
local, state and national 
responses to them, have 
exposed a new insecurity 
about the future of cities, 
and demonstrated how 
catastrophic events can 
wreak havoc within the 

national and global politi-
cal-economic system 
(Gotham and Greenberg 
2014).  As we note, the 
destructive power of dis-
asters – e.g., hurricanes,  

Chair, p. 3 

vesant Town to take 
readers inside the strug-
gle for community and 
affordable housing in the 
heart of New York City, 
revealing the structural 
forces and cultural and 
generational clashes un-
leashed when landlords 
seek to transition a rent-
stabilized housing com-
munity to a market-rate 
luxury destination. 

 When the war was 
over there was absolutely 
no housing for the veter-
ans. Most of my friends 
either lived with parents 
or in-laws, and Herschel 
and I lived in an unfur-
nished room with one of 
my mother’s neighbors 
who had a two-bedroom 
apartment, and one of the 
rooms was empty. We 
had a bed, a hamper, and 
a chest. That was it. My 
mother lived on the sec-
ond floor. I ate there, 
showered there, and did 

everything there for just 
one room to sleep in. 
Then they built Stuy 
Town, and you had to 
apply for it. You could 
only be a veteran to move 
in. One of my neighbors 
moved in with her son. He 
was in the Navy, so he 
got the apartment, and 
his parents were able to 
live with him. Now, they 
take anybody. Kids from 
college? They take this  

Rights, p. 4 
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 In Crisis Cities: Disas-
ter and Redevelopment in 
New York and New Orle-
ans, Miriam Greenberg 
and I argue that the 9/11 
and Hurricane Katrina 
disasters, as well as the 

Rachael A, Woldoff 
West Virginia University 
  

 The year 2006 
marked the largest real-
estate transaction in his-
tory, the $5.4 billion sale 
of the 80-acre middle-
class Stuyvesant Town-
Peter Cooper Village 
apartment complex in 
Manhattan. By 2009 it 
was only valued at $1.8 
billion, and by 2015 it was 
sold yet again with less 
than half of the units rent-
regulated. In her co-
authored book Priced 
Out: Stuyvesant Town 
and the Loss of Middle-
Class Neighborhoods 
(New York University 
Press, February 2016), 
Rachael A. Woldoff, an 
Associate Editor of City 
and Community and a 
CUSS Council Member, 
uses ethnographic inter-
views with the original 
residents and compara-
tive newcomers of Stuy-
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In  Memor ia l :  Rodr igo  Sa lcedo  

Volume 28 Number 2  

Joel Stillerman 
Grand Valley State  
University 
 
 Rodrigo Salcedo, one 
of our fellow urbanists, 
passed away on Febru-
ary 25, 2016 at the age 
of 46. Rodrigo was a 
highly productive and 
multi-talented scholar 
who conducted research 
on gated communities, 
public housing, shopping 
malls, residential segre-
gation, social stratifica-
tion, and political 
elites.  He also did ex-
tensive applied research 
as a public servant and 
consultant in the center-
left presidential admin-
istrations of Ricardo La-
gos and Michelle Bach-
elet in Chile, as well as 
for a variety of public 
and private organiza-
tions.  From 1998-99, he 
served as the cultural 
attache at Chile's consu-
late in Chicago just prior 
to beginning his gradu-
ate studies. 
 Rodrigo received his 
BA in Sociology at the 
Catholic University of 
Chile and his MA and 
PhD in Political Science 
at the University of Illi-
nois at Chicago.  At UIC, 
he studied with Dennis 
Judd and Evan Mcken-
zie where he developed 
a deep and lasting 
friendship with Den-
nis.  He taught at the 
Urban Studies Institute 
at the Catholic University 
of Chile, and in recent 
years served as Dean of 
Social Sciences at the 
Catholic University of 
Maule, located in Talca, 
a few hours south of 
Chile's capital, Santia-
go.  There, he was 
charged with establish-

ing several new social 
science departments 
and undergraduate ma-
jors.  He served on the 
editorial boards of the 
Urban Affairs Review, 
Geoforum, and EURE 
(Urban and Regional 
Studies) and served as 
corresponding editor at 
Urban Studies. 
 His work in collabora-
tion with Francisco Sa-
batini and Gonzalo Ca-
ceres on gated commu-
nities explored how in 
the Chilean context, 
these settlements fos-
tered closer social ties 
between their affluent 
inhabitants and nearby 
poor residents, in con-
trast to much scholarship 
on this topic.  He was 
part of a large research 
team examining shop-
ping malls in Santiago, 
Chile, which explored 
their economic effects on 
local businesses, cus-
tomers' everyday prac-
tices in these spaces, 
and their connections to 
broader cultural changes 
in Chile.  His work on 
gated communities and 
shopping malls contribut-
ed to debates regarding 

the privatization of public 
space and the differing 
effects of large- and 
small-scale segregation 
on poor urban residents' 
economic opportuni-
ties.  His work on public 
housing and urban pov-
erty (a recent study ap-
peared in City & Com-
munity) examines both 
the limitations of govern-
ment policies promoting 
home ownership among 
the poor, and the diverse 
perspectives and strate-
gies of poor urban resi-
dents.  He is the coau-
thor of one book and 
coeditor of two others 
(all in Spanish) and his 
numerous articles ap-
pear in International 
Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research, 
American Behavioral 
Scientist, Urban Affairs 
Review, City & Commu-
nity, Journal of Contem-
porary Ethnography, 
Housing Policy De-
bate,and several Chilean 
journals. 
 A relaxed, jovial and 
gregarious person, Ro-
drigo was well liked by 
his colleagues and grad-
uate students with whom 

he produced numerous 
publications and devel-
oped long term friend-
ships. While a very seri-
ous scholar, Rodrigo 
was known by friends 
and colleagues as hav-
ing an informal and irrev-
erent style in both his 
demeanor and dress.  In 
an online homage, a 
friend commented that 
Rodrigo was the first 
person ever to walk into 
Chile's presidential pal-
ace in a swimming suit 
and sandals while he 
worked for two of that 
country's presidents.  In 
an email exchange after 
his death, his disserta-
tion adviser and long-
time friend Dennis Judd 
said, "I never met a per-
son who did not like Ro-
drigo. There will never 
be another like him." He 
was a wonderful col-
league and friend and 
will be deeply missed.” 
 
