
Introduction

It was a Saturday afternoon in the spring of 1979, and I was stripping pan-
els of evil-smelling asphalt siding from the exterior walls of our 1896 
Queen Anne Victorian house. You have probably seen asphalt siding be-

fore. It was a popular material to cover aging wood frame houses and pro-
vide a bit of insulation. A composite of pressed fibers resembling cardboard, 
each rectangular panel was overlain with a coat of asphalt imprinted in a 
brick-like pattern. As the panels aged, however, they looked more like an 
ill-fitting patchwork coat. Asphalt siding had the advantage of being cheap. 
Plus, once it was installed, you never had to paint your house again. My 
removal method was simple enough: using a crowbar, I pulled out the nails 
holding the panels in place, peeled the panels away, and stacked them in 
piles. Then I scraped the dried paint shards from the original clapboard 
siding underneath. They fell to the ground like potato chips. This process 
was repeated over and over until all the asphalt panels were removed. (Later, 
in the evening darkness, I hereby confess, I hauled the panels a block away 
to an industrial dumpster to make an unlawful nighttime deposit.)

Over the previous few weeks, I had spent untold hours perched high on 
a thirty-foot ladder ridding the house of its ugly garb. Today, however, I 
worked at ground level on our wraparound front porch, which lay just be-
neath the house’s second-floor turret. Wrenching another panel away, I sud-
denly made an odd discovery. The clapboard underneath was blackened. At 
first I feared it was some form of wood rot. So I removed two more panels. 
Then three. Then five. No, this was not rot. Instead, the clapboard was 
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charred, unlike the other sections of the house I had worked on. A little 
probing with a screwdriver revealed that the burned area was only about an 
eighth of an inch deep. Underneath, the wood was in good condition. There 
must have been a brief fire, I surmised. Maybe the house had been struck by 
lightning. And someone—probably in the 1940s or 1950s, when asphalt sid-
ing was still popular—had wanted to conceal this damage.

Just then, my neighbor, known to all as Mr. Medley, walked by. Retired 
from the navy, Wilfred Medley was the “mayor” of our block. His wife and 
he lived a few doors down the street. With many years of residence, Mr. 
Medley knew a great deal about our neighbors. Curious, I pointed to the 
burned area and asked him if he had any idea when the fire had occurred. 
He hesitated, walked through the chain link gate, and stared at the scorched 
siding. Then he looked at the ground, as though searching his memory. Fi-
nally, he looked up again and turned to me.

“Yeah, I remember that. They, uh, they tried to burn him out,” he re-
plied.

Puzzled, I asked, “Who tried to burn who out?” I could see that my 
neighbor had no trouble recollecting this incident. No, his hesitation was 
due to something else. He looked off into the distance for what seemed a 
long time. Then he cleared his throat.

“Ya see, they didn’t want a colored family movin’ in here. It was all white 
back then . . . this block was.”

“You mean,” I said, “that white families tried to set the house on fire?”
Medley simply nodded. “Some of ’em did, I guess,” he responded halt-

ingly. “Now, this was a long time ago,” he added, as if to reassure me.
“Well, who was living in this house when that happened?” I asked, 

pointing to the charred area.
Medley smiled. “He was a vet like me. A retired army sergeant. And he 

bought that house and moved his family in. One evening, he smelled smoke. 
He could see flames through the window, and he ran out to his porch. He 
saw people runnin’ off into the dark. He was lucky ’cause the fire hadn’t 
burned too long. He got out his garden hose and put it out.”

“Did they ever catch the arsonists?” I inquired, knowing his answer even 
before he gave it.

“No . . . no,” he shook his head. “The police came by, but nothin’ ever 
came of it. Y’see, back then, things like that happened in D.C.”

I was somewhat familiar with the history of racial change in Washing-
ton, especially in the period after World War II, and I was not surprised that 
the arsonists had escaped justice. But I had just learned that my own home 
bore the ugly scars of racial conflict. I felt ashamed and embarrassed— 
especially in the presence of Mr. Medley, who, like his long-ago neighbor, 
may have been the object of such aggression. My wife and I were one of only 
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two white families living on our block. Ironic, I thought to myself, that de-
cades earlier, black folks like Mr. Medley and my home’s former occupant 
were the pioneers on our block. Back then, many minority families in 
American cities encountered block busting, redlining, racially restrictive 
covenants, and open violence as they pursued the American dream. Now, 
my wife and I were the newcomers. But in our case, our neighbors had wel-
comed us and seemed genuinely pleased at the improvements we were mak-
ing to our house. No one had harmed us or our property. How could they? 
I asked myself. After all, directly across the street, our neighbor, Mrs. Green, 
posted herself daily in her second-floor window, providing eyes on the 
street. Very little escaped her attention. I did not know how to respond to 
Mr. Medley.

Breaking the awkward silence, he continued. “Yeah, after that happened, 
he decided to put that siding on the house. He wanted to cover up the burn 
marks. I told him to put up asbestos siding ’cause it’s fireproof. But he said 
it was too expensive. He just wanted to cover up that fire damage. So he 
chose asphalt siding instead.”

