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This research explores the agency and positioning of cultural workers in the restructuring of
contemporary cities. This positioning is ambiguous. Cultural workers often lead precarious
professional lives, yet their significant symbolic and cultural capital is widely mobilised in the
service of neoliberal urban restructuring, including ‘creative city’ flagship developments and
gentrification. But cultural workers’ actual agency, their reactions to urban processes that exploit
their presence, and their relations to other urban social groups, are poorly understood and hard
to decipher. This thesis addresses these issues through three articles.

Paper I examines a process of artist-led gentrification ongoing in Bushwick, Brooklyn, New
York. It shows that artists, gallerists and other members of the local art scene contribute to
sustaining gentrification through their everyday practices and discourses. The gentrification
frontier is constructed on an everyday level as a transitional space and time in the scene
members’ lives. Gentrification is de-politicised by discursively underplaying its conflictual
components of class and racial struggle. Forms of resistance to gentrification amongst scene
members are found, but they appear to be sector-specific and exclusive. Finally, scene members
tend to fail at establishing meaningful relationships with long-time residents.

Paper II brings the perspectives of long-time residents in Bushwick to the forefront.
Examination of the emotional and affectual components of displacement reveals that
these aspects are as important as material re-location to understanding displacement and
gentrification. The encounter with newcomers’ bodies in neighbourhood spaces triggers a deep
sense of displacement for long-time residents, evoking deep-rooted structural inequalities of
which gentrification is one spatial expression.

Paper III examines the case of Macao, a collective mobilisation of cultural workers in
Milan, Italy. There, cultural workers have mobilised against neoliberal urbanism, top-down
gentrification, corruption, growing labour precarity and other regressive urban and social
issues. The paper considers the distinctive resources, aesthetic tactics and inaugurative practices
mobilised and enacted in the urban space by Macao and it argues that by deploying their cultural
and symbolic capital, cultural workers can reframe the relations between bodies, space and time,
and hence challenge power structures.

Cultural workers might not have the power to determine the structural boundaries and
hierarchies that organize urban society, including their own positioning in it. Nonetheless,
through their actions and discourses and subjectification processes, they can reinforce or
challenge those borders.
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1. Introduction 

 

Expressive exposure? — If the circulation (drive) of communication 
constitutes our plight of labour in a networked culture (…), our very 
human capacity to communicate (transformed to an economic 
imperative) can be described as ‘captured’, in the sense that our 
communicative interactions have become commodities in 
themselves (attention, traceable and transformed into revenue; and 
our public discussion/consumption turned into lucrative marketing 
profiles). How are we to refigure and reconstitute our very modes of 
interaction, and modes of self-expression (not demoted to self-
exposure) in the process of work, and the very subsistence of our 
labour (visibility)? (Reed, 2011) 

The urban social movements of workers, students, artists and 
intellectuals that peaked in many European and American cities in 
1968 and 1977 demanded a non-alienating creative life, deploring 
the estranging conditions of Fordist assembly-line work. Eventually, 
this critique of capitalism – an ‘artistic critique’ in the words of 
Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) – which rejected the dullness of 
factory work, bourgeois values and conformist lifestyles, became co-
opted into ‘the new spirit of capitalism’ (ibid.) emergent from the 
1970s.  

The creative revolution’s countercultural values and imagery 
became increasingly appropriated in a new post-Fordist regime of 
flexible accumulation (Harvey, 1987), with an emphasis on 
communication, rapid obsolescence and an expanded range of 
consumers. Paradoxically, the counterculture that despised the 
conformist and ‘uncreative’ Fordist lifestyle, emptied of its radical 
contents, had become the fuel through which consumerism was 
powered (Frank, 1998).  

At the same time, artists and other cultural professionals are 
increasingly expected to work without security or welfare 
entitlements. Ideas around ‘free’, artistic, bohemian lifestyles are 
enclosed in a neoliberal romanticism that normalises and pushes 
forwards widespread precarity (McRobbie, 2016; Lorey, 2015).  



 16

Similarly, at the urban level, this self-same imaginary is used to 
push the borders of real-estate led profit into deprived urban areas 
by means of selling ‘hip’, ‘artistic’, ‘bohemian’ living and triggering 
urban renewal. Artistic spaces and lifestyles have been used as 
catalysts for promoting ideas of unique, authentic (Zukin, 2009), 
cultural, creative (Florida, 2002) cities which would attract affluent 
groups and capital investment into exhausted city economies. The 
well-known cycles of disinvestment and gentrification stemming 
from this ‘artistic mode of production’ (Zukin, 1989) reproduce 
themselves in similar ways in cities around the world.  

The harshest consequences fall on the shoulders of the most 
vulnerable residents, i.e. those who inhabited the low-income, often 
racially segregated urban areas long before these were overcome by 
gentrification and its artsy sheen, and who are typically the first ones 
to be displaced in the process.   

Immersed in dynamics that extract value from their work and 
lives, and which are used to pursue profit and hit hardest the most 
vulnerable population in our cities, how do cultural workers react? 
Do their political selves operate within the confines of a capitalist 
imaginary, happily contributing to creating the bohemian 
atmosphere, the cool leisure spaces, the hip(ster) postures that 
make city spaces attractive for affluent incomers and investments? 
How do cultural workers actually relate to other social groups in the 
city, beyond the expectations of local politicians and developers 
who want to position them as gentrification’s ‘pioneers’? How do 
other groups perceive their presence and work in city spaces? 
Finally, if cultural creative spaces are test sites for new modes of 
exploitation and value production, can they also be fertile grounds 
for new forms of resistance? What do ‘artistic modes of resistance’ 
(Kozłowski et al., 2011) look like, as counterparts to the artistic 
mode of production/exploitation? Is there a way out from the trap 
that artist Patricia Reed, in the opening quote, called ‘expressive 
exposure’? 

These reflections and questions, some of which are rhetorical and 
some too existential to ever be answered, constitute the puzzles 
which triggered and fuelled my intellectual interest during this 
research. Those wanderings and interrogations were translated into 
geographical research questions, to which this thesis proposes some 
answers. 
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Outline of the thesis 
This is an article-based thesis. It is composed of three stand-alone 
academic articles and this introductory overview essay, which is 
divided into five chapters. This introduction (Chapter 1) presents 
the research aims and topics and introduces some contextual 
information about the empirical cases I researched. It also includes 
summaries of the three articles on which the thesis is based. 
Chapter 2 offers a detailed overview of the methodological 
approach to the study, discussing the phases of fieldwork, the 
various methods used and my positionality as a researcher. Chapter 
3 provides theoretical discussions, starting with an overview of the 
theoretical points of departure. Chapter 4 draws on these 
theoretical starting points and key insights from the three articles 
with the aim of synthesising the different findings. Chapter 5 
presents conclusions drawn from the work in the thesis.  
The three academic articles, which are appended at the end of this 
thesis essay, are: 
 
Paper I: Valli C. Pushing forwards the gentrification frontier: how 
the art scene progresses gentrification in Bushwick, New York City. 
Manuscript submitted to academic journal in October 2016. ‘Revise 
and Resubmit’ decision from journal received on March 23th 20171.   

 
Paper II: Valli C. (2015) A sense of displacement: Long-time 
residents' feelings of displacement in gentrifying Bushwick, New 
York. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 39: 
1191-1208. 
 
Paper III: Valli C. (2015) When cultural workers become an urban 
social movement: Political subjectification and alternative cultural 
production in the Macao Movement, Milan. Environment and 
Planning A 47: 643-659. 

Principal research question and key themes 
What is the positioning of cultural workers in the restructuring of 
urban space in post-industrial cities?  
This was my overarching research question. It references several key 
themes that require preliminary unpacking.  

            
1 This is the first version submitted to the journal 



 18

Post-Fordist urban restructuring and gentrification, 
from the bottom up     
The 1970s signalled a shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist mode of 
production, which also implied dramatic changes in the economy 
and demographic composition of advanced capitalistic cities. 
Namely, the abrupt loss of manufacturing jobs in these cities, 
through relocation of factories to other parts of the world, and the 
parallel expansion of the service and finance sectors, precipitated a 
restructured urban geography that would accommodate the new 
economic activities, as well as the housing and recreational needs of 
the new professionals in inner and central parts of cities. This has 
involved international capital investments in private and public 
spaces, the development of luxury apartments and gated estates, but 
also tenure conversion of rental/public housing, which profoundly 
affected housing affordability for large portions of urban 
populations.   

At the same time, intra-city competition for capital investment 
has become fiercer and fiercer; these urban economic shifts over 
time were matched with political restructuring towards neoliberal 
trends: dismantling of the welfare state, deregulation and re-
regulation towards marketisation of services and housing, 
financialisation and, more generally, a tendency to prioritise market 
imperatives over social needs. One of the constitutive strategies of 
this ‘globalised neoliberal urbanism’, as expounded by Smith 
(2002), has been the mobilisation of urban real-estate markets as 
vehicles of capital accumulation through gentrification. 

‘Gentrification’ is the sociological designation to describe an 
urban process through which a poor working-class area is converted 
into a middle- or upper-class area. The term was first introduced by 
Ruth Glass (1964) in her sociological study of housing and class 
struggles in post-war London. Today, however, rather than referring 
to isolated housing redevelopment cases in London in the early 
1960s, gentrification has become a globalised hallmark of central 
and inner cities around the world, as described above.  

Gentrification can happen as a deliberate top-down intervention, 
where a partnership involving city government and developers 
enacts a makeover of the built environment to attract new, 
wealthier dwellers. However, gentrification often takes place 
through what has been defined as a ‘chaotic process’ that happens in 
waves, to which various social groups contribute in different phases 
(Beauregard, 1986; Rose, 1984; Zukin and Kosta, 2004; Lees, 
2003). In many cases, gentrification takes place gradually and 
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organically, through a slow influx of relatively (usually economical-
economically) marginalised segments of the middle classes like 
artists, bohemians, students, LGBT communities, into poor or 
working-class areas. The growing presence of these populations 
makes the area more attractive to businesses, developers and better-
off residential groups. Prices of housing and services rise accordingly 
and long-time residents and early gentrifiers typically end up being 
displaced due to the rising costs. 

Besides the globalised economic and spatial restructuring 
mentioned at the opening of this section, it is important to recall the 
local structural causes (although part of global trends) that make 
gentrification possible, i.e. the localised necessary (but not 
sufficient) conditions for gentrification to happen. As Tom Slater 
(2012: 572) summarises:  

Gentrification commonly occurs in urban areas where prior 
disinvestment in the urban infrastructure creates opportunities for 
profitable redevelopment, where the needs and concerns of business 
and policy elites are met at the expense of urban residents affected 
by work instability, unemployment, and stigmatization. It also 
occurs in those societies where a loss of manufacturing employment 
and an increase in service employment has led to expansion in the 
amount of middle-class professionals with a disposition towards 
central city living and an associated rejection of suburbia. 

Slater’s statement takes into account the two causal factors that 
have been at the centre of academic debate on gentrification for 
almost two decades: the quest for profit, accommodated by sets of 
institutional arrangements of business and political élites, and the 
expansion and changed characteristics of the middle classes. These 
two explanatory factors for the mechanisms producing and 
reproducing gentrification have dominated the academic debate 
since the late 1980s, following respectively Smith’s (1987) ‘rent-
gap’ theory (on the structural conditions under which gentrification 
becomes profitable), and Ley’s (1986; 1994) focus on middle class 
demographic changes, lifestyles and cultural factors.  

Whilst the theoretical debate around these two explanatory 
positions has ebbed as they have come to be seen as complementary 
(Slater, 2006: 746; Hamnett, 2003), what has come to the forefront 
as an urgent task for gentrification research is the need for more 
nuanced and critical accounts of gentrification ‘from the bottom 
up’, i.e. in the lived experiences of the people involved (Slater, 
2008; 2006; Lees, 2000; Shaw and Hagemans, 2015). While the 
relative importance of the explanatory factors might still be a 
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contested issue, what is evident is that gentrification takes place at 
the expense of the need for affordable housing, community and a 
sense of belonging among the most vulnerable residents. This is 
what makes gentrification a compelling matter of urban social 
justice.  

However, popular and political celebratory accounts of 
gentrification abound and treat it as “urban renaissance”, 
“regeneration” or “revitalization”. As posited by Smith (2002), 
gentrification is strategically appropriated and generalised in cities 
around the world as a means of global inter-urban competition, 
through a language of ‘urban regeneration’. Most importantly, “the 
advocacy of regeneration strategies disguises the quintessentially 
social origins and goals of urban change and erases the politics of 
winners and losers out of which such policies emerge” (Smith, 2002: 
445).  

Moreover, it has been argued that even academic debate itself, by 
emphasising the positive externalities of gentrification processes, has 
progressively tended to gloss over gentrification’s crucial component 
of displacement (Slater, 2009; 2006). In a world of cities that tend 
to de-politicise gentrification on a daily basis, perhaps the loftiest 
ambition of this thesis is to make a modest contribution to the re-
politicisation of gentrification, iterating that gentrification is an 
urban expression of inequality and injustice.  