 



earthquakes, floods, fi-
nancial breakdowns, ter-
rorist strikes, security fail-
ures —have increased 
dramatically in the United 
States and around the 
world in recent decades.  
The increasing extension, 
intensification, and veloci-
ty of global flows and net-
works of activity are the 
major drivers of the in-
creasing frequency and 
destructiveness of disas-
ters.  The accelerated 
circulation of capital, 
commodities, people, 
technologies, goods, cul-
tures, and so on brings 
distant relationships and 
interactions into close 
proximity and generates 
the potential and condi-
tions for social, political, 
and economic “shocks” to 
spread rapidly around the 
world, a situation that 
reveals the wide range of 
hazardous, even deadly, 
conditions that now face 
urban residents. Given 
the increasing intercon-
nectedness of our global-
ized world, local shocks 
can have contagion ef-
fects and metastasize 

centralization of people 
have contributed to une-
ven patterns of develop-
ment in developed and 
less developed countries 
(for an overview, see Pal-
lagst et al. 2014). In the 
last 50 years, approxi-
mately 370 cities with 
more than 100,000 resi-
dents have undergone 
population losses of more 
than 10 percent (see Fig-
ure 1).  In Europe, there 
are currently more than 
70 shrinking cities 
(Kabisch et al. 2012) and 
92 recorded depopulating 
cities are located in the 
United States (Haase 
2013).  In recent years, 
urban shrinkage has be-
come a major topic of 
political debate in coun-
tries such as Australia, 
Canada, Japan, Russia, 
Brazil, and China as cit-
ies in these countries 
confront increasing hous-
ing abandonment, aging 
population, and outmigra-
tion (Richardson and 
Nam 2014). Urban 
shrinkage is occurring in 
older industrial cities,  

Chair, p.9 

into “concatenated crises” 
in which a multiplicity of 
crises can emerge simul-
taneously in different 
parts of the world, spread 
rapidly, and interact with 
each other in unpredicta-
ble and destructive ways. 
 In this essay, I want to 
focus on the concatenat-
ed crises of counter-
urbanization and water 
contamination and draw 
attention to linkages 
among social inequality, 
public policy, and une-
qual access to safe wa-
ter.  Counter-urbanization 
or urban shrinkage is a 
multidimensional process 
characterized by popula-
tion deconcentration, de-
creasing densities, em-
ployment decline, and 
loss of tax revenue (for 
overviews, see Martinez-
Fernandez et al. 2012; 
Grobmann et al. 2013; 
Hollander, et al. 2009).   
While urbanization has 
been a dominant global 
trend for many decades, 
counter-urbanization dy-
namics have been oper-
ating simultaneously as 
decentralization and re-

CUSS Newslette r  

Gotham address the is-
sue of urban downsizing 
in his Chair’s Message 
with a focus on water is-
sues. Both articles illus-
trate the problems of over 
and underdevelopment 
on urban residents. 
 On a somber note, 
Joel Stillerman writes a 
memorial tribute to Rodri-
go Salcedo who passed 
away this February. 
 The CUSS Newsletter  
Summer 2016 edition will 

 The Spring 2016 edi-
tion of the CUSS News-
letter  features a selection 
by Rachael Woldoff from 
her new co-authored 
book, Priced Out: Stuyve-
sant Town and the Loss 
of Middle-Class Neigh-
borhoods. Rachael’s new 
book address issues 
around urban residence 
affordability for middle 
class citizens.  
 In a paradox from real 
estate speculation, Kevin 

be published in July. 
Please contact me if you 
have any ideas about 
new articles or photo es-
says for this or other up-
coming editions. This may 
be a great opportunity for 
graduate students to 
highlight some of their 
research or work in alter-
native formats. Just con-
tact me at 
wholt@bsc.edu. 
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room, and they divide it. 
—Ruthie Goldblum, long-
time resident, aged eighty
-five

1
 

 

 I think my rent is going 
to keep going up. We 
tried to negotiate the rent 
and were told that they 
don’t negotiate. Probably 
about two to three weeks 
ago [in June 2011], I was 
walking past the leasing 
office on First Avenue, 
and I noticed that it was 
packed full of people. 
There were so many peo-
ple there that people 
were standing, and it was 
a Saturday, which I just 
thought was strange be-
cause I’d never seen it 
that full. So I think de-
mand is up for Stuy 
Town, and I think a lot of 
people are interested in 
moving in. It obviously 
helps that every single 
apartment has, or most 
apartments have, marble 
countertops, and there’s 
dishwashers, and every-
thing just looks a lot more 
suburban than other typi-
cal New York City apart-
ments. So I think, if any-
thing, these people mov-
ing in is just going to 
make the prices go up, 
because they know that if 
you’re not willing to pay, 
someone else is going to 
move right in. And if it’s 
two people sharing it—
which a lot of times they 
have parents helping 
them out—it’s not going 
to be a problem to split 
$2,500 in rent. 
 
—Jackie Sabatino, mar-
ket-rate resident, aged 
twenty-eight 
 
 The first thing you see 
when you walk out of 
Stuyvesant Town’s red 
brick tower apartment 

buildings on a Sunday 
morning is the odd mix of 
people who share this 
community. Wait a bit 
longer, and the clash of 
cultures that now charac-
terize modern Stuyvesant 
Town become apparent. 
Walking along the land-
scaped paths and taking 
in the quiet, park-like set-
ting, birds chirp as the 
early risers—typically, 
white professionals in 
their 20s, 30s, and 40s—
walk their dogs or take a 
run, and on weekdays, 
they rush off to work. 
Weekday mornings are 
far busier, as a cluster of 
parents hurry to get their 
children to school on 
time, and then hurry to 
their jobs.   
 But on this Sunday, it 
is quiet as a mother of 
two quickly pushes a 
bright orange, sporty dou-
ble-stroller toward a 
sprinkler-filled play-
ground, offering her chil-
dren some relief from the 
oppressive heat and a 
chance to play before the 
shade recedes behind 
the surrounding buildings. 
Continuing along the 
winding paths, you see 
merchants from the farm-
ers’ market unpacking 
boxes of produce on the 
walkway between two of 
Stuyvesant Town’s com-
munity focal points: the 
large central lawn called 
“the Oval,” and the “clock 
playground,” which has a 
prominent clock feature 
on the jungle gym, as 
well as a swing set, a fire 
truck, and play houses. 
Three other playgrounds 
circle the Oval, one with 
Astroturf that converts to 
an ice rink in the winter, 
and two asphalt play-
grounds. The Oval also 