After thanking Mr. Medley, I went inside, my mind racing. Before my 
marriage, I had enjoyed renting apartments in Georgetown and on Capitol 
Hill, both historic neighborhoods. Over 1977 and 1978, I searched for a 
period house with character. Everywhere I looked, though, it seemed, peo-
ple were renovating houses in older neighborhoods. Many people had beau-
tifully restored their home to its former luster, with window shutters and 
flower boxes, brass door knockers, new gingerbread-style ornamentation, 
and refinished interior woodwork. Prices were rising quickly, and I soon 
learned that several hot neighborhoods were already beyond my means. 
Desperate, I began looking far afield from the most sought-after sections 
and in 1978 bought a house in the Brookland neighborhood of Northeast 
Washington. The campus of Catholic University and the National Shrine of 
the Immaculate Conception were blocks away. Long an enclave of white 
Catholic families, Brookland had a population now composed predomi-
nantly of working-class and lower-middle-class blacks and whites. (Aside 
from Mr. Medley, Mrs. Green, and several other African American families, 
my immediate neighbors included a retired white blue-collar worker and a 
South Asian couple.) As far as I could tell, there were few, if any, home 
renovations going on in our neighborhood. Brookland was isolated from the 
trendy areas of the city such as Adams Morgan, Mount Pleasant, and Capi-
tol Hill. I had purchased the three-bedroom, one-bath house for just under 
$50,000. And I took some satisfaction in the fact that I had not forced any 
renters out of their home.

Soon after I moved in, my fiancée and I were married. My wife became 
my fellow handyman as we devoted evenings and weekends to scraping old 
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paint, patching plaster, and hanging wallpaper. (I pretended not to hear her 
when she accused me of conscripting her for cheap labor.) From the neigh-
bors, we learned that 716 Hamlin Street NE, our address, had earlier been a 
group home or commune inhabited by a half-dozen hippies, who threw 
frequent parties. Their successors, a white professional couple from whom I 
purchased the property, were fond of Day-Glo colors in the kitchen, with 
orange and green trim around the windows. The patriarch, an electrical 
engineer with a Ph.D., had jerry-rigged a fuse box with a delirium of wires 
and cables in the cellar. Mr. Medley, a professional electrician, surveyed his 
handiwork and muttered to himself in disgust. Soon he was under contract 
to us to correct the engineer’s many mistakes.

The unsettling discovery that day was redolent with irony. It brought 
home to me the realization that, although parts of Washington were under-
going reinvestment after decades of physical and economic decline, a darker 
period had preceded this trend. As African Americans and other minorities 
had moved into the city’s neighborhoods seeking decent housing, especially 
over the first half of the twentieth century, all too often they were met with 
animosity, if not outright violence. And our house offered one tiny example. 
How, I wondered, did my neighbors feel about that? And how many of my 
fellow gentry in Washington were even aware of the heavy burdens of dis-
crimination and segregation occurring a generation ago against minorities? 
Over the four years during which my wife and I occupied our Victorian 
home, I would never again take for granted our right to live there. The ugly 
history of racism had mortgaged any feelings of entitlement we might have 
held. A moral debt came with our home, and we would never forget the 
warmth and hospitality our neighbors showed us, in spite of the cruelty and 
incivility that had preceded us in an earlier era.

Gentrification

In the years ahead, these and other personal experiences would frame sev-
eral of my research projects on urban decline, reinvestment, and revitaliza-
tion. I would learn a great deal about the small-scale physical, economic, 
and social transformations—of which my wife and I were now an infini-
tesimal part—taking place in several American cities. In the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, some researchers referred to it in phrases such as “neighbor-
hood revitalization” and “neighborhood resettlement” (Clay 1979a; Gale 
1984). Soon, though, it became widely known in North America by a neolo-
gism coined more than a decade earlier by British sociologist Ruth Glass 
(1964): gentrification. Glass observed the renovation of older housing by 
young, white, middle-class do-it-yourselfers in at least seven working-class 
sections of inner London. At the time, outmigration from London to the 
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suburbs was a common mobility pattern for middle-class households. As 
one scholar pointed out, however, housing rehabilitation had already been 
under way in isolated small areas of London for at least a decade preceding 
Glass’s observations (Moran 2007). Glass’s expression, “gentrification,” de-
noted not the random or occasional improvement of older city properties 
but, rather, a more or less systematic and continual process leading ulti-
mately to the nearly complete conversion of a neighborhood’s physical, eco-
nomic, and social character. In short, gentrification was not merely amelio-
rative; it was transformative. More than a half century has passed since 
Glass shared her observations of London’s regeneration, and it is remarkable 
how prescient were her insights.

As for the United States, why was the specification of the process Glass 
labeled gentrification significant in the late 1970s and 1980s? For much of 
the early and mid-twentieth century, the expected and prevailing pattern of 
change in the inner core of older cities was for buildings and spaces to de-
teriorate as they aged. Even before World War II, one of the nation’s most 
respected economists, Homer Hoyt, described a process that would later 
become known as filter or filtering theory (1939, 81–82, 95). This presump-
tion argued that as housing becomes older, it usually filters downward in 
physical and economic terms when compared to other dwellings in the local 
housing supply. As it does so, it deteriorates physically, and its value dimin-
ishes relative to other, newer homes. Its features—electrical and mechanical 
systems and kitchens and bathrooms, for example—become obsolescent 
(Hoyt 1939, 111). People with low and moderate incomes tend to inhabit 
such properties, either as renters or owners. Meanwhile, the theory contin-
ues, most households will filter upward in terms of socioeconomic status as 
they progress through the human life cycle. As they do so, they typically 
inhabit increasingly “better” homes and neighborhoods.

Hoyt’s views were resolute on the feasibility of reversing downward fil-
tering in cities. Simply renovating scattered individual houses in the midst 
of large slums, he opined, was futile. The middle-income home-seeker will 
bypass even new inner-city properties and move to the suburbs “where his 
children can associate with other children in his own economic and social 
class, and not with the children of slum dwellers” (Hoyt 1966, 210). “Blighted 
areas in the midst of cities,” Hoyt added, were “jungles of crime” and “train-
ing grounds for criminals” (211). He prescribed demolishing “houses in the 
worst areas” and replacing them with entirely new neighborhoods. Once a 
neighborhood’s houses reached an age of approximately a half century, he 
noted, and a majority were in poor condition, complete clearance and re-
building was in order (600–601).