Another way to provide academic accounts of gentrification 
‘from the bottom-up’, I contend, is to look for explanations on how 
– and why – gentrification gains traction through everyday practices 
and discourses. Arguably, this aspect tends to be overlooked, 
because it is either taken for granted or it becomes subordinate to 
the quest for structural causal explanations. Yet gentrification as a 
social process is not predetermined, but rather it is constructed 
materially and discursively through everyday actions and 
interactions. In particular, while the explanatory causes of capital 
accumulation of powerful stakeholders are self-evident, the agencies 
of ‘pioneer’ in-movers into a gentrifying area, who are often aware 
that gentrification might imply their own future displacement, 
remain underexplored.  

Underplaying or even negating the agency of lived experiences of 
the people involved in gentrification means negating the possibility 
of acting politically, i.e. as understood here, the potential of 
challenging the structuring power dynamics of gentrification. In the 
research presented in this thesis, I reversed this logic by putting 
‘bottom up’ agency – and the potential for the political – in 
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gentrification at the forefront. In different ways, each of Papers I-III 
contributes to answering a question about the agency of individuals 
and their potential for acting politically in a gentrifying context.  

In particular, as I will explain in the coming section, this thesis 
focuses on the role(s) of cultural workers in processes of 
gentrification and neoliberal urban restructuring more broadly. 

Cultural workers: who are they and why should 
social and urban geographers be interested in them?  
In the thesis, I use the terms ‘cultural workers’, ‘cultural labour’, 
‘creative workers’ and similar terminologies in an interchangeable 
way to refer to individuals employed (in different forms) or active in 
the creative and cultural industries, i.e. those sectors in the so-called 
knowledge and service economy that produce cultural outputs in a 
broad sense2. These include the field of artistic production. ‘Cultural 
workers’ thus range from artists and intermediaries in the field of 
arts like curators and gallerists, to media workers like filmmakers 
and web designers, to other cultural producers like writers, interior 
and fashion designers, musicians, and so on. Following the shift from 
Fordism to post-Fordism in cities in the Global North from the 
1970s, the quantum and variety of jobs within the cultural sector 
(and in the knowledge and service economy in general) have 
increased and have changed the social composition of our cities. Ad 
hoc policies have been implemented, e.g. the pivotal ‘cultural 
industries policies’ and ‘creative industries policies’ in the UK in the 
late 1970s and 1990s, respectively, and (contested) academic 
formulations like ‘the rise of a creative class’ have been put forward 
(Florida, 2002).  

With the urban as my focus, and from a social and urban 
geography standpoint, I decided that cultural workers and their 
impacts on the city warrant critical scrutiny on two key grounds.  

First, cultural workers have been demonstrated to be an 
appealing target for urban politicians and investors. So-called 
            
2 The terminology around cultural and creative industries, the divergences 
between the two adjectives, the relation between creativity and economy 
within those industries are subject to longstanding debates that are beyond 
the direct interest of my thesis and hence will be left aside. See e.g. von 
Osten M, Lovink G and Rossiter N. (2007) MyCreativity Reader: A 
Critique of Creative Industries, Garnham N. (2005) From cultural to 
creative industries: An analysis of the implications of the “creative 
industries” approach to arts and media policy making in the United 
Kingdom. International Journal of Cultural Policy 11: 15-29. 
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‘creative city’ policies around the world have aimed at attracting and 
retaining the social and cultural capital of cultural workers as a 
central asset for the urban economy (ibid.). Moreover, cultural 
workers and artists in particular have a tendency for clustering 
together and ‘aestheticisising’ urban spaces, and such dynamics 
often result in processes of place identity transformation, radical 
urban change and gentrification (Ley, 2003; Zukin, 1989). These 
changes have reverberations on urban populations far beyond the 
cultural worker group itself.  

Second, and an issue arguably less considered by urban 
geographers, cultural work is associated with new political 
subjectivities. It is typically characterised by a high level of 
emotional engagement and identification with the job, a 
predominance of ‘immaterial’ production (Lazzarato, 1996), and 
the centrality of networking, collaboration and communication. 
Many have argued that these are the disciplining technologies of 
work in new capitalistic modes of production, where economic 
value is produced not only within the walls of the workplace but 
also through wider social relations and communication. To theorise 
this shift, the label ‘biopolitical labour’ (Hardt and Negri, 2009a) 
has been coined to suggest that in contemporary capitalism, life 
itself is ‘put to work’. Such novel modes of extraction and 
accumulation of value shape new economic and social relations and, 
importantly, new forms of agency and political subjectivity. I 
maintain that looking at the political economies of cultural work can 
therefore shed light on contemporary forms of post-Fordist political 
subjectivity, including processes of co-option into capital and novel 
forms of resistance.  

In short, my aim in this thesis was to unravel the urban politics of 
cultural workers and their social and political positioning in relation 
to urban changes.  

Positioning cultural workers in the city, socially and 
politically 
Cultural workers are characterised by an often contradictory 
relationship between their high cultural capital and rather weak 
economic capital, as posited by the sociological work of Pierre 
Bourdieu (1983). According to Bourdieu, despite their weak 
economic capital, cultural workers frequently occupy a relatively 
privileged class position. Drawing on Bourdieu (ibid.), David Ley 
(2003: 2531) reminds us that: 
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Middle-class origins and/or high levels of education, frequently both 
together, are required to establish the aesthetic disposition. The 
important point is that the aesthetic disposition, affirming and 
transforming the everyday, is a class-privileged temperament. 
Through the considerable cultural capital of its creative workers, it is 
a feature of the dominant class, whereas—because of their weak 
economic capital—it belongs to a dominated faction of this class. 

Moreover, class analysis needs to be complicated by other 
dimensions of privilege such as race/ethnicity and gender, in order 
to understand the intersectional layers of power at play within the 
field of cultural work. In the United States, for instance, which was 
the site for one of the study cases in this thesis, statistical evidence 
on arts production consistently reports disproportions in the share of 
white artists who succeed in making a living through art compared 
with any other racial group (Shaw and Sullivan, 2011; Davis, 2012; 
Farrel and Medvedeva, 2010; Brooks, 2014; BFAMFAPhD, 2014). 
There are also income disparities based on gender (McLean, 2014). 

Informed by these considerations, cultural workers’ complex 
political and social positioning vis-à-vis the restructuring of urban 
space has been widely researched (Zukin, 1989; Ley, 2003; 
Markusen, 2006). Yet in this literature two particular issues have 
received relatively little attention, and it is these I focus upon: the 
agency of cultural workers themselves and the ways they are 
‘positioned’ by other social groups. 

Where do cultural workers stand – ideologically, economically, 
and politically – on issues such as gentrification? This question has 
rarely exercised gentrification researchers because, I would argue, 
they have tended to see this cohort as a pawn in the bigger game of 
capitalistic place-making, paradoxically mirroring the self-same logic 
they criticise. This thesis therefore investigates the agency of 
cultural workers in the context of urban restructuring. My research 
was broadly influenced in this respect by structuration theory, 
according to which social life is constructed through the inseparable 
intersections and mutual formation of structures and agency. 
Structuration, introduced by the sociologist Anthony Giddens, 
highlights “how agents may themselves transform structures in a 
recursive relationship” (Castree et al.). By means of what Giddens 
refers to as ‘duality of structure’, “social structures are both 
constituted by human agency, and yet at the same time are the very 
medium of this constitution” (Giddens, 1976: 121).  

Urban life, by this way of thinking, is produced through the 
material and discursive actions of individuals and groups, which at 
the same time originate from, and tend to reproduce (or challenge), 
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larger social structures. Hence, while acknowledging that larger 
forces like neoliberalism, capital accumulation and racial and 
economic segregation represent structuring and constraining 
influences in processes of urban restructuring and gentrification, in 
this thesis I maintain that people, and what they do, and the 
discourses they (re)produce, do matter and have meaning in 
affecting urban life. 

Agency is undoubtedly shaped by individuals’ social positioning 
within structures, but it is not determined by it. There is a 
difference, then, between subject and subjectification, identity and 
identification. This gap is where “subjectivity, agency, freedom, and 
the particularity of human behavior” emerge (Carpentier, 2017: 
25). Above all, this gap is where political agency and resistance to 
structures can crystallise.  

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s political-philosophical 
work (2001) on discourse theory can help clarify this point. For 
Laclau and Mouffe, identity is not given to the subject; it is not 
predetermined and universal, but rather it is contingent and (always 
only partially) attributed through identification with certain 
discourses and signifying practices. Moreover, identity is never fully 
complete, and can change over time (and space, I would add). This 
resonates with post-structuralist claims about multiple identities and 
intersectionality: identity is never complete and fixed, because it is 
formed through multiple processes of identification with fluid (and 
sometimes contrasting) identity positions. By the same token, a 
subject position is not an ontological quality of the subject, but is 
determined through a process of subjectification3. For instance in 
Marxist discourse, labourers constitute the subject of ‘labour’ only 
            
3 In Paper III I use a specific declination of ‘subjectification’ as an act or 
process of resistance. There I draw on Foucault, who intends subjectifica-
tion as the formation of a new form of subjectivity deriving from the rejec-
tion of imposed identities and subject positions by the state power. I also 
draw on Rancière, who defines subjectification in terms of collective pro-
duction of a subject which ‘reconfigures the field of experience’. See: 
Rancière J. (1989) The nights of labor: the workers' dream in nineteenth-
century France: Temple University Press. Foucault M. (1982) The subject 
and power. Critical inquiry 8: 777-795. Here, instead, I draw on Lacalau 
and Mouffe instead, who talk about subjectification in terms of identifica-
tion with certain (discursive) subject positions. Laclau and Mouffe do not 
necessarily imply resistance in their definition of ‘subjectification’, and 
hence better support the discussion in this summary, which includes but is 
not limited to resistance. Both Foucault and Laclau/Mouffe propose  discur-
sive and constructivist approaches to identity and subjectivity, which makes 
them compatible. For more in depth discussion see Papadopoulos D. 
(2008) In the ruins of representation: Identity, individuality, 
subjectification. British journal of social psychology 47: 139-165. 
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through a subjectification process which identifies them through the 
signifier of ‘labour’. Identity and subject positions are always open. 
The agency of individuals, as subjects, rests in their ability to 
identify with particular identity positions and discourses, which 
shape their subjectification processes. This ability is embedded, of 
course, within a process of structuration. By identifying with 
different subject positions, individuals can, to different extents, 
contribute to reproducing or challenging discourses and forms of 
structuration that are socially (and not individually) constructed 
(Carpentier, 2017: platform 1). Hence, agency is understood here as 
the ability to act politically, i.e. to challenge the social constraints 
and the power articulations within structuration. 

Consequently, I suggest that the agency of cultural workers in 
relation to urban restructuring consists of: i) their ability to identify 
with different subject positions; and ii) through their material and 
signifying practices, their contribution to endorsing or undermining 
social (urban) processes. Thus, for the sake of illustration, in the 
case of artist-led gentrification as a structural context, the artists 
who first moved into an area might hold on to (i.e. identify with) 
their social position as part of a dominant class (see above on 
Bourdieu), and make use of the growing cultural scene and the 
bohemian reputation of the neighbourhood to advance their career 
and upward social mobility. In that case, as individuals, they may 
not have deliberately caused the structural urban change that 
gentrification represents, yet their agency has indirectly bolstered 
the process. By doing so, their subject position in that context 
would become one of early-stage gentrifiers.  

Alternatively, in the same context, newcomer artists might 
identify themselves as a precarious, insecure and even 
‘instrumentalised’ group, i.e. as ‘victims’ rather than ‘winners’. This 
perception might align them with the struggles of long-time 
residents who risk losing their homes. If this awareness were directly 
translated into conscious practices, these would be practices of 
resistance to gentrification, thus not supporting it but contributing 
to limiting it.  

These, obviously, are oversimplified illustrative examples; in 
practice, agency is found somewhere on the spectrum between the 
two extremes. However, they hopefully highlight my more general 
point: that agency can be interpreted as an ability to breathe life 
into or challenge ongoing urban social processes. This is the 
standpoint from which I explored the agency of cultural workers in 
the city.  
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The second aspect of urban politics and the positioning of 
cultural workers that needs unpacking is how such workers are seen 
and positioned by other groups, and perhaps especially more 
economically/socially disadvantaged groups. To put it in Bourdieu’s 
terms, how are cultural workers perceived by those in a subordinate 
class position, with weak economic capital and weaker formal 
cultural capital? The geographical and sociological literature on 
cultural work tends to disregard this question, not least because 
empirical and ethnographic accounts of how the presence of 
cultural scenes actually affects the lives of other less privileged 
groups in the same urban space are thin on the ground. Moreover, 
the voices of long-time residents and the poor are widely overlooked 
in the gentrification literature (Davidson, 2009; Slater, 2006; Slater, 
2008).  