has a large fountain and 
includes upscale ameni-
ties that cater to newer 
residents, such as a café, 
a lounge, and an indoor 
kids’ play space. At one 
time this area also held a 
film screening room, but it 
closed after flood dam-
age caused by Hurricane 
Sandy. It has since reo-
pened as a membership-
based location for chil-
dren’s events and fitness 
classes. 
 A tall lamppost is cov-
ered with a collage of 
advertisements. Upon 
closer look, the bright 
posts are not ads of the 
variety commonly seen in 
New York City, such as 
those advertising sales, 
arts events, or activist 
messages; instead, they 
recall the bulletin boards 
found on college campus-
es. In one, a tenant is 
trying to sell a futon and 
some used IKEA furni-
ture—items unlikely to 
belong to, or garner inter-
est from, the more stable, 
longer-term residents of 
Stuyvesant Town. The 
other flyers publicize a 
free outdoor screening of 
a comedy entitled Mall 
Cop at an event called 
“Movies on the Oval,” a 
call for participation in 
various sports teams (for 
a $250 sign-up fee), and 
a free DJ concert at 
“Music on the Oval”—all 
to be held on Stuyvesant 
Town’s quad-like outdoor 
field. 
 Walking along the 
path that encircles the 
Oval lawn, a different 
group of Stuyvesant 
Town residents appears. 
It is obvious that these 
tenants are not the in-
tended audience for a 
slapstick comedy, a vol-

leyball team, or a bass-
heavy hip-hop concert. 
Three elderly white peo-
ple are sitting on the park 
benches next to their two 
home health aides, one 
Latina and one African 
American, both dressed 
in pastel-colored hospital 
scrubs. Parked nearby 
are the elderly tenants’ 
chrome mobility walkers, 
modified with tennis balls 
on the “feet” to prevent 
users from slipping and 
falling. One of the elderly 
tenants is a man with ox-
ygen tubing taped to the 
side of his face; he smiles 
and says hello to a little 
boy who walks by with his 
father. 
 Stuyvesant Town is 
iconic. It is an overused 
word, but one that has 
been widely applied to 
the dialogue about Stuy-
vesant Town/Peter 
Cooper Village (Bagli 
2010). Usually referred to 
as simply “Stuyvesant 
Town” or “Stuy Town,” 
this sprawling, eighty-
acre New York City resi-
dential community con-
taining ninety-one uni-
form buildings was once 
known for its affordable, 
rent-controlled apart-
ments. However, since 
2001, management has 
converted many units to 
so-called luxury market-
rate apartments, signifi-
cantly transforming the 
demographic profile, cul-
ture, and ultimately, the 
sense of place that is as-
sociated with this famous 
community. Though to-
day the notorious waiting 
list is gone, depending on 
location, amenities, 
square footage, and the 
length of the lease (one 
or two years), one-
bedrooms range from 
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$3,212 to $3,941 a month 
and two-bedrooms (with 
two bathrooms) range 
from $4,859 to $5,847, as 
of July 2015. As of this 
writing, studios, units with 
patios, and three-
bedrooms are also avail-
able for rent; some of 
these are marketed as 
“platinum” apartments. 
 College students, sin-
gle professionals, young 
families, and elderly peo-
ple: how did this curious 
menagerie of people 
come to live here? What 
is it like for such different 
groups to live in Stuyve-
sant Town together? Are 
all of these residents hap-
py here? How long do 
they plan to stay? What 
does the future hold for 
them now that the apart-
ment complex is again 
being sold in one of the 
largest residential real 
estate transaction in U.S. 
history? Over the course 
of the 2000s, Stuyvesant 
Town’s owners have lev-
eraged their financial 
holdings in an effort to 
realize their ultimate goal 
of converting an estab-
lished, rent-stabilized, 
affordable community into 
market-rate luxury hous-
ing that caters to a class 
of renters who are willing 
and able to afford the 
higher prices for this 
Manhattan address. For 
the more than 25,000 
tenants residing in Stuy-
vesant Town’s 11,250 
apartments, the property 
owners’ implicit and ex-
plicit efforts to expel long-
time, rent-stabilized resi-
dents in favor of younger, 
more affluent market-rate 
tenants has disrupted the 
community, residents’ 
sense of place, and their 
perceived quality of life. 

The changes have also 
triggered a stream of con-
flict between the manage-
ment and tenants and 
have altered relationships 
among residents in unex-
pected ways. Now, a well
-known and formerly sta-
ble community has be-
come a contested site in 
the battle for renters’ 
rights. 
 In this book we pre-
sent an ethnographic 
study of Stuyvesant 
Town, focusing on the 
changing social dynamics 
within a community at the 
mercy of New York’s real 
estate actors.

2 
To under-

stand the changes under 
way in Stuyvesant Town, 
we explore the story dur-
ing three key stages in its 
transformation. First, we 
describe the rent control 
era when predominantly 
middle-class New York-
ers, many of whom were 
families of veterans and 
civil servants, first moved 
into this newly built com-
plex. Though many resi-
dents reported senti-
mental and fond memo-
ries of this time period, 
Stuyvesant Town’s earli-
est years were also a 
shameful period in the 
history of fair housing as 
the community was initial-
ly established as a 
“whites-only” develop-
ment. 
 We then describe the 
second stage when Stuy-
vesant Town’s original 
owner, Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Company 
(hereafter called MetLife), 
made its goal to transition 
rent-stabilized apart-
ments into market-rate 
housing during the early 
2000s. This was a period 
when longtime residents 
on fixed incomes ex-