Filter theory continued to influence scholarly and professional under-
standing about older urban neighborhoods in the midcentury decades 



6 / Introduction

(Lowry 1960; Ratcliff 1949). Housing economists William Grigsby and Louis 
Rosenberg, for example, offered an explanation of how differential patterns 
of housing quality evolve in a given community, from upper-income estates, 
to middle-income subdivisions, to lower-income “slums” or “ghettos” (1975, 
196–197). And while a dwelling’s age, per se, was not considered absolutely 
determinative of its ultimate fate, Grigsby and Rosenberg considered it a 
reliable indicator. Apparently, the U.S. Bureau of the Census agreed, for it 
began collecting housing data (including the estimated age of each dwelling 
unit) for the first time in the 1940 decennial census (Barnhart 1953, 5).

Implicit in filter theory was the assumption that housing, like automo-
biles or vacuum cleaners, depreciates in value as it ages and as newer, more 
modern housing becomes available (Galster 1987, 235). At the core of filter 
theory was what I term the obsolescence thesis—the expectation that as a 
housing unit ages, its architecture becomes unfashionable, and its physical 
and mechanical elements become dated (Hoyt 1939, 111, 121). Filter theory 
was particularly associated with the mass production techniques arising 
during the American industrial revolution of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Prior to this, housing units were typically built one at 
a time by craftsmen for individual clients. Or, in many cases, families built 
their own home.

The factory system, with innovations such as assembly line production, 
made possible the creation of large numbers of consumer goods at lower 
prices than was possible through earlier cottage-industry methods. Many 
of the elements of a house or apartment—radiators, furnaces, or stoves, for 
example—could be manufactured in large quantities and shipped to build-
ing sites for installation. The invention of wire nails and balloon frame tech-
nology replaced the slower, more arduous, mortise-and-tenon form of con-
struction. Plaster and lathe inner wall surfaces gave way to mass-produced 
Sheetrock, or drywall.

Advances such as these contributed to substantially increasing U.S. 
housing stocks. Unfortunately, they sometimes resulted in shoddy work-
manship and less resilient housing quality. With time, such units deterio-
rated more rapidly, hastening neighborhood decline. Additionally, as hous-
ing supplies mushroomed relative to demand, older dwellings were more 
readily devalued, further eroding neighborhood conditions. Furthermore, 
as middle-class outmigration to the metropolitan suburbs increased, own-
ers of property in the urban areas left behind often deferred maintenance 
and subdivided single-family homes into apartments or rooms. Overcrowd-
ing and accelerated wear and tear were common outcomes (Gruen 2010, 
91–92). On top of these factors, older residential neighborhoods built prior 
to the advent of municipal zoning and building codes were not infre-
quently cursed by inconsistent land uses such as factories, warehouses, and 
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unkempt vacant lots. As noise, smoke, truck traffic, and other hazards com-
promised neighborhood residential character, families fled to more tranquil 
areas if they could afford to do so. Thus, by the mid-twentieth century, a 
variety of influences added to the physical and economic decline of inner 
cities, resulting in widespread vacancies, owner-abandonment, and even 
arson.

In the argot of mid-twentieth-century economists, homes in such areas 
suffered from diminishing marginal utility. Put another way, the devalua-
tion of housing led many people to believe that today’s silk-purse housing 
would eventually become tomorrow’s sow’s ear. Because the phenomenon I 
term embryonic gentrification defied these presumed norms—in effect 
turning a sow’s ear into a silk purse through reinvestment and rehabilita-
tion—it was dismissed by many observers as an aberration. Filter theory, 
together with its corollary, the obsolescence thesis, whether known by those 
terms or not, pervaded the thinking of real estate agents, bankers, investors, 
developers, and others whose opinions largely determined housing and 
neighborhood outcomes. (As discussed further on, rent gap theory, a more 
recent development, provides a satisfactory resolution to the oversights of 
filter theory.)

Further altering the nature of American housing markets during the 
industrial age was the pace of suburbanization. The construction of com-
muter rail and streetcar systems between the 1870s and 1920s opened up 
vast areas outside city boundaries, where land and housing prices were af-
fordable to millions of consumers (K. Jackson 1985; Warner 1978). Later, the 
mass production of automobiles from the 1920s onward accelerated this 
pattern. New homes with spacious yards, modern kitchens and baths, and 
garages, as well as up-to-date plumbing and electrical service, convinced 
millions of home-seekers to forsake city living. Thousands of urban neigh-
borhoods were devalorized, leading to owner neglect and physical and eco-
nomic deterioration. The post–World War II economic recovery accelerated 
suburbanization, and yesterday’s pristine neighborhood became tomorrow’s 
city slum.

Responding to an epidemic of white flight, experts argued that these 
migrants were being pushed out of cities by fears of decreasing property 
values, racial and socioeconomic change, rising crime, decaying infrastruc-
ture, and declining public schools. At the same time, they were being pulled 
by the suburban attractions of larger, more modern homes; safer streets; 
better schools; escalating real estate values; and in some cases lower prop-
erty tax burdens than were available in cities (Kleinberg 1995, 123). These 
trends reinforced the premises on which filter theory was grounded.

In London, as in many U.S. cities, gentrification in the 1960s and 1970s 
was noteworthy (if not remarkable) precisely because it ran counter to 
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expected norms. Occurring in an era when American and British cities were 
increasingly thought to be in decline, the presumptive trajectory for many 
older neighborhoods was gradual physical and economic erosion and the 
succession of middle-class residents by poor and working-class households. 
However, gentrification inverted this process, resulting not only in physical 
and economic renewal but in what I term upward socioeconomic transition, 
or the succession of poor and working-class people by those of middle- and 
even upper-class status.

