” (2019, 437).

Despite such idyllic aspirations, HGTV and its viewers both participate
in and shape economic realities. Undoubtedly property television fuels
desire for home ownership. HGTV was also maligned after the subprime
mortgage crisis of 2008, when pundits insisted that foolish home buyers had
overextended themselves financially while trying to meet the standards
of broadcast media. Scholars pushed back against such criticism, arguing
that the network primarily raised buyers’ expectations in terms of home
staging and educated them about the market value of home features and
renovations (Shimpach 2012).

More significantly, scholars have critiqued programmes such as Pawn
Stars, Storage Wars, and the shows focusing on house flipping for inviting
viewers to celebrate the prospect of profiting from someone else’s misfortune
(Ouellette 2017). In a recent monograph, Renovating Value: HGTV and the
Spectacle of Gentrification, sociologist Robert Goldman (2021) explores the
ways in which HGTV deployed concepts of value in the years following the
2008 financial crisis. Focusing on programmes featuring house flipping,
Goldman traces the framing of salvage value in the great recession, as viewers
were encouraged to envision a future in which they used elbow grease and
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an eye for design to turn a meagre investment into a substantial profit.
This model is typical of that followed by pioneer gentrifiers. Even in this
context, Goldman notes, the phrase “gentrification” is almost never used.
HGTV is thus deeply invested in the individual’s search for financial profit
and material comfort, but committed to avoiding reference to economic
and social realities that might cause viewers to question their own ethics
or motives. Nacima Baron’s chapter in this volume similarly examines the
role of The Washington Post as indirectly furthering gentrification. In that
case, gentrification is discussed, but framed so as to favour the interests of
real estate developers.

Selling the Big Easy

A typical episode of Selling the Big Easy opens with realtor Brittany Picolo-
Ramos walking down a lush New Orleans street introducing herself and
describing her love of helping buyers find the home of their dreams. A
montage of grand houses is interspersed with scenes of her making jokes,
demonstrating her quirky sense of humour and gregarious personality.
Scenes of jazz bands, a paddle-boat on the Mississippi, and piles of crawfish
are shown while she declares the city her hometown and extols its food,
music, nightlife, and welcoming culture. Viewers learn little else about New
Orleans following this introduction, as the programme shifts quickly to a
tight focus on Picolo-Ramos, her staff, and prospective buyers as they assess
the relative merits of various, in their words, “high-end, luxury properties.”
Sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom observed, “There’s a lot of competi-
tion for the title, but Selling the Big Easy might be the most gentrifyingly
egregious of the show genre” (2020).

The programme offers a tour of New Orleans’ “hot” real estate markets as
Picolo-Ramos drives clients and her staff to many of the city’s well-known
neighbourhoods. In episode one, Holly, Sajal, and their baby are relocating
to New Orleans to run their pharmacy in Metairie. Like most homebuyers
profiled on the programme, they represent an upper middle-class lifestyle.
Most buyers featured are white, with occupations including business owners
and executives, but the backstories are often left vague. Such programmes
often use fictionalized home buyers, sometimes by having those who have
recently purchased a home re-enact a version of their decision process, and
at other times purely scripting the scenario (Kaminsky 2019).

Enjoying coffee and beignets under the familiar awning of Café du Monde,
the couple explain that she prefers historic houses while he prefers modern
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ones. They tour a $1.5 million 5-bedroom home in the Garden District featur-
ing 14-foot ceilings and crown mouldings. They also visit a large home in
Lakeview and a 7,400-square foot mansion in Madisonville. They choose
the Madisonville mansion, opting to submit a lowball offer of $1.1 million.
Bonus footage features Picolo-Ramos staging a property for sale, sharing
tips on how to attract the attention of buyers perusing listing photos.

Each episode follows this structure, with a mixture of renovated homes
and new construction on view. In episode twelve, clients emergency room
doctor Lewis and 5t"-grade teacher Aimée are starting a family and have a
house budget of $650,000. Picolo-Ramos shows them an Uptown neoclassical
home priced just under $600,000, new construction in Bywater priced at
$630,000, and a Garden District home that was redone in 2017, priced at
$639,000. The clients choose the property in trendy Bywater, which has been
called the “gentrification ground zero neighborhood” (Wilkinson 2018, 32).