In Paper II, I therefore attempted to address this gap, 
emphasising the fact that, besides their likes and wills, cultural 
workers (and any social group) gain their social positioning through 
tight negotiations with other social groups, most often through 
conflicting interests and struggles over space. Gentrification is an 
obvious example of urban struggle over different ways of making 
space, in which different groups bear (and contribute to) the 
leverage of structural positioning.  

Operationalisation of the research question 
The multiple agencies and roles embodied by cultural workers in the 
contemporary city were investigated by using three entry points, 
which also represent the main contributions of this thesis work, as 
formulated in Papers I-III.  

The first entry point (Paper I) was in a context in which the 
presence of cultural producers, and artists in particular, is propelling 
– and invoked to add a gloss to – processes of gentrification. In such 
a context, my research sought to understand the agency of cultural 
producers within processes of artist-led gentrification. I pursued this 
research aim by exploring the following sub-questions: How do 
cultural producers make sense of their own role within 
gentrification? How do they relate to long-time residents? What are 
their interests at stake in processes of gentrification? Do they act 
politically towards resisting gentrification, and how?   

The second entry point (Paper II) was an exploration of how 
other social groups position cultural workers within the city social 
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space, again in the context of artist-led gentrification. Here, my aim 
was to understand relational dynamics between long-time residents 
(who are largely not employed in the cultural sector) and cultural 
producers and entrepreneurs who make up the emerging art scene 
in a gentrifying neighbourhood. The guiding questions in pursuing 
this research aim were: How do long-time residents experience and 
make sense of the process of gentrification underway in their 
neighbourhood? How do they position themselves and the members 
of the art scene within the gentrification process?  

The third entry point (Paper III) to disentangling the roles and 
agencies of cultural producers in the contemporary city was to study 
the political mobilisation of these actors. The aim was to explore 
the ways in which cultural producers can mobilise through political 
action and provide a critique of, and propose an alternative to, 
neoliberal modes of city making and neoliberal cultural production. 
In particular, I explored the following sub-questions: How can 
cultural workers become an urban social movement? How is their 
political agency enacted through processes of subjectification? What 
are the distinctive resources and stakes brought about by cultural 
workers in urban mobilisation? What are their communicative 
strategies and aesthetic tactics and how do they act politically?  

The research in which these questions were examined was 
carried out in two different geographical contexts: Milan, Italy, and 
Bushwick, a North-Brooklyn neighbourhood in New York City, US. 
In the next section I provide some contextual information about 
these two places in relation to my research topic. Thereafter, I 
summarise the findings of the three articles that constitute the core 
contributions of my research project (Papers I-III). 

Notes on the research design and the two 
empirical contexts 
Although based on two empirical cases and contexts, the research is 
not a comparative case study analysis, as the research outputs of each 
case were presented in separate articles. Actually, the two cases do 
not even pertain to the same geographical scale, as one is a specific 
social movement within a city (the Macao movement in Milan) and 
the other is a neighbourhood (Bushwick, New York). 

These two cases were selected after appraising various possibilities 
and potential research cases, the main criterion being the choice of a 
post-industrial city with a noticeable presence of cultural workers 
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who would participate in urban life in distinct ways. Many cities and 
many cases in those cities were interesting candidates and from 
amongst those, I selected for analysis two cases from which I felt I 
could learn much in relation to my specific research interests and 
questions.  

In particular, the selection of Macao in Milan was guided by an 
ambition to gain a deeper understanding of a rather unique case. As 
will become apparent through the thesis, this form of mobilisation 
was new and timely and the epistemological question driving my 
interest was about what specifically could be learned about and from 
that single case (Stake, 2005), rather than selecting it as a specific 
example of a general phenomenon.   

The case of Bushwick, despite its specificities, is arguably 
representative of recurring patterns of ‘art-led’ gentrification in the 
history of New York. When I conducted my empirical research there, 
the process of gentrification in Bushwick was in its initial stages. This 
allowed me to study and learn how gentrification was endorsed and 
experienced in its making. Arguably, many findings from that study 
case are quite easily generalisable and transferable to most 
neighbourhoods undergoing art-led gentrification, in New York, but 
also in other American or European cities.  

Finally, it is appropriate to bear in mind that a research design is 
always the result of a set of choices the researcher makes, based on 
several professional and personal factors that are bound with one 
another and which might sometimes arise unforeseen along the way 
(Valentine, 2001). For instance, the choice of Milan came as rather 
expected at the early stages of my doctoral studies, since I did my 
undergraduate studies there and therefore I had previous background 
knowledge of the city. The choice of conducting research on 
Bushwick, instead, was largely due to the fact that I had decided to 
spend a period of time as a visiting doctoral student at Hunter 
College, New York. My research interests were clear, but the exact 
selection of the study case happened only once I was there and had 
talked to local scholars and become acquainted with the city.  

In sum, I consider this thesis work as one (personal and subjective) 
approach among many possible ways in which a project on this topic 
might have been conducted, and as the result of a multiplicity of 
choices that directed the course of the research in specific ways, 
selecting some paths and leaving others uncharted.  

However, this does not mean that the three papers are unrelated 
to one another or that nothing can be learnt from critical comparative 
engagement with the two study cases. The selection of the two cases, 
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in fact, served the purpose of tackling the overall research question 
about the agency of cultural workers in cities from different angles, in 
order to highlight different aspects of the phenomena studied and 
provide a multifaceted answer. In recent years, in fact, new empirical 
accounts have explored a diversity of political positioning and 
responses to urban change in different geographical contexts, 
providing a nuanced understanding of the varied spectrum of 
interactions between artists and cities. Arguably, these perspectives 
have stirred the debate on artists’ impacts on cities, moving beyond a 
dichotomous view of artists as either politically opposing or 
enthusiastically supporting urban restructuring (Murzyn-Kupisz and 
Działek, 2017; Borén and Young; Kirchberg and Kagan, 2013; 
d'Ovidio and Rodríguez Morató; Belando, 2016). By considering 
different study cases and the very different positionality assumed by 
cultural workers in those contexts, the research contributed to adding 
nuance.  

How the three papers and the two study cases critically build on 
one another and together generate broader and deeper understandings 
is discussed in Chapters 3-5 of this thesis. Before that, I introduce the 
two contexts for the three articles: Milan and Bushwick. Once again, 
the scale used for presenting background information is asymmetric, 
i.e. a city and a neighbourhood. My objective, in fact, is not to make 
direct comparisons of two cities or two neighbourhoods, but rather to 
provide a meaningful contextualisation for the contents and the 
themes dealt with in Papers I-III.  

In the next section, I contextualise Bushwick within recurring 
patterns of art-led gentrification in the city of New York. Moreover, I 
expand on the institutional and structural contexts that have 
historically led to the cycle of disinvestment that heralded the 
creeping of gentrification.  

The Macao movement analysed in Paper III mobilised against 
neoliberal urbanism, city governance and its entanglements with the 
financial and speculative real estate sectors in Milan. In this chapter 
I provide additional background information to grasp these 
dynamics in more depth. I also illustrate the historical role of 
cultural production and grassroots movements in the city.  

Bushwick: ‘Art-led’ gentrification from the blackout 
to hipster paradise 
Bushwick appears to be a timely contemporary example of a classic 
process of ‘art-led’, or ‘organic’ gentrification. Below, I first illustrate 



 30

some traits of the ongoing process of gentrification and then provide 
some recent history of the neighbourhood, which established the 
preconditions for gentrification. A detailed demographic and spatial 
analysis of Bushwick is presented in appendix 2. For a general 
historic overview of Bushwick from its foundations until today, I 
refer the reader to external sources4 and to Papers I and II. 

Bushwick is a neighbourhood in the northern part of Brooklyn, 
New York, at the border with Queens. According to census data, in 
2014 Bushwick had 121,279 inhabitants and the largest share of the 
population was Hispanic or Latino, comprising 65.3% of the 
population. The second largest group was black or African 
American (with 17.3%), followed by white (10.5%) and Asian 
(4.6%) (Coredata.nyc). 

 
Figure 1. Location map of Bushwick in New York City  

            
4For detailed accounts of Bushwick’s history see: deMause N. (2016) The Brooklyn 
wars. The stories behind the remaking of New York's most celebrated borough, New 
York: Second System Press.; Dereszewski JA. (2007) Bushwick notes: from the 70’S 
to today. Up from flames. Brooklyn Historical Society, Malanga S. (2008) The Death 
and Life of Bushwick. A Brooklyn neighborhood finally recovers from decades of 
misguided urban policies. City Journal. (accessed 24/10/2014). 
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A recent report by the NYU Furman Center (2016) classifies 
Bushwick as one of 15 gentrifying neighbourhoods in New York City. 
The classification is based on two criteria: the neighbourhood had a 
low median income in 1990 and the neighbourhood experienced 
above-average rent growth between 1990 and 2014. Average 
household income in Bushwick in 1990 was only around half the city 
average ($42,500 compared with $78,500). Moreover, while New 
York City as a whole experienced a 22% increase in average rent 
between 1990 and 2010-2014, Bushwick saw a 44% increase (NYC 
Furman Center, 2016: 6).  

Besides the income- and rent-based evidence, there are signs of 
changes typical of gentrifying contexts from a demographic point of 
view, in which Bushwick is undergoing rapid ethnic change. The 
share of the white population (10.5%) is still lower than in other 
gentrifying areas, where whites represent on average 20.6% of the 
population (NYC Furman Center, 2016). However, between 2000 
and 2014, the number of white residents in Bushwick showed a 322% 
increase (from about 3000 to nearly 13 000 white residents)5, 
accompanied by a general increase in young adult households (18-35 
years old) and households without children.  

New York City has a longstanding tradition of ‘artist-led’ 
gentrification which follows a city-wide pattern of migration of 
cultural production centres, including Greenwich Village at the 
beginning of the last century, SOHO in the 1960s-70s, East Village in 
the 1980s, Williamsburg in the 1990s and Bushwick in the second 
half of the 2000s (Zukin and Braslow, 2011). The ‘life-cycle’ of a 
neighbourhood as a centre of cultural production, as Bushwick has 
been in the past decade, appears to respond to a regular, recurrent 
process of capital disinvestment, spontaneous formation of an artistic 
hub, a wave of positive attention by the media, commercialisation 
and commodification followed by displacement (ibid.).  

The following sequence of titles and quotes from The New York 
Times seems rather telling of the rapid reputational flip and media 
attention that Bushwick’s art scene has been going through in recent 
years: 

‘Psst... Have You Heard About Bushwick?’ (2006)6 

‘(…) this neighborhood is arguably the coolest place on the planet’ 
(2010)7 

            
5Our calculation on Census data. See annexes. 
6Sullivan R. (2006) Psst... Have You Heard About Bushwick? The New 
York Times. New York. 
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 ‘Bushwick, Brooklyn, is over’ (2016)8 

Thus within a 10-year period (2006-2016), Bushwick’s reputation 
as a cultural production hub went from “unknown” to the “coolest 
place on the planet”, to officially “over”. In fact, along with the 
maturation of Bushwick as an established art scene and with 
gentrification of the area, signs of aestheticisation of space by artists 
(Ley, 2003) have already been spilling over from Bushwick into 
neighbouring Ridgewood, Queens and other areas (Higgins, 2016).   

 
Figure 2. Bushwick block party, Moore street. Fieldwork 2013 

To better understand the institutional context of New York’s ‘art-
led’ gentrification, it is important to consider the general laissez-
faire attitude of local policies towards (un)regulating and preventing 
rent rises in cultural production centres:    

(…) New York City laws do not designate any district or live-work 
units only for cultural producers’ use. Neither do they protect 
cultural producers or cultural industries from rising rents. In a city 
where real estate development is a major industry and there are no 
permanent, countervailing powers, the lack of rent controls for 

                                                                                                             
7Rosenblum C. (2010) A Bushwick Mansion Where Music Fills the Halls. 
Ibid. 
8Higgins M. (2016) New York’s Next Hot Neighborhoods. Ibid. 
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artists is bound to induce the “creative destruction” of naturally oc-
occurring creative districts (Zukin and Braslow, 2011: 132)  

The ongoing process of gentrification in Bushwick is further 
explored in Papers I and II. Below, I elaborate and focus on the 
structural conditions which have facilitated the process. An 
overview of Bushwick’s recent history will arguably provide the 
bedrock for understanding the social context of longstanding 
segregation, institutional disinvestment and real estate greed which 
created the conditions for gentrification to take place. I start with 
the event which is commonly acknowledged as the occasion that 
marked social rock bottom for Bushwick: the city blackout that hit 
New York on 13 July 1977.  