pressed alarm about their 
housing security and their 
growing feelings of exclu-
sion from the community. 
Even as these residents 
coped with the universal 
challenges of aging in 
place (e.g., declining 
health, death of spouses, 
loss of friends, and finan-
cial constraints in the 
midst of a severe reces-
sion), longtime tenants 
also confronted specific 
sweeping changes to the 
residential environment 
that they had called home 
for decades—all as the 
economy was failing, and 
Manhattan housing was 
in short supply. 
MetLife, by design, en-
sured a way for the de-
velopment to better cater 
to a market of potential 
tenants who would differ 
from the longtime resi-
dents in age, appear-
ance, budget, lifestyle, 
and housing demands. 
Soon, the community was 
rocked by an influx of 
younger neighbors, new 
policies and procedures, 
and nearly constant con-
struction and continuous 
landscaping projects that 
would change the physi-
cal environment. Man-
agement introduced a 
more liberal tenant cul-
ture to accommodate 
younger people’s more 
carefree, socially oriented 
lifestyles and amenity 
preferences, as well as 
the crowding of public 
spaces with small chil-
dren and loud entertain-
ment and sporting 
events. For some estab-
lished residents, these 
changes triggered con-
flicts with the incoming 
tenants, but more im-
portantly, they translated 
into widespread feelings 

of uncertainty about what 
else the future would 
hold. 
 This all led to a third 
phase—what we call the 
post-default years, and 
what others have called 
“Stuypocalypse Now,” 
during which Stuyvesant 
Town’s status became 
uncertain.

3  
Tishman-

Speyer Properties bought 
the property from MetLife 
in 2006 and then in 2010 
defaulted on the mort-
gage. Until recently, the 
management company 
CWCapital controlled the 
complex on behalf of the 
bondholders, with poor 
reviews from residents, 
some of whom are long-
term tenants who were 
awarded rent rebates 
totaling more than $68 
million in order to reim-
burse them for rents that 
MetLife and Tishman-
Speyer illegally raised. 
Notably, large sums have 
been deducted from for-
mer and current tenants’ 
rebate payouts for legal 
fees, expenses, and ret-
roactive charges for im-
provements to the prop-
erty.

4
 

 On May 14, 2013, in 
what the Stuyvesant 
Town-Peter Cooper Vil-
lage Tenants Association 
(hereafter referred to as 
“the tenants association”) 
called a “blood boiling” 
and “predatory” action, at 
least one thousand 
households received no-
tices under their apart-
ment doors notifying 
them that CW would be 
imposing mid-lease rent 
increases, which translat-
ed into a rent hike of as 
much as thousands of 
dollars a month for some 
residents. Tenants orga 
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nized a press conference 
in response to what they  
called a “crude and cal-
lous act” that was “just 
the latest assault on the 
affordability and stability 
of a community we all 
need to join in protect-
ing.” Rumors were swirl-
ing that after squeezing 
more rent money from 
tenants, CWCapital 
would sell the property to 
the highest bidder, leav-
ing many residents ago-
nizing about the prospect 
that rents would rise even 
further, and they would 
be left without an afforda-
ble housing option in the 
city.

4   
 The state’s rent 

stabilization laws formally 
expired on June 15, 
2015. After a five-day 
extension and many diffi-
cult sessions in Albany 
during which tenants’ 
rights groups accused 
Governor Cuomo of sid-
ing too heavily with the 
landlord lobby, state law-
makers extended existing 
rent regulation for four 
more years.

56
 The exten-

sion includes some pro-
tections for tenants as 
part of the Rent Act of 
2015. For instance, the 
rent at which an apart-
ment can be deregulated 
increased from $2,500 to 
$2,700, limits were 
placed on Major Capital 
Improvements charges, 
and penalties for land-
lords for harassing ten-
ants were increased. Al-
so, the city’s Rent Guide-
lines Board voted to 
freeze rents for stabilized 
tenants who hold one-
year leases and to limit 
increases on two-year 
leases to just 2 percent.

7
 

The most recent develop-
ment in Stuyvesant 
Town’s history is the sale 

agreement announced in 
October 2015. The Black-
stone Group and its in-
vestment partners have 
made a $5.3 billion deal 
to buy the property. Con-
troversially, the terms of 
the sale include the provi-
sion that only 5,000 units 
of the 11,241 will remain 
“affordable” for twenty 
years, ensuring tempo-
rary stability to some resi-
dents. The story contin-
ues. 
 This book presents in-
depth interviews with res-
idents and a chronologi-
cal narrative structure to 
tell the story of the de-
mise of affordable hous-
ing in Stuyvesant Town 
and New York City. In so 
doing, we argue that one 
cannot fully understand 
the conversion of a 
neighborhood from rent 
stabilized to market rate 
without first coming to 
terms with the historical, 
social, and cultural dy-
namics of urban housing 
that accompany it. More 
generally, we argue that 
Stuyvesant Town is of 
interest because it exem-
plifies the intersection of 
changing community de-
mographics and neoliber-
al housing policy. In Stuy-
vesant Town, the relative-
ly fast and substantial 
turnover of units occupied 
by an aging cohort of res-
idents came to be seen 
as a market opportunity 
in a hot real estate sec-
tor. The act of flipping 
houses—where specula-
tors purchase houses, 
make superficial chang-
es, and attempt to resell 
them at higher prices in 
tight markets— became a 
significant trend during 
the housing boom of the 
late 1990s and early 

2000s. Though it in-
creased curb appeal, flip-
ping also damaged many 
neighborhoods nation-
wide by inflating prices 
and introducing residents 
who were less likely to 
remain stable community 
members. Stuyvesant 
Town is an example of 
what happens when an 
entire community is 
placed for sale at such a 
high price that a company 
can only afford to pay for 
it by flipping the whole 
neighborhood—in this 
case, changing its com-
position from long-term 
rentals mostly inhabited 
by families to short-term 
rentals mostly inhabited 
by affluent college stu-
dents and other well-
heeled transient popula-
tions seeking to get their 
first foothold in the city. 
 That flipping an entire 
neighborhood is even 
conceivable is, we sug-
gest, a testimony to one 
major downside of neolib-
eral (or free-market) 
housing policy. When 
supply is scarce, as it is 
in New York City and 
many other major urban 
real estate markets, a 
“free market” serves only 
the wealthiest. Hence, 
policymakers’ deliberate 
actions are necessary to 
counter these market 
forces and preserve the 
proportionate income di-
versity that is vital to city 
life. Ultimately, neoliberal 
housing policy risks a sort 
of tragedy of the com-
mons, where the best 
interests of real estate 
actors eventually bring 
ruin to the vibrancy that 
attracted the wealthier 
tenants in the first place. 
Given recent data sug-
gesting that 29 percent of 

Manhattan apartments 
are not primary residenc-
es,

8 
this is no idle con-

cern. This book serves as 
a call to action for all of 
those who care about 
cities and believe that 
neighborhoods, real 
neighborhoods given life 
by long-term residents, 
are fundamental to their 
success. 
 