Since the 1970s, the gentrification trend has accelerated to varying de-
grees in dozens of cities and towns across the American landscape. Larger 
urban centers such as New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washing-
ton, D.C., Chicago, Columbus, Atlanta, San Francisco, Denver, Seattle, and 
Portland, Oregon, for example, all contain examples. So, also, do smaller 
cities such as Charleston, Savannah, Miami Beach, Hoboken, Jersey City, 
and Portland, Maine.

Most significant to public officials, gentrification injected desperately 
needed private capital into city areas where disinvestment had become the 
norm. And with capital came new tax revenues for city treasuries and em-
ployment opportunities for city residents. Despite these attractions, how-
ever, gentrification bore certain negatives. As neighborhood population 
profiles transitioned from poor and working-class to middle-class status—
not infrequently driving out racial and ethnic minorities—local media cov-
erage raised questions about gentrification’s benefits and costs. And as af-
fordable housing stocks were whittled away by rising demand from more 
affluent newcomers, community organizations and city administrations 
struggled to find replacement dwellings.

Some researchers have contrasted gentrification with incumbent up-
grading, which involves home improvements by owners who have lived in 
the neighborhood for a period of years, rather than by newcomers (Goetze 
1979, 103–104; Palen and London 1984a, 8–9; Varady 1986). However, a 
number of issues militated against the acceleration of such a trend. First, 
incumbent owners in declining neighborhoods often proved reluctant to 
renovate their home, fearing they would sacrifice their investment if prop-
erty values remained stagnant or declined. Similarly, landlords were hesi-
tant to improve their rental properties because demand among potential 
tenants might not be sufficient to justify the higher rents they would have to 
charge to amortize their renovation expenses. Second, even among incum-
bent owners who were willing to renovate a property, access to capital was 
often constrained by the reluctance of banks to lend their depositors’ sav-
ings in areas perceived to be in economic and social decline (e.g., redlining).

Third, for incumbent owners in gentrifying neighborhoods, there might 
be no need to renovate a property for subsequent sale, if demand among 
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gentry was sufficiently high. This is especially true in areas in which new-
comers are rapidly bidding prices upward. As a result of these circumstances 
and the difficulty of distinguishing empirically between gentrification and 
incumbent upgrading, there appears to be little evidence that the latter has 
developed as a significant trend in the United States.

Historical Gaps and Back Stories

Like other researchers in the late 1970s, I assumed at that time that the 
phenomenon we were just beginning to call gentrification was unprece-
dented in the American context. With more research, however, I was sur-
prised to learn that in a few American cities, gentrification’s roots dated 
back at least to the World War I era. The manifestations of gentrification I 
witnessed firsthand in Boston and Philadelphia in the late 1960s and in 
Washington in the 1970s, then, represented not the birth of this phenome-
non in America but, rather, its continuance and expansion in an ongoing 
but poorly understand process. Today the scholarly literature on U.S. gen-
trification contains countless books, articles, and research papers. Similarly, 
copious online postings and podcasts, as well as radio and television cover-
age, have made gentrification a household word. A simple Google keyword 
search of the term “gentrification” on March 27, 2018, produced more than 
5.5 million hits. Even in the more rarefied atmosphere of university research 
circles, Google Scholar yielded 20,300 keyword hits on November 2, 2018, 
for publications on gentrification posted between 2014 and 2018. Yet little 
attention has apparently been devoted to the phenomenon’s origins. Indeed, 
there is a critical backstory here that has gone largely undocumented. This 
book is my effort to create a more complete understanding of one of the 
most influential urban dynamics of the past hundred years.

My research indicates that the first appearances of what later became 
known as gentrification in the United States occurred about a century ago 
in a handful of eastern and southern coastal cities. I contend that these early 
examples inspired new conceptions of city living that ran counter to the 
prevailing images of slums, blighted areas, and the poor and working-class 
people (often racial or ethnic minorities) who inhabited them. In that re-
gard, this phenomenon put in motion—albeit glacially at first—a paradigm 
that eventually became a counterforce to urban decline narratives. More-
over, in the post–World War II era, the gentrification paradigm, at first re-
jected by federal officials in favor of slum eradication through the Urban 
Redevelopment, Public Housing, and Interstate Highway programs, was 
later embraced as an alternative strategy for reversing urban decline. To a 
considerable degree, then, the federal Urban Redevelopment (subsequently 
renamed Urban Renewal) paradigm was eventually supplanted by policies 
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emphasizing reuse and rehabilitation of existing buildings. The former rep-
resented an attempt to distort conventional market dynamics, while the 
latter served to harness them through the somewhat more organic process 
of subsidized and market-based housing rehabilitation. And once the fed-
eral door to widespread rehabilitation was opened, the gentrification para-
digm thrived. Recognition of this important interplay has largely escaped 
scholarly scrutiny.

By no means, however, do I contend that the failure of federal officials 
to recognize the potential of the gentrification paradigm was, ipso facto, the 
sole explanation for the demise of Urban Redevelopment. As copious re-
search has shown, other factors contributed to the program’s eventual refor-
mulation in 1954 and termination in the mid-1970s. Among these were the 
high public and private expenses of acquiring and demolishing slums and 
replacing them with new infrastructure and buildings; the byzantine poli-
tics unleashed as local officials contended with complex red tape and grow-
ing citizen resistance to the federal bulldozer; the disproportionate impact 
of the program on poor and working-class people and racial and ethnic 
minorities; resistance from the burgeoning historic preservation movement; 
and the distaste held by many Republicans for urban-related programs, 
which funneled federal funding to Democratic urban strongholds (Ander-
son 1964). Nevertheless, as I discuss later, it was the gentrification paradigm 
that became a critical element of Redevelopment’s policy successors.