(N)o part of the five boroughs was to become more associated with 
the blackout than the old north Brooklyn neighbourhood of 
Bushwick. When the lights went out, hundreds of people began 
breaking into stores along Broadway, the southern boundary 
separating Bushwick from Bedford-Stuyvesant, pulling down 
security gates, smashing windows, hauling off furniture, TVs, 
whatever they could carry. On the commercial strip beneath the 
elevated J train tracks, 45 stores were set ablaze; a few days later, 
what became known as the "All Hands Fire" started in an abandoned 
factory, taking out 23 more buildings in the heart of the 
neighborhood. (deMause, 2016: 79-80) 

The exacerbating social and economic conditions that led to the 
uprising and looting of the blackout night in 1977 had longstanding 
roots. Wallace (1990) shows that the extremely impoverished 
conditions of Bushwick households in the 1960s and 1970s, also 
connected to health care withdrawal, were systematically caused by 
marginalising and segregating city policies targeting black and 
working-class neighbourhoods throughout the 1960s-70s. 

Between 1969 and 1976, the New York City Fire Department 
introduced important reductions in fire services, principally to poor 
neighbourhoods (amongst other cuts, 35 firefighting companies 
were removed, of which 27 served poor areas). These cuts triggered 
a corresponding epidemic of structural fires, which in turn led to a 
significant loss of housing stock in poor areas, homelessness, a loss of 
50-70% of black and Hispanic populations in certain areas, including 
parts of Bushwick, and increased overcrowding in the remaining 
housing, which in turn reinforced the incidence of fire. The 
destruction of the poor’s housing and communities “resulted from 
deliberate withdrawal of housing preservation services such as fire 
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control service and housing code enforcement from the poor areas 
of New York city” (Wallace, 1990: 1226).  

Moreover, it is critical to mention the combination of white 
flight and the direct actions of realtors and landlords in displacing 
tenants in Bushwick since the 1970s. Widespread blockbusting 
practices fuelled white flight during the 1970s, when brokers and 
real estate agents encouraged white families to sell their homes at 
low prices, with the threat that their properties would lose value 
with the arrival of African American or Hispanic families in the 
block. At the same time, landlords harassed and forced out low-rent 
tenants, in order to burn buildings and collect insurance money 
(Disser, 2014). These were the conditions that built up the 
exasperation that exploded in Bushwick and other poor 
neighbourhoods during the 1977 blackout.  

The turmoil attracted great media attention to the marginalised 
conditions of Bushwick and prompted the public administration to 
take action. John A. Dereszewski (2007), former district manager of 
Bushwick Community Board, explains that in the blackout’s 
aftermath, New York City government and the local community 
worked collaboratively to develop and implement an action plan 
that has subsequently formed the basis for Bushwick’s current 
‘revival’. Public housing stock was built, government subsidies 
helped working class families to buy properties in the 
neighbourhood and, at the same time, 

“members of block associations participated in anti-crime initiatives, 
getting trees planted, and generally holding residents of their blocks 
together as the area around them descended into chaos. And they 
would play a key role in the recovery that would come following the 
devastation of the fires and blackout-spawned looting of the 1970s” 
(deMause, 2016).  

Still, crime and especially drug dealing continued to prosper in 
vacant lots and so-called crack-houses. The violence culminated in 
1989, when a local community activist, Maria Hernandez, was 
fatally shot from a window in her home after confronting drug 
dealers and calling the police. This tragic episode galvanised 
residents into uniting in the fight against criminality on their blocks, 
which together with reinforced police action slowly succeeded in 
reducing criminality rates in the neighbourhood.  

Malaga (2008) and Dereszewski (2007) highlight the centrality 
of informal resource-sharing networks and community institutions 
such as churches, youth programmes, senior citizen groups, block 
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associations, political clubs, etc. in taking care of the social and 
physical environment and building a sense of community and 
belonging. This aspect was also acknowledged in my interviews with 
long-time residents. The pictures below from an interviewee’s 
family archive depict a block party in the mid-1990s, documenting 
this spirit (Figure 3 and 4).  

 
 

 
Figure 3 and 4. Block party in Hancock street, mid-1990s. Source: Jose 
Marcelino Rojas, family archive 

When housing prices started to skyrocket in NYC at the end of the 
1990s, and the neighboring Williamsburg had reached its 
gentrification peak, low-income artists and students started to move 
into Bushwick. At first, the new residents moved into the vacant 
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warehouses in the North West area, which provided abundance of 
affordable and large loft spaces for artistic activities. By the mid-
2000s, the first business, restaurants and bars catering to the new 
residents started appearing in the neighborhood, mainly in the 
proximity of the ‘L’ subway stations (the route connecting to 
Williamsburg and Manhattan). Today, the presence of artists and 
other new residents is scattered in residential buildings throughout 
the whole neighborhood, and not limited to the converted loft 
spaces. Rents and real estate values have increased dramatically, 
especially in the brownstones houses. 

Tenants’ attorney Martin Needelman (in Disser, 2014), who has 
been working as an attorney representing tenants since the 1970s, 
claims that harassment of low-income families is still rife in 
Bushwick:  

(T)oday, though the endgame is different (landlords force out low-
rent tenants in favor of high paying newcomers), the means are the 
same. (…) Incidents of tenant harassment are all too common, and 
the sense of instability they inspire isn’t too far from the insecurity 
residents felts in the ’70s. While disgruntled landlords are probably 
more reluctant to burn down a (now much more valuable) building 
today, they’ve proven to be just as flippant as their predecessors 
were about the lives of the people they’re hoping to force out.     

Once the tenants are out, landlords can make improvements to the 
point where the housing units lose rent-stabilised status and fall 
within market price rents. Paper II discusses this and other forms of 
displacement of low-income tenants in Bushwick.   

 
Figure 5. Flyers with housing buy-out offers in Bushwick. Fieldwork 2013 

In the above, I have focused primarily on those years between the 
1977 blackout until the 2000s that appear as a ‘dark void’ in many 
accounts of Bushwick in the media and amongst people who have 
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got to know Bushwick only in recent years, the following quote 
being an example:  

You know the history of Bushwick, there was the fire and it was 
desolated and scary, so if people want to make it better, it’s cool, 
right? (Interviewee, Bushwick, 2 October 2013) 

 
The quote is from one of my interviewees, a café owner who moved 
to Bushwick from another US state about 10 years ago. Like many 
other individual and media representations of Bushwick I 
encountered during my research, it presents a bare reconstruction of 
Bushwick history that jumps from the city blackout of 1977 with its 
extensive looting and arson to a ‘sanitised’ idea of contemporary 
Bushwick as a hipster paradise. In between, there is a dark void. The 
brief overview presented above hopefully contributes to breaking 
the direct causality line that is often drawn between general 
improvements in the built environment, crime reduction and 
gentrification, which leads many to think of gentrification as a 
positive response to the impoverished conditions of 
neighbourhoods.  

Milan: The Neoliberal city and newly-built 
gentrification 
Below I provide a general overview of the economic and political 
history of Milan from the 1950s to today, with particular attention 
devoted to the role of cultural production and social mobilisations in 
the life of the city. Milan is the largest metropolis in Northern Italy, 
with a population of approximately 1.4 million inhabitants and is 
considered to be the productive engine of the country. During the 
economic boom of the 1950s, a rapid phase of industrialisation, 
commonly referred to as ‘the first economic miracle’, positioned 
Milan as the most entrepreneurial and economically productive city 
in Italy.  

These years were also characterised by intense political 
organisation and social struggles, with important mobilisations of 
factory workers together with students and artists. However, this 
turmoil underwent a sudden and violent break in 1969, following 
the terroristic attack in Piazza Fontana, a bomb explosion in a 
central square of Milan, which was first attributed to anarchist 
groups, but later turned out to have been carried out by a neofascist 
cell. What followed were the so-called ‘bullet years’ (‘anni di 
piombo’), characterised by a ‘strategy of tension’ made up of a series 
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of violent terroristic acts ostensibly enacted by right-wing organisa-
organisations to blame and sully communist and anarchist groups9. 
These events radicalised the antagonism between politicised groups 
and fomented fear and political disaffection amongst the rest of the 
population.  

Starting in the 1970s, a phase of de-industrialisation saw not only 
tertiarisation of the economy towards a dominance of the service 
sector, but also an extraordinary expansion of Milan’s creative 
industries, which are now renowned world-wide as leading in the 
fashion and design sectors. Besides its cultural and creative 
industries, Milan is today also an internationally acknowledged 
centre for banking and finance, insurance, law, management 
consultancy, publishing and advertising industries.  

The closure or relocation of factories from the economic boom 
left behind huge abandoned areas in the city, both in central and 
peripheral areas, where arguably the most important urban 
transformations of Milan in the past 20 years have taken place. 
Some of these vacant post-industrial buildings have been occupied 
by artists’ cooperatives, political associations and squatted social 
centres (centri sociali), which have brewed a buoyant underground 
cultural scene10.  

Until 1993, Milan was governed by socialist and Christian 
democrat municipal administrations. A scandal following a national 
enquiry nick-named Tangentopoli (literally ‘bribe-town’) exploded 
in Milan in 1992. Tangentopoli not only revealed an endemic 
system of corruption that fed the political élites from the local to 
the national scale, but also signalled a landmark change in the 
historical local administration of Milan. For almost 20 years, from 
1993 until 2011, Milan was governed by right-wing mayors 
affiliated to Lega Nord and Silvio Berlusconi’s parties (Forza Italia 
and Popolo delle Libertá). These administrations were characterised 
by a strong emphasis on securitisation, anti-immigrant sentiments, 
antipathy for the network of left-wing and anarchic centri sociali. 
Most importantly, these administrations were keen on endorsing 
striking entrepreneurialist strategies in city administration and 
stressing an ‘effectiveness’ in decision-making, as exemplified by the 

            
9 Another common hypothesis is the one of ’state terrorism’, according to which it 
would have been state secret intelligence to implement the terror in order to sully 
and suppress anarchist and communist groups, and expand its control in the name of 
security.  
10 For an overview on Milan’s underground cultural scene (in Italian) see: AgenziaX. 
(2015) Re/search Milano. Guida di una città a pezzi. Milano: Agenzia X. 
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fact that major Gabriele Albertini, in office from 1997 to 2006, 
liked to call himself the ‘condominium administrator of Milan’.   

These trends went hand in hand with national and European 
neoliberalist tendencies, such as the decentralisation of public 
services from national to regional and municipal scales, deregulation 
of labour, privatisation of many public companies (such as the rail 
system) and an emphasis on competition amongst European cities. 
González (2009) describes how, in those years, the Milanese 
(strongly interlocked) political and business leaderships invested in 
reconnecting Milan to global flows of capital through flagship 
redevelopment projects which were disconnected from the basic 
sociocultural needs of its inhabitants.  

In this political atmosphere, a few large ex-industrial areas were 
reconverted through massive redevelopment projects into mixed 
residential and services neighbourhoods, often associated with 
cultural functions. An example is the new Bicocca neighbourhood, a 
former area of the Pirelli factory, which now hosts homes, a 
university campus and Arcimboldi theatre. Similarly, the Bovisa 
Polytechnic university campus and the new Triennale art centre in 
the Bovisa neighbourhood were built in a post-industrial 
redevelopment. More recent redevelopments which were explicitly 
directed towards the goal of making Milan ‘internationally 
competitive’ include the project for the universal exposition Expo 
2015 "Feeding the Planet, Energy for Life", on the ex-Falk factory 
area and the megaproject ‘City Life’, made of three luxury 
‘archistar’-designed skyscrapers on the field of the ex-fairground. 
The skyline of the city and it historical fabric have been dramatically 
twisted by the new constructions in just a few years’ time.   

 
Figure 6. Milan, 2016. In foreground the historical urban fabric. At the 
horizon, the newly built skyscrapers of Porta Nuova area. Source: 
milanocam.it  
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The Porta Nuova project is emblematic of the striking neoliberal 
character of urban redevelopment projects in Milan in the past 30 
years. In the early 2000s, the municipality launched a massive 
redevelopment plan (Porta Nuova) that would convert the most 
neglected central area of the city into a regional administrative 
centre, retail spaces and luxury homes. The new plan, still under 
construction, is supposed to redevelop and connect three areas 
whose future destination had been left pending since the 1970s with 
the demise of previous redevelopment plans. These areas had a 
mixed composition, with a heavy presence of large infrastructure 
(the stations of Porta Garibaldi and the decommissioned Porta 
Nuova station), working-class residential buildings and small retail 
spaces. Some of these areas (Porta Garibaldi station, Ex-Varesine - 
on the ex-Porta Nuova brownfield - and Isola neighbourhood) were 
in urgent need of care and redevelopment.  