Updating and  
Extending the Rent-
Control Narrative 
 
 In general, when one 
thinks of affordable hous-
ing, middle-class New 
York City neighborhoods 
like Stuyvesant Town are 
not what come to mind. 
Instead, one imagines the 
run-down apartments and 
houses built for poor peo-
ple, including residents of 
public housing projects 
and recipients of need-
based rent subsidies from 
the government. Howev-
er, the concept of afforda-
ble housing also includes 
residential properties ca-
tering to middle-class 
populations, where the 
high demand for real es-
tate can lead to the exclu-
sion of all but the wealthi-
est tenants, thus creating 
exclusionary property 
markets. In the United 
States, policies that regu-
late rent to expand mid-
dle-class access to hous-
ing markets (e.g., placing 
caps on rent increases or 
total rent costs) are 
sometimes generically 
called “rent controls,” and 
they remain in only a 
handful of large cities, 
such as New York City 
and Los Angeles. 
 To the extent that 
people are even aware 
that rent-control policies 
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exist, many misunder-
stand or vilify these laws, 
despite their intended 
purpose of alleviating 
exclusionary practices in 
local housing markets. 
When people do learn 
about rent control, it is 
often from acquaintances 
and media sources. The 
typical narrative includes 
outrageous tales about 
wealthy, undeserving ten-
ants inheriting the rights 
to extremely inexpensive 
apartments where the 
gentry live lavishly even 
though they can well af-
ford to rent market-rate 
units. Sometimes, these 
rent-control yarns feature 
regular people, but they 
are still deemed to be 
undeserving schemers 
who are living off of gov-
ernment benefits that un-
fairly provide them with 
far more spacious apart-
ments than their life-cycle 
stage requires or than 
their income would pur-
chase in the “free” hous-
ing market. 
 Some scholars, poli-
cymakers, and citizens 
view rent control as an 
unjust “entitlement,” a 
market-distorting violation 
of the neoliberal rhetoric 
upon which the United 
States prides itself. It is 
true that some New York-
ers have been lucky 
enough to score afforda-
ble, or even inexpensive, 
rent-stabilized apart-
ments, either through an 
inheritance or a lottery. 
However, this is a rela-
tively small, and, argua-
bly, privileged group. Still, 
friends and neighbors 
envy them, newspaper 
headlines vilify them, and 
their fellow New Yorkers 
scorn them. This all feeds 
into accounts that pro-

mote rent deregulation 
and housing privatization. 
Those who take this view 
hold that rent-control poli-
cies create market distor-
tions that prevent, rather 
than enable, access to 
housing. Further, such 
neoliberal critiques of rent 
control tend to suggest 
that tenants who benefit 
from such policies are 
abusing outdated laws 
and ordinances in order 
to lease apartments at far 
lower prices than those to 
which the rest of the city’s 
population is entitled. In-
deed, critics have blamed 
rent control for a wide 
range of economic and 
social ills, from homeless-
ness and the loss of af-
fordable housing, to de-
clining neighborhood 
property values, to the 
rise of socialism and the 
inability of independent 
landlords to make an 
honest living. The case of 
Stuyvesant Town pro-
vides a rare opportunity 
to explore these claims 
as they relate to the 
broader context of afford-
able housing and to bring 
the tenants’ voices into 
the forefront of the de-
bate. 
 
Gentrification,  
Community, and Market 
Forces 
 
 In addition to a case 
study about rent stabiliza-
tion, Stuyvesant Town’s 
transformation can be 
seen as a type of gentrifi-
cation, a term that refers 
to the process whereby 
newcomers, who are of-
ten wealthier than exist-
ing residents, move into 
declining residential 
neighborhoods. The new-
comers’ arrival is accom-

panied by improvements 
to existing housing and 
common spaces in order 
to increase the communi-
ty’s appeal and value. 
This process often dis-
places the working-class, 
poor, and moderate-
income residents, as well 
as racial and ethnic mi-
norities. 
 Much of the extant 
sociological literature on 
gentrification focuses on 
the relationships between 
affluent professional resi-
dents who take on indi-
vidual investment risk by 
buying homes in disad-
vantaged neighborhoods 
within a rising housing 
market and the poor, 
nonwhite families who 
are priced out and up-
rooted. However, in the 
face of tight markets for 
affordable rental housing 
in expensive cities, an 
emerging literature calls 
for a more structural ex-
amination of “free-market 
gentrification.” Such a 
perspective examines 
neoliberal development 
policies and zoning laws 
that result in gentrification 
and suggests that gov-
ernment policies should 
balance free-market forc-
es in order to level the 
playing field for average 
citizens and to protect 
public goods, such as 
quality local schools.

9
 In 

contrast to conservatives 
who blame government-
imposed rent-stabilization 
policies for real estate 
market failures and the 
loss of city tax revenues, 
critics of free-market gen-
trification assert that the 
neoliberal ideology that 
advocates for free enter-
prise, deregulation, and  
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unfettered pro-
development policies has 
transformed cities into 
global real estate devel-
opment markets that re-
duce affordable housing 
options for families and 
make cities less demo-
cratic.