These luxury homes are far beyond the price range of most New Orleans
residents and even most of the city’s new residents and gentrifiers. After
Katrina, many volunteers came to the region through nonprofit organiza-
tions to assist in rebuilding efforts, then chose to relocate to the city. More
recently, the New Orleans metro area’s population shrank slightly since
the COVID-19 pandemic began, but those migrating to the region in recent
years come from a wide range of areas, including Texas, New York, Georgia,
Mississippi, California, Asia, Central America, and Europe (US Census
Bureau, n.d.). In February 2022, the median listing price in Bywater was
$450,000, up 13 per cent from the prior year. In Uptown, the median listing
price was $577,000, up 20 per cent from the year before, while in the Garden
District the median listing price was $637,000, down g per cent from the prior
year. New Orleans overall had a median listing price of just $359,000, which
was up 9 per cent from the year before (Realtor.com). The map, “Change
of Median Value from 2015 to 2020” shows the dramatic shifts that have
occurred in many areas of New Orleans. Key neighbourhoods highlighted
in this chapter are labelled on the map (Figure 5.1).

The third episode offers a glimpse into the complex patterns of post-
Katrina recovery and gentrification. Viewers are shown a white heterosexual
couple with two daughters seeking a large family-sized home near the French
Quarter. With a budget of up to $950,000 and conforming to the gendered
roles frequently spotlighted on such programmes, he needs a home office
while she requests access to green space and a white kitchen where she can
see the children (M. White 2013).

The first of two homes they are shown is on Ursulines Avenue in Tremé.
A colourful area mural depicts peace symbols and music notes and a
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Figure 5.1. New Orleans Change of Median Value from 2015 to 2020. Source: Median Value, 2015.
Social Explorer, (based on data from U.S. Census Bureau. Accessed March 11, 2024 at 13:15:54 GMT-4).

montage features the Petit Jazz Museum and a group of white people on
bicycles, quite likely visitors enjoying one of the area tours common since
the popularity of the HBO series Tremé. The home, over 3,000 square feet,
contains four bedrooms, four-and-a-half bathrooms, tall ceilings, stained
glass, and a courtyard with a pergola and a water feature. Picolo-Ramos
informs them and the viewers that the home was originally a double that
has been converted to a single-family.

Other double-to-single conversions are also featured on the show, such
as a Lower Garden District unit in episode one valued at over $1 million.
Such conversions from double-to-single have long been popular in New
Orleans, especially involving the shotgun style house. First built in the
region in the early nineteenth century, small shotgun homes range from
800 to 1,000 square feet (Edwards 2009). While some feature rooms along
a hallway, many are in a railroad formation, requiring one to pass through
each room to get to the next. Scholars posit that the house type evolved from
Haitian architectural traditions in the context of the very narrow property
lots of New Orleans. Constructed on elevated piers, the wood and frame
homes enjoy cooling air flow. Some estimate that shotgun style houses
made up as much as 60 per cent of the housing stock of Orleans Parish by
the turn of the twenty-first century. The historic preservation community
of New Orleans has held regular celebrations and tours of shotgun houses
for decades, often presenting them as especially suited to conversion from
a double to a single (Allen 2019). Realtors praise shotguns as an ideal house
type for first-time investors, who might choose to live on one side of the
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house and rent out the other until they have amassed the capital to convert
the entire building to a single-family home (Craig 2017). This approach is
also suggested on episodes of Selling the Big Easy.

Through the property listings and staging sites featured in season one,
twenty-two neighbourhoods are visited. The neighbourhoods featured on
Selling the Big Easy season one most often were Lakeview (six appearances),
Covington (six), Uptown (six), Metairie (three), Garden District (three), Lower
Garden District (two), Tremé (two), Audobon Park (two), and Madisonville
(two). Due to the diverse effects of Hurricane Katrina and the ensuing
recovery and redevelopment process, each neighbourhood in New Orleans
has a distinct history. While watching Selling the Big Easy, it appears as
if fate has created an array of lovely homes for contemporary buyers. To
understand how these properties became available for renovation or these
lots were cleared for building, it is helpful to consider gentrification and its
measures in New Orleans.

Measuring Gentrification in Post-Katrina New Orleans

Gentrification had begun to take place in New Orleans prior to Hurri-
cane Katrina. Geographer Richard Campanella (2013) discussed proto-
gentrification in New Orleans with regard to the settlement of artists and
writers in the French Quarter by the 1930s and described the Quarter as
“largely gentrified” by the 1970s. Before the storm, scholars noted that the
French Quarter had experienced “tourism gentrification,” a process by
which middle-class neighbourhoods become exclusive due to the incursion
of tourism-based businesses. In New Orleans, by the 1990s, commercial and
residential development required many low-wage workers in the service
sector, but few resources and spaces were provided for their use (Gotham
2005, 114).