However, the large-scale, luxury-orientated projects introduced 
took the shape of unapologetic top-down gentrification, rather than 
sustaining existing populations and activities. The new complex, still 
under construction, contains over 20 skyscrapers (with new record 
heights for Milan) designed by international architects and host 
offices, cultural centres, élite housing. The sovereign wealth fund of 
Qatar acquired 40% of Porta Nuova in 2013. In 2015, the Qatar 
Investment Authority agreed to buy the remaining 60% of the 
district. The property was then valued at more than 2 billion euros 
($2.2 billion). Although the value of the transaction was not 
disclosed, the initial investors in the district made a profit of over 
30%11. 

From its beginnings, the Porta Nuova project elicited strong 
reactions from local citizens’ associations, artists’ cooperatives and 
small shop-owners, who felt that the new developments would 
gentrify and harmfully alter the character of the historical working-
class Isola neighbourhood. In particular, the fight against the 
demolition of the ´Stecca degli artigiani´ building – a grassroots 
social and cultural centre – gained sympathy from local residents, 
artists and international characters in the art world (Isola Art 
Center, 2013). The Stecca was demolished in 2007, but following 
tumultuous negotiations, the associations who held their activities 
there were offered space in a newly built art incubator “Stecca 3.0”.  

Some of the pioneers in the movement that was the subject of 
my Milanese study case, Macao, were first active in mobilisations 

            
11 http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-02-27/qatar-gets-full-control-of-
milan-s-porta-nuova-district  
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against the gentrification of Isola neighbourhood. Galfa tower (sited 
at the crossroad of via Galvani and via Fara, which gave origin to its 
name) the skyscraper that Macao occupied as its inaugural act, is 
located just a few hundred metres from the Porta Nuova project 
site12.  

 

 
Figure 7. View from Pirelli building, via Filzi, Milan. The building on the 
right is Galfa Tower (Melchiorre Bega, 1959, 102 m), the first building 
occupied by Macao.  Behind, the sinuous buildings of the new Lombardy 
Region headquarters (Pei Cobb Freed & Partners, 2007-2010, 161 m) and 
the luxury residential building Bosco Verticale (Boeri Studio, 2009-2014, 
111 m). Source: Francesca Martinez, 2013. 
https://lovelymilano.wordpress.com 

At the same time, neoliberal policies and austerity measures have 
substantially reduced public funding for the arts and culture sectors. 
The city’s cultural policies have followed event-based, elitist, city-
branding and consumeristic logics (d’Ovidio and Cossu, 2016; 

            
12 The skyscraper, in state of abandonment since 1996, is property of Salvatore Li-
gresti, an entrepreneur whose real estate activities have heavily transformed Milan 
territory since the 1960s. He was involved in the Tangentopoli scandal and in nume-
rous other legal issues, amongst which corruption, bribing, stock manipulation. He 
and part of his family have been arrested in July 2013 for financial fraud. Ligresti 
with his insurance holding Fondiaria SAI has been a major partner in the most impor-
tant recent redevelopment projects of Milan, including Expo area, ‘CityLife’ and 
Porta Nuova.   
 



 42

Alfieri, 2009; Jansson and Power, 2010), favouring market-
orientated initiatives like ‘Salone del mobile’ and ‘Fashion week’ 
events to reinforce infra-local competitiveness. However, young and 
emerging artists and cultural producers are neglected by city 
policies, and subject to increasing labour exploitation and precarity 
(Mingione et al., 2008), situations that are aggravated by a growing 
issue of housing affordability (Bricocoli and Savoldi, 2010).  

Milanese citizens have coped with the discrepancy between their 
needs and the city’s neoliberal governance through a lively 
grassroots self-organisation, which tries to obviate the absence or 
malfunction of institutional services (Cognetti and Cottino, 2003). 
Amongst other civic society organisations, the tradition of self-
organised centri sociali expanded greatly during the 1980s-90s, as a 
counter-cultural production response to the elitist city branding 
strategies. For decades, the network of centri sociali constituted a 
privileged arena for the formation of experimental musicians, artists, 
DJs, video-makers, web-designers and alike, who often ended up 
working in mainstream creative industries (Niessen, 2009). 
Although struggling against fiercer evictions and normalisation, 
these spaces are still a lively component of the city’s cultural 
production.  

In 2011, great popular support through grassroots mobilisation 
campaigns enabled the election of a left-wing mayor, Giuliano 
Pisapia13, after nearly two decades of centre-right wing 
administrations. This administration undertook more open dialogues 
with the alternative cultural communities, arguably also because of 
the fact that many of them provided important support for his 
electoral campaign. A few years in, however, many Milanese started 
feeling that Pisapia’s government was not able to shake off the 
conservative and neoliberal tendencies that had been formed 
throughout almost twenty years of right-wing administrations.  

Unlike in other cities in Europe, e.g. Berlin or Amsterdam, 
squatted cultural centres in Milan have rarely been exploited for 
fuelling ‘cool’ neighbourhood images and artist-led gentrification. 
This is not because the city is not interested in gentrification or is in 
any way trying to counteract it. Rather, it seems as though it has 
failed in seeing the hidden value of these ‘kids’ spaces (so far). The 
gentrification that the city is mostly interested in fuelling is a form 

            
13 June 2016 saw the election of a new mayor, Giuseppe Sala, who is formally close 
to the Democratic Party (centre-left). However, it is too early to make any assess-
ment of the new administration.  
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enabled through prime landmark buildings and financial specula-
speculation.   

Papers I, II and III 
Paper I  

Pushing forwards the gentrification frontier: How the art scene 
progresses gentrification in Bushwick, New York City 
Research into the initial causes and ultimate consequences of 
gentrification has been expanding for decades, but the ways in 
which daily practices and discourses maintain their progress once 
they are underway, but far from ‘complete’, remain underexplored. 
Paper I departs from the existing literature on gentrification’s causes 
and effects by exploring how gentrification is propelled forwards on 
a day-to-day basis, once it is set in motion. In particular, the analysis 
provides insights into the agency of artists and other art scene 
participants in enabling processes of gentrification, into how they 
position themselves in relation to it, and into the extent to which 
they resist and/or contribute to its reproduction.    

Empirically, Paper I examined the gentrifying neighbourhood of 
Bushwick, which in recent years has been consistently represented 
as the newest frontier of New York City’s art scene. Studying 
Bushwick at this particular time, while the process of gentrification 
is well under way but with the original artistic population still in 
place, made it possible to empirically unpack the ambivalent 
relationship between cultural capital, capitalist speculation and the 
city.  

Paper I explores these relations from the point of view of 
members of the art scene – artists, creative producers, and 
entrepreneurs that gravitate around artistic activities – by asking 
what stake they have in the context of gentrifying Bushwick, how 
they deal with the capitalisation of their aesthetic expressions and 
production, and how they negotiate their economic and political 
roles in the neighbourhood. 

The results show that artists and urban entrepreneurs actively 
and discursively produce the gentrification frontier as a transitional 
space and time in their lives and careers. Furthermore, they 
normalise gentrification as a natural and unavoidable course of 
events and are ready to move on to the next frontier once 
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gentrification has spoiled the ‘edginess’ of the place and exhausted 
the benefits for their careers.  

For emerging artists, Bushwick represents an alternative, 
approachable milieu emerging at the margins of the consolidated, 
extremely competitive and globally connected New York art world. 
At this ‘frontier’, early-career artists and small entrepreneurs benefit 
from the advantages of co-location, mutual support and collective 
visibility. They articulate and negotiate their identities as creative 
producers and entrepreneurs: first, by putting themselves on the 
map of the local art scene and second, by making Bushwick a 
recognised part of the New York art scene’s map. So as creative 
producers move to Bushwick because, according to the rules of the 
(economic and social) game of artistic production, Bushwick is ‘the 
place to be’, they also see gentrification as another rule of this game, 
which they are ready to play accordingly: it is the price one has to 
pay for being part of the New York art scene. 

Furthermore, even if artists and urban entrepreneurs are aware of 
what gentrification means and how it works in the city, they 
distance themselves from the role of gentrifiers, and legitimate their 
place-making through career opportunities or as a natural succession 
in the neighbourhood’s demographic. They display a generally 
resigned attitude towards potential future displacement, and 
consider it inevitable. Conscious that this is a usual course of facts, 
they expect to go one day, and they are ready to relocate to ‘the 
next’ up-and-coming place. Arguably, this helps propel the 
gentrification frontier forwards, constantly moving it around the 
city.  

The scene’s members are keen on building and protecting their 
own artistic community from commercialisation and gentrification. 
Yet they fail to establish meaningful relationships with the rest of the 
neighbourhood. I argue that such behaviours are problematic: by 
depoliticising gentrification as a conflictual phenomenon and dulling 
possibilities for resistance, they are effectively complicit with it.  

Gentrification-led displacement for long-time low-income, 
mostly black and Latino, residents is a traumatic, disruptive 
experience, which usually pushes them even further from the centre 
and entails the disruption of important ecologies that sustain entire 
families’ livelihoods. Long-time residents perceive newcomers as 
transient ‘kids’, whose temporary presence exposes the 
neighbourhood to changes that will have long-lasting disruptive 
consequences for many of them (Paper II). Yet, Paper I also shows 
that most newcomers tend to naturalise and sometimes legitimise 



45 

gentrification. They do so by denying the social conflictual dialectic 
content of such an urban process, and hence they depoliticise it. A 
narrative that depoliticises gentrification is also one that denies the 
politics of struggle and possibilities for resistance. Although 
unwittingly, early gentrifiers are already part of the gentrification 
process.  

Acknowledging their own power position and their impacts on 
the existing communities, creating truly inclusive and welcoming 
spaces and living in consideration of their neighbours, and the 
problems they might be facing, would be a first, well-needed step 
towards re-politicising gentrification and creating the conditions for 
resistance to it. Persisting in glossing over the gentrifying role that 
art scene members often assume means continuing to reproduce 
gentrification, and ultimately continuing in being complicit with it.  

Paper II 

A sense of displacement: Long-time residents’ feelings of 
displacement in gentrifying Bushwick, New York 
Paper II explores the experiences of gentrification of lower-income, 
long-time residents in the gentrifying neighbourhood of Bushwick. 
In particular, the components of displacement beyond material 
spatial re-location are put at the forefront. 

The paper advances the argument that feelings of displacement 
are fundamental to understanding gentrification and displacement 
because they are the direct final expression of intersecting structural 
power dynamics, of which gentrification is a spatial manifestation. 
In fact, what emerges from the long-time residents accounts is a 
complex topography of intersecting dimensions of inequalities and 
privilege that are brought up in the encounter with ‘other’ bodies 
(the newcomers’) in neighbourhood spaces.  

The results show that lived experiences of displacement beyond 
outmigration are precipitated by material and psychological 
pressures acting on the individual. The external material forces 
causing displacement even before out-migration happens consist of a 
series of everyday pressures to leave. Besides continuous increases in 
rents in the private market, pressures also occur in rent-stabilised 
apartments (e.g. landlord abuse and buyout attempts) and therefore 
specifically impact upon low-income tenants.  

Beyond the threats of spatial relocation, the accounts of 
gentrification provided by long-time residents interviewed in Paper I 
reveal the following: 
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1) Long-time residents feel ‘othered’ by the newcomers and the 
hidden and overt power relations at play prevent them (directly or 
indirectly) from frequenting some neighbourhood spaces. Their 
ability for taking and making place is surpassed by that of the 
newcomers. 

2) Identity locations such as ‘white’, ‘young’, ‘artsy’, 
‘economically privileged’ and ‘highly educated’ tend to intersect and 
conflate in long-time residents’ descriptions of newcomers, 
commonly referred to as ‘hipsters’. Long-time residents assume a 
defensive position against the neighbourhood changes by ‘othering’ 
and dis-identifying themselves from the stereotypical ‘hipster’, in an 
attempt to reinforce their own identity. 

3) The newcomers identified through the above-mentioned 
attributes have structural assets which tend to give them a better 
position in society (and, vitally, in the local residential market) 
compared with low-income, long-time residents. Therefore, for 
long-time residents, newcomers are living embodied reminders of 
structural inequalities and unbalanced power relations. 

4) Since identity is relational and tightly connected to place, the 
encounter with somehow privileged individuals in one’s home 
neighbourhood calls into question personal identity and subjectivity. 
Therefore, it can be a particularly tense experience and represents a 
deeper form of ‘loss of place’. 

5) The feelings provoked by the encounter are particularly jarring 
because of their spatial component. Where the encounter happens is 
crucial. Gentrification disrupts the feelings of attachment and 
belonging of long-time residents who have struggled to build a sense 
of home despite the conditions of impoverishment and 
abandonment of the place. With gentrification, they feel they are 
being deprived of their sense of place, on top of compelling threats 
of material displacement. 