By the time the United States ended its involvement in the Vietnam 
War, gentrification had been under way in a small number of cities for more 
than a half century. But over the last quarter of the twentieth century, its 
pace increased in those places and it appeared in many additional cities. 
Media attention had risen significantly and empirical research was prolifer-
ating. Unfortunately, popular perceptions of gentrification in America 
today are roughly comparable to a novel missing its first two chapters. The 
roots from which grew the modern-day trend have remained largely unrec-
ognized and unexplored. To cite one example, two respected urban scholars 
have contended that a first wave of American gentrification occurred in the 
1970s (Hackworth and Smith 2001). Theirs is a widely held misconception, 
but in fact this process dates back a half century prior to the 1970s. Further 
on in this book, I attempt to fill in the blanks, so to speak, by resurrecting 
some of the stories of the people and events that framed the genesis of U.S. 
gentrification.

Embryonic and Advanced Gentrification

Not only has gentrification’s history been misunderstood; definitions of the 
phenomenon have shifted in popular and scholarly use since the late 1970s. 
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Today, scholars, journalists, and laypersons frequently apply the expression 
to virtually any form of reinvestment—renovation or new construction—
leading to social and/or economic change. Put simply, gentrification has 
become a synonym for urban development of almost any kind primarily 
benefiting middle- and upper-class people. As the term’s meaning has be-
come increasingly fuzzy, not only have scholars and activists lost sight of 
gentrification’s historical origins, but we have undercut the term’s utility for 
understanding processes of urban growth, change, and decline.

For these reasons, I have chosen to organize this study according to two 
periods—what I refer to as “embryonic gentrification” and “advanced gen-
trification.” Embryonic gentrification refers to gentrification occurring in 
the period from the phenomenon’s U.S. origins a century ago to approxi-
mately the 1980s. And even though embryonic gentrification continued to 
appear thereafter, the term “gentrification” acquired expanded meanings as 
activists, media observers, and researchers have applied it to a more elabo-
rate collection of urban circumstances. I refer to these more extensive us-
ages as “advanced gentrification.”

Embryonic Gentrification

Several common elements were associated with embryonic gentrification 
during the period from approximately 1915 to the 1980s. First, as pointed 
out above, for the most part it involved the rehabilitation of aged buildings 
(mostly housing) in older urban neighborhoods (Golden 1981, 429; Gold-
field and Brownell 1990, 420; Tonkiss 2005, 81–84). Most of the construc-
tion work was initiated by middle-income people (Feffer 2007, 302). During 
the genesis of the gentrification process, the construction of new homes in 
these enclaves was comparatively rare. This was due to the availability of 
existing housing suitable for renovation, the attractions some found in pe-
riod housing styles, and the generally lower costs and skill levels associated 
with renovation versus new construction. However, as gentrification ad-
vanced in a given neighborhood and the supply of properties suitable for 
rehabilitation declined, continued demand for housing would eventually 
justify the higher costs and greater risks of new infill construction. A second 
element of embryonic gentrification in this period involves the geographic 
locations of the earliest manifestations of the phenomenon. As I later ex-
plain, American gentrification first appeared in a few of the nation’s oldest 
cities located on the Atlantic and Gulf coasts. These places harbored most 
of the nation’s oldest building stocks, with many structures dating from the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As such, they showed greater signs of 
obsolescence and wear and tear than cities settled at a later date. Age itself 
helps explain why the earliest examples of embryonic gentrification 
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appeared in these places. It also helps us understand why the trend spread 
only later to younger American cities in the South, Midwest, and West.

Third, in its earliest stages, embryonic gentrification was most closely 
associated not with professional builders and large-scale projects but, rather, 
with nonprofessional homeowner-occupants. These people did much of the 
renovation work themselves, as time and resources permitted. Professional 
tradespeople such as plumbers and electricians might be hired to deal with 
challenges requiring technical expertise. This is not to insist that small-scale 
commercial home improvement companies were absent from such neigh-
borhoods. With time, if demand for properties in the neighborhood rose 
significantly, those with purely financial interests in gentrification would 
indeed appear. Still, the essence of embryonic gentrification appears to have 
been the do-it-yourself aspect of homeowner-occupants. Jane Jacobs char-
acterized her perceptions of the gentrification process in terms similar to 
this, adding that in its early stages, relations between long-term and recently 
arrived residents were relatively nonconflictual (1996).

Fourth, embryonic gentrification constituted a localized trend, rather 
than a random and disconnected pattern of activities. Although in the ear-
liest stages the pace of renovation may have proceeded sluggishly, as inves-
tor confidence rose, the pace often gained enough momentum to constitute 
a widely perceived local movement with dozens, if not hundreds, of par-
ticipants. Therefore, scattered and intermittent rehabilitation and routine 
home improvement and maintenance activities did not, by themselves, con-
stitute embryonic gentrification.