10
 

 Instead of examining 
the individual housing 
investments of the rich, 
this book shows the haz-
ards of applying the free-
market doctrine to the 
community sphere. The 
East Side of New York 
City, like the rest   of the 
city, is rapidly gentrifying, 
but many people had as-
sumed that Stuyvesant 
Town would remain the 
middle-class haven it al-
ways was. Robert Moses 
and MetLife built the 
community with public 
subsidies to house the 
middle class, but be-
cause of deregulation, 
Stuyvesant Town is be-
coming just another gen-
trified swath of New York 
real estate. Our research 
challenges the view that 
neoliberal policy results in 
an urban utopia where 
market forces take care 
of everyone’s housing 
needs. It shows that free-
market gentrification is 
not oriented to building 
communities, and it leads 
to both unintended out-
comes and predictable 
negative pathways for 
citizens’ residential out-
comes. The case of Stuy-
vesant Town forces the 
question: “What kinds of 
communities do neoliber-
al policies create?” 
Stuyvesant Town resi-
dents have come to cre-
ate a real home for them-
selves in a city where this 
is notoriously hard to do. 
Unfortunately, the rare 

combination of character 
istics that make Stuyve-
sant Town an idyllic com-
munity for middle-class 
families and longtime ag-
ing residents—its use 
value—is of limited inter-
est to Manhattan’s pow-
erful real estate actors; to 
them, anything other than 
high-rent apartments on 
this prime chunk of land 
is a wasted opportunity to 
increase profit. The 
changes that landlords 
and management im-
posed upon residents 
were not merely cosmet-
ic, but were accompanied 
by dramatic shifts in the 
neighborhood’s popula-
tion composition, family 
structure, and community 
norms and values. In light 
of the sale agreement, 
we conclude by discuss-
ing Stuyvesant Town’s 
future, highlighting the 
ways in which our study 
contributes to urban theo-
ries about the social and 
economic value of com-
munity stability—a facet 
of neighborhood vitality 
that is often overlooked in 
the ever-churning New 
York housing market. We 
conclude with our asser-
tion that Stuyvesant 
Town provides an ideal 
case for investigating 
middle-class residents’ 
right to the city, especially 
in an era of neoliberal 
urban policy that privileg-
es the city’s business 
elite—their development 
projects, their tax agen-
das, and their push for 
housing attributes that 
diminish affordability and 
community for other citi-
zens. 
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coastal regions, and in 
arid climates as cities 
with declining popula-
tions experience eco-
nomic strain, community 
dislocation, and infra-
structure disinvestment.  
Large-scale quantitative 
research and single case 
studies on urban shrink-
age reveal that counter-
urbanization is neither a 
marginal pattern of ur-
ban development nor a 
short-term divergence 
from convention urban 
growth paths (Audirac et 
al. 2012; Reckien and 
Martinez-Fernandez 
2011; Pallagst et al. 
2014).    
 One of the most ur-
gent challenges facing 
shrinking cities is ensur-
ing an adequate supply 
of quality municipal ser-
vices – e.g., affordable 

energy, safe drinking 
water, sanitation, educa-
tion, health care, public 
safety, and transporta-
tion - in light of declining 
tax revenues, crumbling 
infrastructure, and in-
creased operating costs.  
The loss of tax revenue 
means less money for 
schools, police and fire 
protection, and other 
municipal services that 
sustain a city and make 
it inhabitable.  A major 
challenge is how can 
shrinking cities maintain 
and sustain their essen-
tial infrastructure and 
quality of municipal ser-
vices if private invest-
ment becomes riskier 
under the conditions of 
low and uncertain real 
estate demand?  A relat-
ed question is how can 
legal regimes, govern-

ance mechanisms, and 
institutional frameworks 
contribute to the sustain-
ability of cities losing 
population and tax reve-
nue?  More broadly, 
what are the fundamen-
tal social-ecological sys-
tem characteristics that 
emerge from shrinking 
city dynamics that we 
must understand to ad-
dress urban risk and 
vulnerability in the face 
of mounting global envi-
ronmental change?   
 Managing urban in-
frastructure and improv-
ing the ability of policy 
makers to achieve urban 
sustainability are press-
ing needs of the 21st 
century.  Many contem-
porary cities exhibit lim-
ited capacity to accom-
modate sustainable 
structures and practices 
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(Grove 2009; Glaeser 
2011).  Examples in-
clude the older depopu-
lating “rust belt” cities as 
well as rapidly growing 
“sunbelt” cities such as 
Las Vegas, NV, Phoenix, 
AZ, and Tampa, FL, 
where the post-2008 real 
estate and financial cri-
sis has caused a dra-
matic outmigration of 
people with the burst of 
the “housing bub-
ble” (Hollander 2011).  
These and other cities 
are seeing a cascade of 
economic perturbations 
including disinvestment, 
foreclosure, and aban-
donment of entire neigh-
borhoods. The ensuing 
erosion of the tax base is 
now causing infrastruc-
ture that was key to the 
high growth rates of sun 
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belt cities to deteriorate, 
which is contributing to 
further challenges facing 
these cities.  In some 
cases, transportation 
and water systems have 
become fragile and ur-
ban amenities that for-
merly attracted residents 
and civic activity, such 
as parks and public 
spaces, are now being 
neglected and are suffer-
ing from poor mainte-
nance (Boone et al. 
2009).  

 
Shrinking Cities, Un-
safe Water 
  
 In many shrinking 
cities, the ability to deliv-
er safe water, a critically 
necessary and important 
public service, is compli-
cated by aging infra-
structure, growing water 
demand, and water rates 
that are out of scale with 
the demands of water 
treatment and delivery.  
Two recent examples 
are relevant and illustra-
tive.  First, in 2013, the 
rare “brain-eating” amoe-
ba Naegleria fowleri en-
tered the water supply of 
St. Bernard Parish, Loui-
siana (a suburb of New 
Orleans) and contributed 
to the death of a four-
year old boy.  The amoe-
ba is a dangerous patho-
gen that chlorine-based 
water treatment can re-
move but in systems 
with breaks and infiltra-
tion there is always the 
possibility that contami-
nants can outflank the 
treatment system.  Like 
other water systems in 
the United States, the St. 
Bernard system has suf-
fered decades of ne-
glect, underfunding, and 

deferred maintenance 
due to the erosion of the 
parish (county) tax base.  
St. Bernard is an exem-
plar of urban shrinkage 
as the parish has experi-
enced a multi-decade 
decline in population and 
more recently lost more 
than 80 percent of its 
population due the col-
lapse of the Army Corps 
of Engineers’ levee sys-
tem during Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005.  As the 
case of St. Bernard 
amoeba shows, broken 
or under-maintained wa-
ter systems pose an om-
inous threat to human 
health and community 
well-being around coun-
try and world.  This case 
also reminds us that 
maintenance matters 
and that while mainte-
nance may be expensive 
so is the cost of not hav-
ing a safe drinking water 
supply.   
 Second, since 2014, 
the city of Flint, Michigan 
has been subjected to a 
major drinking water 
contamination crisis.  
The beginning of the 
crisis occurred when 
Flint changed its water 
source from treated De-
troit Water and Sewer-
age Department water 
(which was sourced from 
Lake Huron as well as 
the Detroit River) to the 
Flint River.  The failure 
of government officials to 
apply corrosion control 
treatment to the drinking 
water contributed to a 
series of problems that 
culminated with lead 
contamination, creating 
a serious public health 
danger. Estimates sug-
gest that between 6,000 
and 12,000 children 
have been exposed to 