Paper III  

When cultural workers become an urban social movement: Political 
subjectification and alternative cultural production in the Macao 
movement, Milan 
Paper III explores the ways in which cultural production and radical 
political action can intertwine and together provide a critique of, 
and an alternative to, the status quo. The specific context for the 
study is the urban cultural movement of Macao, in Milan. 
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In 2011, a group of artists, art critics, curators, historians, writers 
and activists in Milan united in a group called Lavoratori dell’Arte 
(Art Workers) (LDA), mobilised around issues of precarity and 
exploitation of arts for profit. On 5 May 2012, LDA, in alliance 
with other activists and media workers, took over Galfa tower in 
Milan, a spectacular occupation (marked by blue illuminations) that 
signalled the official birth of a new cultural and political subject 
named ‘Macao’, i.e. a self-appointed ‘new arts centre of Milan’.  

The sight of a 109 m high, blue-lit, skyscraper which had been 
abandoned for the previous 15 years attracted the attention of the 
media, local celebrities and thousands of people. The occupation 
lasted 10 days, before police forces evacuated the building. 
However, Macao as a movement continued and symbolically 
occupied other urban spaces which were exemplary of the tension 
between cultural production, economic exploitation and neoliberal 
urban politics. Finally, the activists settled down in a quiet 
peripheral ex-slaughterhouse market at 68 Molise Street, where 
Macao is still located. 

 

Figure 8. Map of Macao occupations in Milan. 1: Galfa tower, via Galvani 
(ten days); 2. Palazzo Citterio, via Brera (one day); 3: ex- communal 
slaughterhouse market, viale Molise 68 (2012 - )  
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Theoretically, Paper III draws on conceptualisations of political 
subjectification and aesthetics. In particular, the main body of the 
paper is based on political thinkers who ground their understandings 
of the political in notions of openings and plurality, such as Mouffe 
(2005; 2007) and Arendt (2013), but also on ideas of ‘power’, 
‘subjectification’, and ‘subject’ as conceptualised by Foucault 
(1982), and the relation of ‘aesthetics’ and politics in Rancière 
(1989).  

Throughout Paper III, the resources, aesthetic tactics and 
inaugurative practices mobilised and enacted in the urban space by 
the artists and cultural worker members of Macao are examined, 
and it is shown how these tactics and practices politically impacted 
on the sensible domain. By reconfiguring the boundaries of the 
visible, doable, and thinkable, I argue, they challenged power 
relations. This core argument is supported by a set of findings:  

1) The appearance of Macao in the public sphere and, in 
particular, in the kind of urban space represented by Galfa tower, 
has had political relevance per se, because it has allowed the 
encounter of ‘human plurality’ (Arendt, 1998), exposed alternative 
values and enriched the heterogeneity of voices in the urban arena. 
It has also brought some new questions into the public debate and 
raised awareness of issues concerning cultural production, urban 
dynamics, and public and private real estate. Moreover, it has 
inaugurated a space for ‘shared capacity of action’, be it actual or 
potential, and stimulated new beginnings. 

2) The appearance of Macao in the public domain was thus a 
political act in itself. Yet, Macao is not just a set of appearances or 
actions, but constitutes a subject that is a locus of agency. The 
process of subjectification has unrolled through rejection of given 
identities and subjectivities and constitution of an unedited identity.  

3) The identity of the new subject Macao is not given or 
predetermined but, rather, is an ongoing process in which 
constitutive values are negotiated and embodied in radical 
democratic practices. Subjectification for Macao is found in the 
practice of radical democracy and the implementation of the 
political. Macao can be interpreted as ‘a way of doing things’, as 
stated by an interviewee. 

4) The very nature and professional profiles of most of the 
activists of Macao, who come from artistic and cultural sectors, are a 
source of a marked ‘aesthetic efficiency’ in conveying political 
messages. The combination of semiotic codes belonging to cultural, 
artistic and advertising sectors with political and critical messages 
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and the fact that this was conducted by professionals from these 
sectors have created something quite unique in the context of urban 
social movements. 

Paper III also raises some questions about the actual inclusivity 
(i.e. beyond rhetoric) of a movement like Macao for individuals and 
groups who are not its protagonists, and I claim that this is one of its 
most critical challenges. 

Finally, Paper III argues that the political relevance of cultural 
and artistic practices lies in their capacity to act on the sensible 
domain by promoting inaugurative connections and disconnections. 
By doing so, artistic practices can reframe, at least temporarily, the 
relations between bodies, space and time, and the power structures 
they entail. This is the ultimate goal of urban political struggles.  
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2. Methodology 

Introduction to fieldwork and methodology 
Given the exploratory nature of my overarching research question 
(‘What is the positioning of cultural workers in the restructuring of 
urban space in post-industrial cities?’), my empirical investigation 
began by raising generative questions and sensitising concepts, 
which helped to guide the research but were not intended to be 
either static or confining.  

For the Italian study case, the line of inquiry that guided my 
empirical research attempted to understand how and why cultural 
producers in the city of Milan mobilised and claimed to be 
acknowledged as a new political subject through the creation of the 
Macao activist movement. I was interested in understanding the 
situated meaning-making processes of this new political subject 
through the individual motivations and the collective practices of 
the members of Macao.   

In Bushwick, New York City (NYC), I was interested in 
understanding empirically: 1) how long-time residents experienced 
and made sense of the process of gentrification underway in their 
neighbourhood and if, and how, they were trying to resist it, and 2) 
how cultural producers made sense of their own role within the 
process of gentrification, how they related to long-time residents 
and if, and how, they were trying to resist gentrification.   

Thus in both cases I was interested in understanding the lived 
experiences of research participants and their meaning-making 
processes. Qualitative research seemed to be the most appropriate 
methodology for this task. Furthermore, following the explorative, 
as opposed to confirmatory, nature of my leading questions, I chose 
and tested methods that would allow open-ended and rich 
collection of data and were capable of generating issues and themes 
which might have not emerged at the early stages of research 
question formulation. I employed a combination of relatively 
traditional qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and 
ethnographic observation (including photographic documentation) 
revised in fresh ways, e.g. interviewing with word couplets instead 
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of conventional questions, and paired it with research-sharing activi-
activities such as an interview exhibition and a Zine co-production 
workshop. I provide more detail about each method in this chapter. 
Drawing on different sources and using multiple methods 
corroborates the reliability and confirmability of the research 
(Baxter and Eyles, 1997), and allows the researcher to consider 
multiple dimensions of the phenomenon from different angles.  

For each of the study cases, I conducted fieldwork in two phases: 
in Milan a two-week pilot study, followed by a longer stay (about 
four weeks) a few months later, and in Bushwick six months of 
extensive fieldwork, with a follow-up shorter period with the 
primary aim of conducting outreach activities. Carrying out the 
fieldwork in two phases enabled me to acquire familiarity with the 
context and the research participants, collect some initial materials 
and conduct an initial analysis to search for emerging themes and 
interesting trajectories and reflect on the chosen methods in order to 
adjust and develop them to better fit my scope. Moreover, in the 
case of Bushwick, sharing my first research findings with research 
participants and other interested members of the public was not just 
a way to communicate the results, but rather a way to integrate and 
nuance the data obtained. Table 1 shows an overview of my 
fieldwork activities.  

Table 1. Summary of fieldwork activities in Macao, Milan, and Bushwick, 
New York, and the methods used 

 ‘Macao’, Milan Bushwick, NYC 

Time frame 
2 weeks, 8/2012; 
4 weeks, 2/2013 

6 months, 6-12/2013; 
4 weeks, 5/2014 

Participant 
observation 

Lived in the squat 
building;  
participated in manual 
work to renovate the 
building and other 
chores; participated in 
several meetings; 
engaged in informal 
conversations 

Observations in: streets, 
parks, art galleries, retail 
spaces, cafés; Bushwick Open 
Studios festival; local political 
meetings and assemblies;  
activist meetings; family 
dinners; informal 
conversations 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

22 (5 in pilot study + 17 
using word-couplet 
cards) 

39 
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‘Zine’  
workshop 

- 

‘Human Geographies of 
Bushwick’ workshop: 
exhibition of interview 
extracts and co-production of 
a zine.  
Co-organised with local 
activists 

Research- 
sharing  
activities 

- 

Participated in AiB 
Community Day with a 
‘Human Geographies of 
Bushwick’ stand, co-organised 
with local activists; 
Facebook page ‘Human 
Geographies of Bushwick’ 

Detailed description of methods selected for 
the study 
Here I introduce my approach to each of the selected empirical 
methods and some considerations on data analysis, ethics and 
research sharing. In the next section, I describe in more detail how 
these methods were applied in each study case and present some 
reflections about my positionality and relationality with the research 
participants in the fields.  

Participant observation  
The framework methodology that tied together and encompassed all 
of my empirical methods was ethnographic participant observation. 
I regard participant observation as a methodology in which the 
researcher observes events and people’s behaviours by taking part in 
some activities, rather than observing from a distance or relying only 
on isolated interviews (Castree et al., 2013b) Thus in the field I 
played the role of ‘participant as observer’, where “the observer 
reveals their intentions to the observed group from the start of the 
project. The observer then attempts to build trusting relationships 
with the host community” (ibid). 

Geographers tend to use observation as something that occurs 
naturally in the field and hence is often taken for granted. Yet, 
“(d)oing participant observation means deciding how to 
conceptualize what we see and hear in the field, and not simply 
apply a set of “nuts and bolts” observation techniques” (Lichterman, 
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2002: 119). Moreover, Rose (2016) argues that ways of observing 
and seeing are entangled with the process of becoming a viewing 
subject, and therefore that the position of the subject who is doing 
the ‘knowing’ and observing is critical for the kind of knowledge 
produced through observation.  

Finally, following Crang, I regard observation as a way of “taking 
part in the world, not just representing it” (Crang, 1997: 360). 
Hence, I considered my being present in the field not only as a way 
to provide contextual understanding and complementary evidence 
to my interviews, but also as an embodied, critical way of building 
knowledge.  

Semi-structured, word-couplet cards and visually 
enriched interviews 
A recent report on the state of qualitative methods in contemporary 
human geographical research shows that qualitative in-depth 
interviews constitute the backbone of empirical work in this field 
(Dowling et al., 2016). The present thesis is no exception. For both 
my study cases, in Milan and NYC, I opted to conduct a total of 61 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews as a primary method that 
would generate large amounts of verbal material and provide me 
with the possibility to analyse the signifying processes of the 
research participants.  

The set-up of the interviews I held in Bushwick was quite 
traditional, comprising questions and answers in the form of a semi-
structured conversation. In Milan I experimented with a different 
interviewing method using word-couplet cards, which I describe in 
more detail later in this chapter.  

Moreover, when possible, I complemented and supplemented 
individual interviews with visual data and materials produced by the 
research participants, an approach that could be described as what 
Dowling et al. (2016) call enriched interviewing. In Macao, for 
example, Isa, a graphic designer, asked me if she could make a 
drawing instead of a direct question and answer interview, because 
she felt she could express herself better through drawing.  

Some participants in Bushwick sent me photos of their daily lives 
and habitual spaces that we used as starting points for the interviews 
(this was something I asked all participants to do, using a self-
photography approach, but only a handful agreed and therefore I 
had to abandon the idea). Carlos, a resident of Bushwick for 30 
years, showed me incredible photos from his family archive, 
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pictures of Bushwick he had taken since the 1980s during block 
parties and family reunions and of the baseball teams he used to 
manage. I drew on these visual materials to elicit discussions during 
interview.  

These complementary visual supports were incidental rather than 
systematically applied in each interview, and depended on the 
availability and preferences of each research participant. Yet, I 
consider them to be relevant enriching data, since they acted as 
valuable support that facilitated communication of participants’ 
lived experiences, the meanings they attach to them, their opinions 
and world views, and my understanding of all these.  

 

 
Figure 9. ‘What Macao is for me, what Macao is for the city’. Drawing by 
Isa during interview, Macao, Milan, fieldwork 2013. 

Ethical considerations, analysis of materials 
and research sharing  
I consider research to be a mutual exchange between research 
participants and the researcher and I see great value in sharing 
research outputs with an audience outside the academic world.  

I conducted overt research in both fieldwork settings and asked 
for informed consent to record, transcribe and use the interviews for 
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the purposes of my research14. I concealed the identity of each re-
research participant in all the outputs of my research (articles and 
research-sharing activities), through the use of pseudonyms and the 
omission of key information that would make an individual 
recognisable.  

I began my analysis of the collected materials by listening to and 
transcribing verbatim the recorded interviews15, integrating them 
with my field notes and visual materials such as photos and videos I 
took in the field. For this I used ‘open coding’ (Crang, 2005), i.e. I 
read the transcribed materials and personal notes thoroughly several 
times and with particular attention to sensitising concepts, looking 
for emerging themes, correlations, connections, contradictions and 
deeper significances. However, this first collation of data and 
emerging themes, the analysis of data and the writing-up phases 
were not self-contained and did not follow one another in series. 
Rather, I made sense of the materials by writing and by seeking a 
constant dialogue between data, theories and my arguments, which 
I hoped would test, challenge, confirm, nuance and advance one 
another. 