In the aftermath of the storm, amidst the tragedy some saw opportunity.
Between August 2005 and March 2012, 6,296 new construction permits
were filed (Campanella and Rosen 2016, 3). Early plans to redevelop the area
included the infamous “green dot” map that suggested abandoning several
of the city’s neighbourhoods (Uberti 2015). Ultimately, no neighbourhoods
were completely abandoned, but the city lost over 1,000 residents to the storm
and another fifth of its population to displacement (Ehrenfeucht and Nelson
2020, 440). The city would be rebuilt unevenly, with less comprehensive
planning and many pockets of investment. Between 2009 and 2014, public
and private investment in the city totalled over $7 billion. Much of that
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development took place in the Central Business District, but many residential
neighbourhoods saw investment as well, as areas like Lakeview and Tremé
attracted new attention.

HGTV and ABC came to New Orleans in the early days after the storm.
Extreme Makeover Home Edition focused on the effects of Hurricane Katrina
for five episodes in 2005 and 2006. The episodes featuring New Orleans
depicted emotionally gripping narratives of loss and renewal, portraying a
ruined landscape being revitalized by corporate and individual sponsors,
aligning with the neoliberal framework (McMurria 2008, 3056, 324—26).

Residents with privilege and money were able to return to New Orleans
while low-income families, overwhelmingly Black, were not. Within a decade,
many scholars would agree that large-scale gentrification had taken place,
as former communities were demolished and new, upscale neighbourhoods
took root. The Ninth Ward famously suffered catastrophic flooding and
many of the area’s predominantly Black residents lacked the resources to
return. Most gentrification occurred in a more piecemeal fashion, as waves
of privileged transplants settled in the city’s desirable areas on higher ground
outside the flood zone.

The challenge of quantifying something as complex as gentrification is
highlighted by the approaches advocated by various academic disciplines.
(Easton et al. 2020). Geographer Neil Smith’s “rent-gap thesis” posited that
investors are motivated to upgrade properties only when there is potential
to realize a higher profit through elevated rental prices, thus paving the way
for gentrification (Smith 1987). Some studies show that increasing numbers
of groceries, cafes, restaurants, and bars can be a sign of gentrification
(Glaeser et al. 2018). Real estate economists often use a hedonic pricing
method analysing nine housing characteristics: square footage, lot size, age,
bedrooms, bathrooms, garage, swimming pool, fireplace, and air condition-
ing (although the effects of all but bedrooms, garage, and fireplace vary
significantly by region) (Sirmans et al. 2006).

When assessing gentrification in the United States, scholars tend to add
demographic variables drawn from the US Census such as average household
income, average home price, population per square mile, per cent of adults
who are college graduates, per cent of population living in poverty, per
cent Black and per cent Hispanic (Kahn 2007). David Ley argued here that
education and occupation serve as a proxy for class, while Smith insisted
that income and rent offered a better metric (Ley 1987; Smith 1987). Some
gentrification scholars have argued that the American “middle class” is
no longer a socioeconomic class but a status, further complicating such
analyses (Redfern 2003).
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Scholars have long observed that gentrification occurs in distinct phases.
In New York City, Smith and DeFilippis (1999) outlined three waves of
gentrification on the Lower East Side, the first occurring before the fiscal
crisis of the 1970s, the second in the 1980s, and the third after 1994. Each
wave differed not only in context, but in scope, with the third representing
“super-gentrification” in areas like Brooklyn Heights, where townhouse
prices doubled in a few short years (Lees 2000).

Applying these measures of gentrification to New Orleans or any city that
has undergone a catastrophic event proves difficult. Shortly after Katrina,
Andrés Duany, co-author of a radical city plan stated bluntly, “The Gulf Coast
offers the rare opportunity to start over from scratch, potentially with quick
results .... For a city to become a city that’s planned, it has to destroy itself;
the city literally has to moult. Usually this takes twenty years, but after a
hurricane it takes five years” (Slater 2008, 220).

The timeline for marking phases of gentrification is complex, yet parallels
emerge between New Orleans and other cities. By 2008, Gladstone and Préau
observed phases in process, ... the displacement process is largely complete
in the French Quarter and the surrounding neighbourhoods of Algiers Point,
Marigny, and the Warehouse District; it is well underway in Bywater and
the Lower Garden District, but only beginning in Tremé” (2008, 158).

More broadly, using Freeman’s framework of gentrification analysis, van
Holm and Wyczalkowski (2019) identified massive gentrification in New Orleans.
To be eligible for gentrification in this model, a census tract must have a central
city location and older housing stock. It must begin with a relatively low median
income, then experience a substantial increase in housing values and proportion
of residents who are college graduates (2019, 2772). Of the 504 tracts in the
metropolitan statistical area of New Orleans, they found 101 met the eligibility
criteria and that sixty-two of those tracts had gentrified by 2015 (2019, 2770).