A fifth characteristic often associated with embryonic gentrification in-
volved incumbent residents (i.e., those whose residency in the neighborhood 
generally predates the arrival of gentry households). In the early stages of 
gentrification, the dislocation of these households as a result of evictions, 
sharp rent increases, lease terminations, or steep property tax hikes might 
be partially ameliorated by the availability of alternative affordable housing 
stocks in or near the gentrifying neighborhood. But as demand rose and the 
renovation process progressed, the citywide supply of affordable dwelling 
units dwindled and prices escalated. Landlords, some facing rising property 
tax assessments, often raised their asking rents, disadvantaging low- and 
moderate-income tenants. At this stage, incumbent households faced a 
greater probability of being displaced. However, the challenges of determin-
ing the magnitude of localized gentrification-induced displacement have 
proven to be all but intractable. As a result of a variety of factors, includ-
ing the generally high rates of mobility among rental tenants (Cox 2018), 
parsing the influence of gentrification-related dislocation requires deep im-
mersion in the turbulent waters of assumption (Malach 2018, 116–117). 
 Researchers thus become caught up in the eternal apples-and-oranges co - 
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nundrum so often beclouding social science analysis. And yet there is lit-
tle doubt that as embryonic gentrification progresses through a given city 
section, the supply of affordable housing will eventually be reduced (Mar-
cuse 1986). This issue is explored in greater depth later in the book.

As embryonic gentrification progressed, certain associated trends often 
appeared (Malach 2018, 113). In the early stages, real estate speculators, de-
tecting a trend, might flip properties, buying at lower prices and then 
quickly selling them at a significant markup, with few, if any, improvements. 
As the number of improved properties in a neighborhood rose, though, 
realtors and building tradesmen entered the market, rehabilitating proper-
ties for sale or rental. At this point, renovation could extend to retail proper-
ties, as owners of restaurants, brewpubs, cafes, and clothing stores, for ex-
ample, took advantage of the neighborhood’s rising affluence. With time, 
some corporate interests such as banks and insurance companies, now more 
confident in the emerging, predominantly middle-class makeup of the 
neighborhood, were willing to undertake the first tentative steps to renovate 
larger, often vacant, properties such as mills, warehouses, factories, or sur-
plus schools for residential or commercial uses. Conversion of apartment 
buildings to condominium ownership often occurred. Or these firms might 
develop new infill apartment, condominium, or live/work studios involving 
dozens, if not hundreds, of dwelling units. These dynamics are typical of 
embryonic gentrification in its later stages.

Advanced Gentrification

Embryonic gentrification persists into the twenty-first century and contin-
ues to emerge in a number of U.S. cities. But at least since the 1980s and 
1990s, the term “gentrification” has undergone a metamorphosis. Originally 
associated primarily with inner-city housing rehabilitation trends, the G-
word is now applied to almost any form of urban development. Scholars and 
the mass media have associated it with the creation of new museums, gal-
leries, aquariums, sports facilities, performing arts centers, and music halls. 
Other examples include convention centers, enclosed downtown shopping 
malls, street rail systems, waterfront parks, hotels, gaming casinos, and fes-
tival marketplaces (Teaford 1990, 275–279). Even new coffee houses, dog 
parks, community gardens, and bike paths are considered by some critics to 
cater to middle-income newcomers and therefore to represent gentrifica-
tion. Virtually any attractions designed to increase municipal revenues and 
business development by drawing suburbanites and tourists to the city 
might be so identified. Even luxury condominiums and office towers have 
become captive to the all-encompassing nomenclature of gentrification. 
Small wonder, then, that one influential source referred to this “definitional 
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overload” as “political, politicized, and politically loaded” (Lees, Slater, and 
Wyly 2008, 155).

What had happened? Many who misapplied the term seized on one part 
of gentrification’s identity—upward socioeconomic transition, or the grad-
ual replacement of a neighborhood’s incumbent residents by newcomers, 
usually of a higher social class and not infrequently of a different racial or 
ethnic identity. This form of residential succession often became the defini-
tional fulcrum on which the meaning of gentrification was balanced. While 
these are critically important empirical matters, the myopic emphases on 
upward socioeconomic transition and displacement have peeled away im-
portant layers of connotation. As a result, the original properties associated 
with what I term “embryonic gentrification” have seemingly faded into the 
mists of memory. These include the reversal of neighborhood disinvestment 
and physical deterioration, the enhancement of city revenues, the environ-
mentally commendable reuse (rather than the wasteful destruction) of older 
structures (including historic resources), and the reduction in incidents of 
serious crime. Thus, the concept of gentrification now connotes virtually 
any form of urban development that fails to directly benefit poor and 
 working-class people and minorities. To typologize these modern usages of 
the G-word from earlier meanings, I refer to them collectively as “advanced 
gentrification.”

In doing so, by no means do I intend to minimize the deleterious prop-
erties of this transformational urban phenomenon. These include the loss of 
neighborhood institutions such as religious congregations, community or-
ganizations, and mom-and-pop stores offering local patrons informal lines 
of credit; the erosion of long-standing political coalitions providing public 
benefits to incumbent residents; the disintegration of extended-family and 
friendship networks offering free or low-cost care services for children, the 
disabled, and seniors; and the disappearance of blue-collar bars, inexpen-
sive eateries, and service stations providing part-time and seasonal work for 
low-income residents, as well as loci for social interaction (Tissot 2015, 203–
206, 209–210). These and other impacts may be associated with all forms of 
gentrification. Nevertheless, my concern is the slippery slope of reduction-
ism that has developed, thereby consigning a complex and multifaceted 
physical, social, and economic phenomenon of inarguably positive, as well 
as negative, impacts to a binary construct grounded in “simplistic frame-
works of good and evil” (Goldstein 2017, 14).

The more inclusive gentrification’s definition has become, the less pre-
cise its meaning. Or to paraphrase W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan’s The 
Gondoliers, when everyone is somebody, then no one’s anybody (“The Gon-
doliers” 2020). If nearly all forms of urban development are gentrification, 
then what is there about gentrification that is truly distinctive? How 
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is discourse about urbanization furthered if our lexicon is increasingly 
muddled? As if to remind us of this conundrum, a recently published an-
thology identifies at least nine subcategories of gentrification (Lees 2018).