In Macao, I did not sense an interest among the research 
participants in collaborating in a research project that would go 
beyond research about activists and result in research with activists, 
for instance writing texts together. Therefore, I shared my research 
findings with the Macao members after I had analysed the materials 
and formalised them in the form of an academic paper (under 
review at that time), as they had asked me to do. In Bushwick I 
embraced a different approach, and organised research sharing and 
research co-production activities under the heading ‘Human 
Geographies of Bushwick’, before I started writing about the 
collected materials. I describe this process in more detail later in this 
chapter.  

            
14All interviewees were over 18 years old. I followed the procedures from 
CODEX, the Swedish Research Council dealing with rules and guidelines 
for research, according to which “The requirement for consent forms to 
provide potential research subjects with a better understanding of a pro-
ject’s scope, including its risks and benefits, so they can make a more fully 
informed decision about whether to participate.” 
http://www.codex.vr.se/en/index.shtml.  
Moreover, I did not use potentially sensitive information about individual 
research participants.  
15Not all interviews were transcribed in their entirety: I critically adjudged 
that some parts of the conversations were not relevant for the scope of my 
research and decided to not transcribe them. 
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Fieldwork in Macao and Bushwick 
Macao. Studying individual and collective meaning 
making and political subjectification processes. 
‘Participant as observer’ in a social movement 

My interest in researching Macao was sparked by sympathy with the 
political ideas they were presenting. However, I began my 
participant observation there as an outsider, a position determined 
mainly by personal and political experiences, i.e. I did not have prior 
points of contact with any Macao members and I did not have prior 
experience as an activist in a similar cultural/political movement. 
Therefore, even though I was of similar age, ethnicity, citizenship 
and level of education as most of the research participants and 
agreed with many of the political positionings of the movement, the 
fact that I was not an activist and did not take part in their activities 
from the beginning made me feel an outsider to Macao. I would 
therefore position my researcher role in that context as ‘participant 
as observer’ (McCurdy and Uldam, 2014). Although I came to 
know some of the activists better through the course of fieldwork 
and my presence there appeared to feel more familiar with time, the 
view of myself as an outsider did not change significantly 
throughout my fieldwork. Some details about my activities as 
‘participant as observer’ are as follows:  

I first made contact with the activists via e-mail, explaining who I 
was and that I had some preliminary plans to conduct research 
about Macao. My first physical encounter with Macao took place 
during my first exploratory fieldwork in Macao, when I took part in 
manual work on the restoration of the building in via Molise 68, i.e. 
the structure in which the movement was squatting at that time. 
This was in August 2012, and the activists had decided to dedicate 
the summer to much needed infrastructural improvements to the 
building, while cutting back on their more intellectual activities and 
meetings. They called that period ‘Macao Summer Camp’, and I 
took part in it. During those two weeks I did not live in the squat, 
but I took part in daily activities such as cleaning, painting walls, 
helping setting up the building for events, cooking and eating meals 
with the activists.  
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Figure 10. Macao Summer camp, Ex- slaughterhouse market, via Molise 68, 
Milan. Fieldwork 2012 

When I returned to Macao in February, I stayed for a longer time 
and I slept in the building almost every night. Living there during 
winter meant taking part in all sorts of activities beyond the manual 
maintenance works I participated in during the previous summer. 
The winter, in fact, was a time of ‘business as usual’ for Macao, and 
I tried to immerse myself as much as I could in the life of the 
movement, with activities that spanned from thematic board 
meetings on Monday and Wednesday nights and general assemblies 
every Tuesday night, to social events and parties during the 
weekends, to simple hanging out and having meals with the 
activists, in the building and in the trattoria next door where they 
had become regulars. Through these activities, I was able to socialise 
informally with the people involved in Macao, get a feeling of how 
they organised and related to one other and grasp some of the 
internal conflicts and contradictions.  

Moreover, I was able to obtain relatively short, but insightful, 
first-hand experience of the situated meaning-making practices of 
the activists and of what, from the outside, felt like a black box, i.e. 
a reality always filtered by highly-curated communicative strategies, 
as I illustrate at length in Paper III. One example of this is a story 
from the ‘Macao Summer Camp’. In the project to restore the squat 
building that had been abandoned for decades, a few people were 
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outside in the heat struggling to clear the Liberty-style façade of old 
graffiti using water and elbow grease. At the same time, others spent 
several hours carefully selecting and editing pictures by erasing the 
graffiti with Photoshop and posting these pictures on the website 
and the Facebook page. This sparked animated discussions, in a 
friction confirmed in other episodes and interviews, between 
contrasting ways of doing and thinking amongst the activists. Being 
there and witnessing these internal conversations and dynamics was 
highly important in order to grasp ambivalences, paradoxes and 
contradictions of this kind.  

 
Figure 11. Macao Summer camp, fieldwork 2012 

Given the relatively short time frame of my fieldwork, there were 
aspects that I could only glance at, but which more time in the field 
might have allowed me to explore in more depth and generate more 
substantial understandings. I therefore decided to acknowledge the 
presence of internal conflictual power dynamics, but not to use 
these as analytical lines of inquiry because I felt that this would have 
required a longer ethnographic study with a specifically dedicated 
focus (See for instance Kadir, 2016).  

More reflections about what it meant, personally, to spend time 
and conduct participant observation in Macao are presented in the 
final section of this chapter. 
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Interviewing with word-couplet cards 

In my second fieldwork period in Macao, I devised and tested a 
novel way of interviewing that departed from the conventional 
question-and-answer model. This novel method involved eliciting 
narrations from the research participants through word-couplet 
cards, as a method to investigate verbal meaning making, and also as 
a pragmatic way to work around the issue of tricky interview 
questions. I tested this experimental method in a simple way that 
proved to be a valuable strategy for my research purposes. 

In Macao, I conducted 22 interviews in total: Five conventional 
semi-structured interviews during the pilot study and 17 word-
couplet card-led interviews in my second field trip. The 
interviewees were nine women and 13 men, aged between 21 and 
35 years except for two who were approximately 50 years old. Five 
interviewees were a constituent part of the pivotal group of artists 
and creative producers who gave birth to Macao, while the others 
joined in its activities after the first occupation of Galfa Tower.  

As regards their professional/educational profiles, the research 
participants were as follows: Seven defined their main occupational 
profile as artist or art curator; four were media workers (cinema and 
documentary sector); two were architects and urban planners; three 
workers in the social service sector; three were graphic or web 
designers; two were university students; and one had no formal 
qualifications or profession. 

All the interviews took place inside the building occupied by 
Macao, lasted between 50 minutes and just over two hours, and 
were voice-recorded and transcribed following my field notes.   

The recruiting tactic for each individual interviewee was rather 
straightforward: following active participation in some activities in 
the building and/or engaging in informal conversation, I introduced 
my research project to the activists and asked if they were interested 
in participating. Most interviewees helped me recruit others through 
word of mouth (they all knew one another) and many volunteered 
unsolicited.  

During the pilot study, I conducted five semi-structured 
interviews in the usual form of question and answer. In addition to 
standard questions about specific facts, dates, events and 
happenings, and personal experiences, I asked some questions that 
were more abstract, aimed at understanding how ideas around 
Macao first originated in the pivotal group of artists and the 
theoretical and philosophical backgrounds in which they were 
devised.  
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However, I soon realised that asking abstract, philosophical 
questions was not entirely successful: some respondents provided 
elaborate and exhaustive answers that were helpful for me to 
understand their views about Macao, whereas others interpreted 
those questions as too generalist or even silly.  

For instance, when I asked how she interpreted the relationship 
between the arts and politics, Doris (one of Macao´s founders, art 
curator) rolled her eyes, in a gesture of annoyance, looked smugly at 
me and asked: ‘Are you asking me this because you don´t see it? Or 
what?’. Frozen by that annoyed reaction, I answered that I was 
asking not out of unfamiliarity with the philosophical discussions 
about arts and politics, but because I was interested in 
understanding her point of view about it. Although this respondent 
was the only one who appeared irritated by my questions, this 
episode made me reflect about alternative ways of conducting 
interviews that would avoid a classic question-and-answer dynamic.   

Furthermore, in the pilot study I soon realised that the motives, 
levels of education, personalities and professions of the activists 
were extremely varied and that, besides using recurring key words, 
they attributed different weights and values to those words and to 
the various dimensions of the experience they were sharing. 
Therefore I began to look for a method that would embrace this 
variety and would help me highlighting the assonances and 
dissonances in the meaning-making processes of the individuals 
within the collective. 

When I returned for a longer stay after a few months, I adopted a 
different approach. Instead of asking direct questions, I prepared 10 
cards with recurring word couplets from the pilot interviews and 
media communications of the group (e.g., ARTS/POLITICS, 
OPEN/CLOSED, UTOPIA/REALITY…16). The interviewees were 
free to organise a conversation drawing on those couplets of words 
in the order and to the extent they preferred, but always in relation 
to their experiences with Macao (fig. 12 and 13). I explained that 
the words were not to be seen in a strictly dualistic way, which 
would imply a separation and opposition between them. Rather, 
they could be interpreted and used to talk about the relationality 
between them. Thus, instead of asking a question such as ‘What is 
the relation between arts and politics?’, the participants could touch 
upon the same theme when talking about the ARTS/POLITICS 

            
16 utopia/reality; container/contents; opposition/proposal; visible/invisible; 
open/closed; inside/outside; arts/politics; full/empty; space/imagination; 
spectacle/fight 
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card, and elaborate on the topic by contextualising it in their own 
experience of Macao, in relation to other themes, and in ways that 
seemed relevant to them. I intervened with follow-up questions. 
Towards the end of the interview, I asked if they felt some concepts 
or themes that they considered important were missing from the 
couplet cards and whether they wanted to add a card for future 
interviewees.  

   
Figure 12 and 13. Word couplets cards, arranged by two interviewees in 
different ways. Fieldwork in Macao 2013 

This method provided me with an understanding of the discursive 
patterns of the interviewees, and how they evaluated and made 
sense of various aspects of the same experience, beyond the official 
thoughts and rhetoric driving the movement. As an example, one of 
the cards read: OPPOSITION/PROPOSAL. My thought behind 
writing this word couplet was that the respondents would elaborate 
about political and social issues Macao’s activism was opposing in 
the context of Milan, and what alternatives they were proposing for 
the city, since they had presented themselves as an element of 
rupture from the current political and economic city policies. 
However, the majority of the interviewees interpreted this word 
couplet as a prompt to talk about internal politics and dynamics of 
proposals and oppositions taking place during Macao´s meetings and 
assemblies, and internal conflicts. This was a legitimate 
interpretation, of course, but it highlighted that the focal struggles 
the activists were engaged in were internal power structuring and 
organisational issues, rather than broader political agendas. I 
followed up with questions and asked for further elaboration and 
the interviewees tended to confirm that the efforts to find internal 
agreements and understanding were actually detracting attention 
from interactions with the outside world.  
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Finally, most interviewees provided me with positive feedback 
about the method, asserting that it was a fun way to think and talk, 
or at least more fun than a classic Q&A interview. 

Bushwick. Understanding positionality, relationality 
and agency in a gentrifying neighbourhood. 
Participant observation 

In Bushwick I conducted participant observation by taking field 
notes, pictures and videos in different physical and social spaces of 
the neighbourhood. I was not living in Bushwick (except for a brief 
time during my second fieldwork period, where I rented a loft 
apartment with some friends for one week), but I spent a lot of time 
in its streets, parks, art galleries, retail spaces, cafés and living spaces. 
I visited studios and galleries during the Bushwick Open Studios 
festival in 2014, joined the audience at local political meetings and 
assemblies and anti-gentrification gatherings (in particular organised 
by North West Bushwick Community Group) and had 
conversations with activists.  

Moreover, as I explain in the coming section, the settings for the 
interviews were important sources of observation and information 
about the respondents and their relation to place. In Bushwick, my 
collection of data through observation and interviews soon evolved 
into more action-orientated research initiatives, which I describe 
later in a dedicated section on ‘Human Geographies of Bushwick’.  
All of these served as sources of data that contributed to my 
understanding of the subjects under study.  

Semi-structured interviews 

In Bushwick, I conducted 39 interviews with individuals living 
and/or working in the neighbourhood. Most interviews lasted about 
one hour. Aiming for richness and variation in the material, rather 
than nominal ‘representation’, when selecting the sample of 
interviewees I sought maximum diversity in terms of gender, 
income, ethnicity, profession, age and duration of residency in the 
neighbourhood.  

From the beginning my goal was to collect data on the 
perspectives of both long-time residents and newcomers. Papers II 
and I draw, respectively, on 20 and 24 interviews. A handful of 
interviews in fact appear in both papers, owing to the somewhat 
ambivalent positionality of some participants, which I critically 
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appraised as adding significant nuance, plurality and depth to both 
analyses.  