drinking water with high 
levels of lead.  Im-
portantly, the Flint water 
crisis did not begin in 
April 2014, when the city 
switched its water sup-
ply.  Rather, like the wa-
ter crisis in St. Bernard 
Parish, the current crisis 
in Flint is the culmination 
of a much longer series 
of social-ecological dis-
asters - concatenated 
crises - caused by cor-
porate pollution, illegal 
dumping, heavy use of 
fertilizers, and unrespon-
sive government.  None 
of these factors are 
unique to Flint; they are 
at work in underfunded 
cites across the United 
States, the political-
economic legacy of cor-
porate polluting activities 
among multiple indus-
tries from automobiles 
and chemicals to coal 
and agriculture, govern-
ment capitulation to cor-
porate interests, and 
lack of democratic ac-
countability.  The known 
consequences include 
lead poisoning, skin 
rashes, and carcinogens 
for urban communities.   
 So, with all the trou-
ble residents of Flint, 
Michigan, are having 
getting drinkable water 
and responsive govern-
ance, one might wonder 
why they don’t just pack 
up and move. Or maybe 
go to a bank and take 
out a loan to cover the 
cost of replacing the lead 
pipes that connect their 
homes with a water sup-
ply.  As it turns out, resi-
dents in Flint and else-
where might not be able 
to do either of those due 
to the fact that banks 
increasing view houses 
without potable water as 

poor collateral.  Some 
lenders are refusing to 
issue new mortgages 
unless borrowers can 
prove that they have 
access to a safe water 
source. Of course, that 
may not be possible to 
do.   So what then?  
Maybe property values 
will go down, taking the 
tax base with it and fur-
ther stressing Flint’s abil-
ity to recover.  Maybe 
the State of Michigan or 
the U.S. government will 
buy them out (or be 
forced to by takings 
claims).  Mass buyout 
packages are not likely 
to be supported by Con-
gress, especially the 
current Congress.  Wa-
ter supplies in many U.S. 
cities are contaminated 
by lead.  Lenders and 
insurers are paying at-
tention because contam-
inated water is a finan-
cial risk for them.  Over 
time, contaminated wa-
ter could a major driver 
of urban disinvestment 
as cities without access 
to capital or insurance 
would not likely be able 
to sustain public ser-
vices.   
 Actually, the water 
contamination problems 
in Flint and St. Bernard 
should not come as a 
surprise.  Today, there 
are more people without 
access to safe water and 
sound sanitation than 
ever before.  The Millen-
nium Development 
Goals set by the United 
Nations in 2000 included 
a commitment to begin 
to remedy this desperate 
situation, at least to 
halve the number of peo-
ple without access to 
safe water and basic 
sanitation by 2015.  Un-
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fortunately, we are past 
2015 and way short on 
reducing those numbers.  
Nearly one-third of the 
world’s population lives 
with chronic water short-
ages that directly threat-
en human health, agri-
culture and economic 
development. Scientists 
predict an increase in 
global “resource wars” 
breaking out as potable 
water and oil become 
scarce and as price es-
calates.  The cross bor-
der nature of water flows 
and resources will, addi-
tionally, be an area in 
which analyses of pow-
er, race, gender, and 
participation will be im-
portant to examine in the 
context of shrinking cit-
ies.   
 
 
Crisis, Inequality, and 
Urban Water Futures 
 
 One of the central 
premises of my book 
with Miriam Greenberg is 
that crises lay bare long-
neglected injustices, ex-
pose underlying power 
structures, and display 
unacknowledged ine-
qualities.  Moreover, cri-
ses reveal forms of elite 
decision-making and 
organized action that 
tend to go unnoticed 
when everyday routines 
are stable and secure.  
Crises can uncover sub-
merged disparities and 
antagonisms and pro-
vide a window into rela-
tions of domination and 
subordination.  Our con-
textual explanations in 
the chapters of the book 
speak to redevelopment 
outcomes that are the 
result of specific assem-
blages of policy actions 

lators.  Traditionally, 
government officials 
have viewed water as an 
exchangeable commodi-
ty and unlimited re-
source, a conception 
that can lead to destruc-
tive conflict over the use 
and allocation of water.  
As examples from New 
Orleans and Flint show, 
water availability and 
quality reflect larger so-
cial inequalities. Water is 
not just a natural re-
source but a socially and 
politically constructed 
category that expresses 
power relations 
(Swyngedouw 2004).    
 Inequality has been a 
critical missing link in 
policy debates over the 
causes and consequenc-
es of, and potential re-
sponses to, the water 
crisis in Flint, St. Ber-
nard, and other cities.  
Just as inequality is at 
the heart of many of our 
urban problems includ-
ing the foreclosure and 
related economic and 
financial crises of recent 
years, unequal power 
dynamics shape and 
constrain access to safe 
drinking water.  Solu-
tions to the nation’s wa-
ter woes will require ad-
dressing the fundamen-
tal political-economic 
forces that reinforce and 
perpetuate social ine-
qualities.  Potential re-
search questions in-
clude: How do social 
inequalities influence 
policy responses to wa-
ter access and water 
contamination? How are 
inequalities reproduced 
by policy responses to 
water contamination? 
How do land-use, prop-
erty rights, and regulato-
ry policies and laws af-