Despite my concerns, I hasten to add that advanced gentrification does, 
indeed, bear certain markers that distinguish it from its embryonic origins. 
These include a greater reliance on corporate and institutional capital and 
professionalized project management; the blurring of lines of authority and 
responsibility between public and private sector actors; and a stronger em-
phasis on larger-scale new construction, even in the earliest stages of the 
reinvestment process, rather than the less-risky property-by-property reha-
bilitation process characteristic of embryonic gentrification. Later, I expand 
on the several connotations associated with advanced gentrification.

Purpose of the Book

The primary purpose of my study is not to contend with the numerous is-
sues that have arisen among gentrification scholars, such as production ver-
sus consumption theories or the existence of third-wave gentrification. Pro-
duction theory emphasizes the primacy of the rent gap (i.e., the difference 
between a property’s current value and its “highest and best use” value) in 
understanding the root causes of gentrification (N. Smith 1979, 1996). Con-
sumption theory, on the other hand, accounts for the appearance of gen-
trification as the result of shifting demand factors (such as rising rates of 
educational attainment or household income) that contribute to the revalori- 
zation of formerly declining inner-city properties (Hamnett 2003b). Third-
wave theories differentiate successive historical phases of urbanization and 
purport to identify shifts in the pace and/or character of gentrification 
(Hackworth and Smith 2001; Hetzler, Medina, and Overfelt 2006).

It is also not my purpose to grapple with the issue of the extent to which 
gentrification induces household displacement versus other factors that im-
pinge on housing supplies and costs. Matters such as these have undergone 
extensive scholarly scrutiny since the late 1970s (Freeman 2009; Marcuse 
1986).

Instead, my central goal is to correct misunderstandings about gentrifi-
cation’s historical origins in the United States. I show that this phenomenon 
first appeared in a few urban neighborhoods about a century ago (albeit 
then referred to under terms such as “remodeling,” “rejuvenation,” or “re-
building”), rather than in the 1960s or 1970s. This recontextualization ob-
ligates us to examine gentrification from a fresh perspective. For example, 
there is the poorly understood interrelationship between gentrification as a 
form of neighborhood revitalization and the federal Urban Redevelop-
ment and Urban Renewal programs. This leads to my second purpose: to 
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articulate how federal officials initially rejected building rehabilitation strat-
egies, including the gentrification paradigm, in favor of a clearance-and-
redevelopment strategy, and only later reversed course, shifting to an em-
phasis on neighborhood conservation and renovation, with redevelopment 
as a limited and localized option. Although not originally a creature of na-
tional public policy, gentrification would become its captive by the late 
1970s and 1980s.

Recontextualization opens the door to my third purpose: examining 
popular misperceptions about the necessary preconditions spawning gen-
trification in the United States. In doing so, I argue that the roles played by 
matters such as deindustrialization, the globalizing economy, and the post-
war baby boom have been misinterpreted in the gentrification literature. 
Issues of causality and catalysis are explored. Finally, my fourth purpose is 
to point out that popular interpretations of gentrification have undergone a 
semantic transmutation over the past forty-odd years. Consequently, the 
term has largely been rendered ineffective in scholarly and popular dis-
course, now consigned as it is to a kind of definitional promiscuity.

Organization of the Book

The Misunderstood History of Gentrification is organized in three parts. Part 
I covers the period from approximately 1915 to 1945, addressing the emer-
gence of embryonic gentrification in three case study cities—Washington, 
D.C.; New York; and Boston. (Brief mention is made of parallel trends in 
Philadelphia, Charleston, and New Orleans.) Each case study documents 
key demographic elements, geographical patterns, and neighborhood mo-
bilization activities associated with the earliest stages of the gentrification 
paradigm during the interwar years. It also contrasts each community in 
terms of the relative influence of social elites and bohemians in propelling 
its transition forward. The critical role played by the fledgling city planning 
movement in protecting and restoring neighborhood built form is briefly 
explored. The fundamental purpose of Part I is to present what I hope will 
be received as solid empirical evidence supporting my contention that gen-
trification’s American origins date back to the early twentieth century, not 
to the 1960s and 1970s.

Part II encompasses the period extending from the end of World War II 
to about 1980. With only a few exceptions, my research uncovered no pub-
lished studies on U.S. embryonic gentrification prior to the mid-1970s. But 
thereafter, scholars, reporters, and writers would propel a tsunami of case 
studies demonstrating the incidence and extent of embryonic gentrifica-
tion in a number of American cities. It was in this interval that the nation 
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discovered this phenomenon and, at first, adopted a more or less uniform 
nomenclature by which it became widely known. I discuss how embryonic 
gentrification migrated in Washington, New York, and Boston from its ori-
gin neighborhood to other areas of those cities. By this time, however, em-
bryonic gentrification was appearing in a few other cities, as well, and I 
briefly make reference to those examples.

An irony of the postwar decades was the fact that, even as embryonic 
gentrification was commencing what might be termed its second genera-
tion  of activity, federal officials were launching what would become a 
 multibillion-dollar campaign to reverse urban decline. Composed of several 
programs, but most prominently Urban Redevelopment (later renamed 
Urban Renewal), this effort constituted a fundamentally divergent approach 
to revitalizing American cities. In fact, it could be said to have been in direct 
opposition to the then-emerging trend of embryonic gentrification, at least 
conceptually, if not politically. Part II continues, therefore, by tracing the 
interrelationships between Redevelopment/Renewal and gentrification, in-
cluding the federal program’s faulty conceptual underpinnings.