Because so much of the city had gentrified, no single feature describes
each gentrified neighbourhood. Van Holm and Wyczalkowski found that
census tracts that had experienced higher levels of property damage “posi-
tively predict gentrification.” Other areas that had gentrified by 2015 were
those that had suffered minimal damage from Hurricane Katrina, including
the area called the “sliver by the river” running from Uptown through the
Irish Channel, the Garden District, and Bywater. Others include the broad
central swath starting in Mid-City and reaching the edge of the Lower Ninth
Ward, passing through the Seventh Ward (2019, 2772).

The areas featured on the show that have experienced the most dramatic
demographic change are summarized in table 5.1 (“The Data Center Analysis”
2021).
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Table 5.1. Neighbourhoods Represented on Season One of Selling the Big Easy

Experiencing Dramatic Gentrification

Neighbourhood % White | % White | Owner Owner People |People |College College
2000 2020 Occupied | Occupied | livingin | living in | graduates | graduates
2000 2020 poverty | poverty | 2000 2020
2000 2020
Orleans Parish 26.6 30.7 46.5 48.3 279 237 23.1 347
Bayou St. John 26.7 64.0 35.0 47.5 32.0 15.4 20.6 63.2
Bywater 324 63.6 38.1 46.8 38.6 19.1 17.8 44.7
French Quarter 89.8 877 24.6 48.5 10.8 12.8 51.3 58.2
Irish Channel 26.0 67.4 374 52.4 4.1 1.2 22.8 58.3
Lower Garden District | 55.4 68.8 24.8 34.5 28.5 14.7 39.9 65.9
Marigny 72.6 76.6 329 52.1 241 14.2 32.2 59.6
Tremé 4.9 35.6 21.8 290.1 56.9 33.6 7.5 30.5
Uptown 57.8 776 434 55.5 239 12.5 50.3 68.3

Changes have occurred in racial demographics, as many Black residents
never returned to New Orleans, leading to an overall city population that
is made up of approximately 4 per cent more white residents than before
the storm. Specific neighbourhoods have seen far more dramatic shifts in
this regard, with white residents comprising 13 per cent more of the Lower
Garden District, 20 per cent more of Uptown, 30 per cent more of Tremé
and Bywater, nearly 40 per cent more of Bayou St. John and over 40 per cent
more of the Irish Channel.

The Irish Channel has seen change in many census categories, as it is
now far more owner occupied than it was before the storm. The percentage
of neighbourhood residents living in poverty has fallen 30 per cent and the
percentage of college graduates has risen 35 per cent. With a prime loca-
tion near the central city, older housing stock, and a relatively low-income
population prior to Hurricane Katrina, the Irish Channel was poised for
gentrification. As an area of high ground that did not flood during the
storm, it is not surprising that gentrification occurred following Freeman’s
framework.

The Tremé also lost Black residents at a high rate while attracting
white residents, as noted by Gladstone and Préau (2008, 163-64). Owner-
occupancy rates have increased as poverty rates have declined and the
percentage of area residents with a college degree has increased dramati-
cally. The gentrification of the Tremé has attracted popular attention,
given its role as the heart of New Orleans’ historic Black community
(Perkins 2019). As the neighbourhood has become home to many short-
term rentals and an increasing number of white guests and homeowners,
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tensions have emerged. Researchers have documented a lowered sense of
belonging among longtime area residents (Parekh 2015). Valued cultural
traditions, such as the second-line parades long customary in the city,
are also at risk as newcomers distrustful of public gatherings file noise
complaints.

Overly prosperous before Hurricane Katrina to be eligible for gentrifica-
tion after the storm, the Lakeview neighbourhood nonetheless underwent
dramatic destruction and renewal. Its history demonstrates the role of white
privilege in the history of New Orleans. The neighbourhood is frequently
featured in season one of Selling the Big Easy, including episode four, when
a family of four from San Diego with a $1.7 million budget is looking for a
house with two offices, a pool, and a gym. While they visit a 5,300 square
foot Lakeview home, viewers hear the only nod in season one to the storm
that facilitated much of the gentrification silently featured on the show.
Picolo-Ramos tells the couple, “During Katrina when the levees broke the
area was highly affected. The positive aspect of it was that the area came
back with a vengeance.” With that, she returns to touring them through
the especially ostentatious home, the backyard of which emulates the
French Quarter.

Lakeview owed both its origin and its demise to regional technologies.
Early in the twentieth century, large expanses of the marshlands adjacent
to Lake Ponchartrain were drained and a seawall was added, creating newly
habitable land for several residential neighbourhoods such as Lakeview
(Colten 2006, 732; Verderber 2010, 112). After World War I, many German-
Americans who had been concentrated in central urban districts including
“Little Saxony,” moved to suburbs including Lakeview (Campanella 2006,
254-59). They were joined by Sicilian-American residents of the French
Quarter’s “Little Palermo” who moved to the new areas of Gentilly and
Lakeview 