fect water quality, espe-
cially under conditions of 
urban shrinkage and 
contaminated water sup-
plies?  Laws and policies 
determine how people 
use and manage water.  
Urban water systems are 
knitted together by a 
policy and legal frame-
work as much as they 
are by physical, econom-
ic, and cultural factors.  
This “policy-legal infra-
structure” can both con-
strain and enable plans 
for sustaining water 
quality and availability 
under future urban 
growth or shrinkage con-
ditions.   
 Current policy recom-
mendations being put 
forth by policy makers to 
remedy the nation’s wa-
ter problems typically 
rely on market-centered 
strategies, for example, 
privatizing public water 
systems, use of tax in-
centives to stimulate 
greater private-sector 
participation in the provi-
sion of water, and legal 
reforms to prime the pri-
vate sector to address 
water pollution and con-
tamination problems.  
However, policy debates 
must move beyond dis-
cussions over the rela-
tive merits of market-
centered water policies 
and expose the illusions 
of the private market.  
The development of so-
cio-legal regulations, 
new water policies, and 
new management plans 
for decontaminating ur-
ban water systems will 
not succeed if efforts 
solely focus on market-
centered aspects of im-
plementation.  Despite  
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and processes that have 
an uneven and conflictual 
historical development.  
Against conceptions of 
cities as discrete and self-
enclosed, our book views 
New York and New Orle-
ans as sites of connectivi-
ty in which framing strate-
gies, cross-scale flows, 
and socio-legal regula-
tions become important for 
comparative analysis.  
This perspective can in-
form and help us under-
stand the challenges and 
conflicts associated with 
access to water in cities.  
Like the production of ur-
ban space, the production 
and control of water de-
pends on complex organi-
zations, infrastructure fi-
nancing, socio-legal regu-
lations, and state policies 
that can (re)produce risks 
and vulnerabilities to envi-
ronmental hazards. 
 The long-term sustain-
ability of cities depends on 
the availability of and ac-
cess to safe water.  
Providing adequate ac-
cess to water for urban 
residents and meeting the 
water demands for agricul-
tural, industrial, and resi-
dential needs are chal-
lenges faced by both wa-
ter scholars and water 
practitioners. Scientists 
and engineers have stud-
ied water problems and 
developed various theo-
ries, tools, and techniques 
to measure water flow, 
water availability, and wa-
ter safety and quality.  De-
bates and discussions 
over water availability and 
safety and quality cannot 
be reduced to and defined 
as an “engineering prob-
lem” amenable to inter-
ventions and technocratic 
solutions offered by engi-
neers, planners, and regu-
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their popularity as major 
redevelopment tools, 
there is little evidence to 
suggest that market-
centered policies reduce 
hazard risk and vulnera-
bility or create resilient 
communities.  In con-
trast, the history and 
experience of Flint’s wa-
ter woes demonstrates 
the exact opposite: i.e., 
that various policies and 
regulatory strategies to 
promote and enhance 
markets are the aorta of 
crisis formation.   
 The takeaway is that 
water access and quality 
remains a critical domes-
tic policy issue that can-
not be solved by relying 
solely on the private sec-
tor.  Rather, broad-
based, multi-level, and 
comprehensive public 
policies that aim to ame-
liorate social-economic 
inequality and segrega-
tion must become part of 
the water reform toolkit.  
In addition, the goal of 
providing safe drinking 
water must be tied to a 
national effort to inte-
grate and coordinate 
water, health care, hous-
ing, urban infrastructure, 
and economic develop-
ment strategies with 
comprehensive publical-
ly financed and demo-
cratically-run programs.  
Cross-scale, collabora-
tive governance could 
enhance the flexibility 
and spatial targeting of 
public incentives and 
also provide an institu-
tional foundation for di-
rect participation of com-
munity residents in pro-
gram design, implemen-
tation, and oversight re-
sponsibilities. The crea-
tion of jobs that pay a 
living wage, adequate 

benefits for those who 
cannot work, access to 
affordable health care, 
and increased supply of 
affordable housing might 
also improve the effec-
tiveness of local, state, 
and federal efforts to 
provide safe water to our 
communities.  Develop-
ing public and private 
sector funding criteria to 
match communities’ 
evolving water safety 
needs combined with 
public works programs 
could enhance prospects 
for achieving water sus-
tainability for our com-
munities.   
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●Music/City: American 
Festivals and Place-
making in Austin, 
Nashville, and New-
port. 2015. Chicago: 
University of Chicago 
Press.  
 
-Jonathan Wynn 
University of  
Massachusetts-Amherst 
 
 Austin’s famed South 
by Southwest is far more 
than a festival celebrat-
ing indie music. It’s also 
a big networking party 
that sparks the imagina-
tion of hip, creative types 
and galvanizes count-
less pilgrimages to the 
city. Festivals like SXSW 
are a lot of fun, but for 
city halls, media corpora-
tions, cultural institu-
tions, and community 
groups, they’re also a 
vital part of a complex 
growth strategy. 
In Music/City, Jonathan 
R. Wynn immerses us in 
the world of festivals, 
giving readers a unique 
perspective on contem-
porary urban and cultural 
life. 
 Wynn tracks the his-
tory of festivals in New-
port, Nashville, and Aus-
tin, taking readers on-
site to consider different 
festival agendas and 
styles of organization. 

It’s all here: from the 
musician looking to build 
her career to the mayor 
who wants to exploit a 
local cultural scene, from 
a resident’s frustration 
over corporate branding 
of his city to the music 
executive hoping to sell 
records. Music/
City offers a sharp per-
spective on cities and 
cultural institutions in 
action and analyzes how 
governments mobilize 
massive organizational 
resources to become 
promotional machines. 
Wynn’s analysis culmi-
nates with an impas-
sioned argument for 
temporary events, claim-
ing that when done right, 
temporary occasions like 
festivals can serve as 
responsive, flexible, and 
adaptable products at-
tuned to local places and 
communities. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
●Experiencing Cities, 3

rd
 

ed. 2016. New York: 
Routledge.  
 
-Mark Hutter 
Rowan University 
 
 This text for undergrad-
uate urban students is a 
reflection of Mark Hutter’s 
academic interests in ur-
ban sociology and his life-
long passion for experi-
encing city life. His deep 
academic roots in the Chi-
cago School of Sociology 
help inform and appreciate 
the variety of urban struc-
tures and processes and 
their effect on the every-
day lives of people living 
in cities. This text, howev-
er, extends the Chicago 
School perspective by 
combining its traditions 
with a social psychological 
perspective derived from 
symbolic interaction and 
also with a macro-level 
examination of social or-
ganization, social change, 
stratification and power in 
the urban context, in-
formed by political econo-
my. This entirely 
new 3rd Edition incorpo-
rates a visual presentation 
and has a global outlook 
on city life 
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NEW BOOKS  

 

At ASA 2016 
the CUSS 
business 

meeting and 
three-themed 

sessions will be 
held on Sunday, 

August 21.  
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