Part II shows how the rise of a national historic preservation movement 
contributed both to the demise of the Redevelopment/Renewal paradigm 
and to the success of the more politically palatable gentrification paradigm. 
Part II concludes with an accounting of the “decade of the neighborhood,” 
a period centered in the 1970s during which federal officials enacted a smor-
gasbord of programs, most of which were intended to fill the gap left by the 
termination of Redevelopment/Renewal. Nearly all of these initiatives, I 
contend, had goals that were either commensurate with, or not inconsistent 
with, the promotion of urban gentrification.

Part III probes in depth the similarities and differences between embry-
onic and advanced gentrification. It begins by comparing the Urban Rede-
velopment/Renewal paradigm to the embryonic gentrification paradigm, 
arguing that the former generally proved more controversial than the latter. 
Among the explanations for this were several economic variables that 
clearly advantaged gentrification. Additionally, gentrification was associ-
ated with several noneconomic characteristics that further distinguished it 
from Urban Redevelopment/Renewal. These matters contributed to the 
eventual demise of the Redevelopment/Renewal paradigm and the accel-
eration of its successor, the gentrification paradigm.

Yet, as Part III points out, once Redevelopment/Renewal was elimi-
nated, the resistance movement associated with it was not as easily trans-
ferred to the gentrification paradigm. Often lacking transparent parameters 
of agency, the newly adopted form of reversing urban decline led to compli-
cations in the gentrification dialectic. Among these was an enigma: whether 
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middle-class households disadvantaged poor and working-class families by 
decamping to the suburbs or whether they did so by remaining as city resi-
dents and living in close proximity to those families.

Part III concludes the book with several summations. It emphasizes that 
gentrification must be understood as an urban phenomenon with historical 
roots in the very early twentieth century, rather than the 1960s or 1970s. 
This understanding, in turn, raises questions about how we interpret a trend 
that in some cities has proven to be transformational. Among other matters, 
history, architecture, and place offer core concepts for understanding gen-
trification’s origins in the American context. Moreover, I contend, we need 
to dispense with misperceptions about the extent to which forces such as 
deindustrialization, globalization, and the postwar baby boom were causal, 
as opposed to catalytic, factors in gentrification’s growth.

Part III continues by tracing the interrelationships between the federal 
government’s Urban Redevelopment/Renewal programs and the essentially 
private market process of embryonic gentrification. It points out that those 
programs were founded on the basis of faulty conceptual understandings 
about urban real estate markets, which the gentrification paradigm ulti-
mately refuted. In the end, to a considerable extent, at least, the gentrifica-
tion paradigm supplanted the Redevelopment/Renewal paradigm. None-
theless, this transition resulted in a kind of semantic transmutation in 
which an essentially privatized process of gentrification complicated both 
criticism and opposition. Often proceeding with only hazy lines of public 
agency, gentrification undermined the sharply etched polarity between 
 Redevelopment/Renewal authorities and their opponents. And as gentrifi-
cation was incorporated into the more or less laissez-faire dynamics of 
privatization and devolution, enabled in part by newer federal policies, its 
opponents were disadvantaged in their efforts to organize resistance.

A Few Words about Words

I employ the terms “rehabilitation” and “renovation” interchangeably to de-
note the repair and improvement of existing structures (especially housing). 
In my usage of “Urban Redevelopment” or “Redevelopment” and “Urban 
Renewal” or “Renewal,” I refer specifically to matters associated with the 
federal government programs under those labels existing between 1949 and 
1974. Uncapitalized, those terms have taken on a generic quality in popular 
usage as a synonym for urban development or real estate development, 
whether encompassed by federal programs or not. Unless that usage ap-
pears in a quotation, it is not adopted in this book. In referring to Urban 
Redevelopment, I mean the process by which residents, businesses, and 
other organizations were removed from officially designated project areas 
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and buildings were demolished and cleared, later to be supplanted by new 
buildings, spaces, and inhabitants. Unless otherwise noted, my use of the 
term Urban Renewal encompasses both the policies of demolition and re-
building and the added alternative of reusing existing structures through 
their rehabilitation and improvement. This includes the preservation and 
restoration of historic resources.

Of course, the often-implicit corollary of both Urban Redevelopment 
and Urban Renewal was the demographic imperative: the assumption that 
removing all or most poor and working-class residents was a necessary pre-
condition to successfully revitalizing a formerly declining (i.e., blighted or 
slum) neighborhood. In reference to residents whose neighborhood tenure 
generally predates those of gentrifiers, I employ the noun “incumbents.” 
Underlying this usage is the presumption that for the most part, incumbents 
are poor and working-class households, often, though not always, racial or 
ethnic minorities. Some may be homeless and/or suffer from substance 
abuse, disabilities, or mental illness, while others may include penurious 
seniors living on a fixed income. I employ the terms “gentry” or “gentrifiers” 
interchangeably, referring to those mostly middle-income in-movers to an 
older neighborhood who occupy a home or start a business, imposing new 
class, racial, ethnic, and/or socioeconomic tastes and standards. These in-
movers invariably include so-called creative-class workers (Florida 2005), 
artists (Zukin 1982), and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
(LGBTQ) people (Doan 2018).

Although my research is centered on gentrification in the United States, 
cities in Canada, the United Kingdom, Europe, Australia, and New Zea-
land, for example, have experienced varying degrees of gentrification. Read-
ers wishing to examine comparable trends in other nations would do well 
to consult authoritative sources such as Gentrification (Lees, Slater, and 
Wyly 2008), Gentrification in a Global Context: The New Urban Colonialism 
(Atkinson and Bridge 2005), Planetary Gentrification (Lees, Hyun, and 
Lopez-Morales 2016), Unequal City (Hamnett 2003b), Urban Regeneration 
in Europe (Couch, Fraser, and Perry 2003), and Whose Urban Renaissance? 
An International Comparison of Urban Regeneration Strategies (Porter and 
Shaw 2009).