In the sample, there were individuals who had moved to 
Bushwick in recent years and undertook cultural activities as gallery 
owners or artists, and this would qualify them as newcomers and 
members of the art scene. Yet, because of their ethnic background 
(Hispanic and African American), their origins in other poor 
neighbourhoods in NYC and/or their low-income family history, 
they strongly identified themselves with the long-term population of 
Bushwick, with whom they shared at least some of those 
characteristics. When referring to these stories in Papers I and II, I 
specified and contextualised this ambivalent positioning, which 
helped highlight the point that gentrification is an urban process 
where deep entrenched racial and class identities are at play.   

The resulting sample of research participants in Paper II was 
composed as follows (the participants I refer to as long-time 
residents in Paper II had lived in Bushwick most of their lives, 
except from the particular cases mentioned above): 10 men and 10 
women, four aged 20-25, eight aged 25-35, three aged 35-45, two 
aged 45-60, and three over 60 years old. Of these, 15 were 
ethnically Hispanic (Puerto Rican, Dominican, Mexican), three 
were African American and two had a mixed ethnic background. 
Four of the group held a college degree, six had completed high 
school education and the others had a lower level of education. 
Thirteen interviewees were employed or retired from blue-collar 
jobs (some had worked in the now closed factories in the 
neighbourhood) or in low-status white-collar jobs such as the sales 
or service sector; four had white-collar type jobs with diverse 
qualifications; one owned an art gallery; and the rest were 
unemployed, underemployed or did not specify. All of the 
interviewees were tenants in rented apartments, some of which 
were public or rent-subsidised housing. 

The 24 research participants I classified as newcomers in Paper I 
were individuals who, at the time of interview, had lived in 
Bushwick for less than 10 years and whose daily activities had 
contributed to the recently formed cultural scene. Sixteen were 
women and eight were men. Eighteen of them were self-defined 
artists and/or were directly involved in artistic activities as arts 
gallerists and curators. Of these, two conducted parallel activities as 
art educators and three held other ‘day’ jobs (academic activities, 
bartending, administration). The rest of the sample was made up of 
retail business owners or other practitioners, including a vintage 
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boutique owner, a café owner, an English teacher and a real estate 
agent. All the interviewees except three were white non-Hispanics 
(the three others had a Hispanic or African American background), 
originally from outside NYC and with three from outside the US 
(from Israel, Australia, Japan). Of the total, 21 held a college degree 
or higher and the remaining had completed high school education. 

Given that my research was carried out in a context in which I 
did not have any previous contacts or acquaintances, identifying and 
negotiating access to research sites and subjects were critical parts of 
the process. I proceeded by first getting in touch with artists and 
gallerists via the email contacts on their personal websites, and 
continued through snowball sampling.  

Reaching out to long-time residents proved to be more complex. 
I met a couple of long-time residents that became part of my sample 
in the audience of some open debates about gentrification in 
Bushwick. I approached them after the event and arranged 
subsequent interviews. I contacted another interviewee through a 
letter she wrote to a local newspaper. Beside targeted sampling and 
direct recruiting, I also enacted a more open-ended recruiting 
system. I designed posters and flyers in which I briefly described my 
research and displayed them in bodegas, Laundromats, public spaces 
and parks, as well as new pubs and cafés. I also created a dedicated 
Facebook page and posted links in different local Facebook groups, 
e.g. ‘Bushwick parents’, ‘Bushwick rentals’ and the like. Through 
these open recruitment tactics, I managed to get in touch with 
people who voluntarily reached out to me to share their 
experiences.  

In order to avoid the risk of drawing mainly anti- or pro-
gentrification militants, which might have skewed my sample in a 
certain way, I was careful in phrasing the invitation to participate to 
my research in neutral terms, avoiding the word ‘gentrification’ 
altogether and talking about ‘urban change’ instead. The types of 
people who reached out to me through the open recruitment 
strategy were in fact highly varied (a bartender, a technician, a 
former sex-worker, a stay-at-home mum, a teacher…) and none of 
them was engaged in activist practices about gentrification.    

I continued with snowball sampling in different forms. For 
example, after one interview a research participant offered to 
organise a dinner at home with her family members and friends, so 
that they could share their stories about Bushwick with me. Her 
generosity gave me access to people and stories that I would have 
probably not being able to reach in any other ways, and 
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experiencing this kind of interest in my project was a rewarding 
feeling after the initial frustration and difficulties about reaching out 
to long-time residents.  

Persuaded that qualitative epistemology and methodology 
require rigour but also creativity (Bailey et al., 1999), and having 
learned from feminist research that an empathetic relationship 
between interviewer and interviewee(s) would establish a more 
trusting, non-threatening and hence more meaningful and less 
exploitative conversation (Oakley and Roberts, 1981), I devoted 
particular effort to framing the interviews as conversations and to 
letting the research participants express themselves as freely as 
possible, in ways that would make them feel at ease.  To begin with, 
aware that the interview site itself entails multiple relations of 
meaning that position research participants in relation to the place 
and the social context  (Elwood and Martin, 2000), when possible I 
asked the interviewees to suggest a place for the encounters. Besides 
generating a sense of familiarity with the environment, this offered 
insights about the relation to places of different interviewees. For 
example, artists and gallerists in Bushwick invited me to their 
studios, or to cafés where they often work from their laptops, and 
gained insights into their spatial experiences in daily life.  

 
Figure 14. Art gallery where I conducted an interview, fieldwork in 
Bushwick 2013  



 66

In contrast, long-time residents tended to propose Maria Hernandez 
Park, the main municipal park in the neighbourhood, named in 
honour of a resident and community organiser who was shot dead in 
1989 in a fight to rid her block of drug dealing. Besides the self-
explanatory rationales behind meeting a stranger in a popular public 
open place, through the interviews I also came to understand that 
that park had a special meaning particularly for long-time residents 
who had lived in the area when it was still plagued by criminality 
and drug wars. Interviewees spontaneously brought up the story of 
Maria Hernandez, recounting the happenings around her death as a 
breaking point in the crime history of Bushwick. After the event, 
more residents started getting actively involved in demanding 
official measures against drug trafficking and reclaiming a ‘normal 
life’ for their streets.   

 
Figure 15. Maria Hernandez park, Bushwick, fieldwork 2014 

Leaving the research participants free to choose the meeting point 
hence represented a chance to gain insights into the meanings they 
attached to places and how they related to them. It also offered 
associative props both for me to formulate follow-up questions and 
for the research participants to bring up issues that might not have 
come up in the conversation.   
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‘Human Geographies of Bushwick’ (HGB). Research sharing and 
co-production methods  

Through my initial fieldwork in Bushwick and the subsequent first 
survey and analysis of the collected data, it became evident that, 
while there was a general awareness about gentrification, what 
people were eager to know more about was what their neighbours 
were thinking. In fact, as I argue throughout Papers I and II, I found 
a disturbing cultural, social and economic divide between different 
social groups in Bushwick, and in particular between the so-called 
long-time residents and the newcomers.  

In several interviews, the respondents asked me what I had found 
out about what the imagined ‘others’ were saying about Bushwick 
and about ‘them’. As a researcher, I had the capacity to 
communicate relatively easily with both sides of the divide and I felt 
I wanted to use this vantage position to ‘be useful’ (Taylor, 2014) 
beyond the academic field. Research can become a relational 
practice of social change if it is based on ideals of reciprocity and 
mutual empowerment between researcher and research participants 
(Cahill, 2007). Thus I decided to apply the knowledge I had 
collected and co-constructed with my research participants to do 
something that would hopefully be generative in a closer connection 
with issues of everyday significance.  

Tom Angotti is a researcher who has invested a primary part of 
his academic endeavour into researching practicing community 
planning against gentrification in NYC. In his five suggestions about 
things that can be done about gentrification in NYC, Angotti puts 
improving communication between individuals in gentrifying areas 
at the top of the list:  

TALK TO PEOPLE on your block and in your neighborhood. 
If you are a gentrifier, talk to the people getting gentrified. If 
gentrifiers are moving in and you’re afraid you’re going to be 
pushed out, talk to the gentrifiers. If we don’t talk with each 
other, we can’t work together and if we don’t work together 
gentrification will proceed  unchecked. Talk, argue, become 
friends or enemies, but if we ignore each other it  will only 
deepen the divide and make it harder to change anything. 
These  connections are the best foundation for building alliances 
and creating community coalitions that can stop displacement 
and protect residents and businesses. Too  many people get 
outraged at what’s going on and never talk to anyone else 
about it, least of all the people who are ’different’. The people 
united will never be defeated! (Angotti, 2013) 
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Following Angotti, I felt that what I could do as a researcher was to 
take action in facilitating communication between different groups 
by sharing the knowledge I had accumulated through my research. 
This intention was enacted through a set of actions that I called 
‘Human Geographies of Bushwick’ (HGB), and in particular two 
key initiatives: 1) the HGB zine co-production workshop, and 2) 
participation by HGB in Bushwick Community Day 2014.   

1) HGB zine co-production workshop.  
On May 18th 2014, I organised an open event at Silent Barn (a local 
art gallery), together with Kunal Gupta and Marie Croft, two 
volunteers from the artists’ collective that runs the gallery. In this 
event, we set up an ‘interviews exhibition’ and co-produced a zine 
(reproduced in Appendix 3) about gentrification in Bushwick with 
participants in the workshop. The zine was then photocopied and 
distributed through different outlets.  

Zines (from magazine) have been the focus of inquiry within 
previous studies on popular youth culture, feminist research, 
participatory action research and pedagogics (Duncombe, 2008; 
Guzzetti and Gamboa, 2004; Houh and Kalsem, 2015; Bagelman 
and Bagelman, 2016). Zines are self-published booklets crafted by 
cutting and pasting text and images from newspapers, magazines or 
other printed materials, which are then put together in a master flat 
for photocopying and distribution. Zines played a key role in 
promoting the emerging music scene of the punk subculture in the 
1970s (Duncombe, 2008), and gained momentum in feminist 
movements like Riot Grrrl in the 1990s, as an alternative outlet to 
the male‐dominated print media. Zine making is a “practice of 
creating and sharing” in which usually “you cut, paste and repurpose 
images from dominant-print media to tell your own idiosyncratic 
story” (Bagelman and Bagelman, 2016): 366).  

In my research, I used the technique of zine making but with a 
reverse logic process. Normal zine making overturns the meaning 
and content of the texts and images found and makes them 
instrumental to the expression of a marginalised individual’s voice 
(that of the zine maker). Instead of using media texts, I featured my 
transcribed interviews as the starting raw materials for zine making. 
The goal was to let the workshop participants engage with the 
perspectives of the interviewees, and find assonances, 
disagreements, dissonances and connections with their own 
sentiments.  
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Moreover, all the phases of the zine-making process – infor-
mation gathering, elaboration, creative and communication – were 
conducted together as a group, with one communal zine as the final 
outcome. This sparked a lively dialogue amongst the participants, 
who engaged in depth with the interviewees’ and each other’s per-
spectives.  The process of co-producing a zine, rather than the actu-
al output, was at the core of this initiative.  

With the aim of offering thought-provoking insights and an arena 
for discussion, I decided to share the materials I had collected in a 
way that would: 1) disclose the greatest range of perspectives and 
points of view, and 2) leave interviewees’ voices as raw as possible. 
Consequently, I selected 16 interviews which in my view provided 
distinctive perspectives on gentrification, either because they were 
representative of widespread feelings, or because they presented 
arguments diverging from them in distinct ways. Once I had 
selected the interviews, I summarised them using original wording 
(with some minor polishing) but in an open text form, i.e. without 
the typical quotation marks, as fluid continuous text, to ease 
readability and to sketch a comprehensive narrative about each 
interviewee’s point of view. I made the text anonymous by changing 
names and personal information that would make the interviewees 
recognisable, but provided basic information about their age, 
gender, profession, ethnic background and duration of residency in 
Bushwick, as a basic guide to the narrator´s background and 
experience.    

 
Figure 16. Interviews’ exhibition at the HGB workshop. 2014 
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I edited each interview in a different typographical font, so that they 
would be recognisable as different sources in the final zine, and 
printed them out in two formats: A3-sized posters that we displayed 
on the gallery walls as a sort of exhibition, and A4 pages to be used 
for the zine’s production.   

At the event, there was a nice turnout of people curious to read 
about the interviews. Five or six people actually took part in the 
zine-making process. I was there, sitting at the table with them, and 
engaged in conversations, but I did not interfere with the actual 
production of the zine. I took care of the final assembly of the zine 
pages and photocopied and distributed it in different public spaces 
in the neighbourhood.  

 
Figure 17. HGB Zine co-production workshop. 2014 

2) HGB at Bushwick Community Day 
On May 31st 2014 I took part in the Bushwick Community Day, a 
community-orientated celebration of arts and civic engagement 
during the Bushwick Open Studios weekend. This event was 
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organised in the main park in Bushwick, Maria Hernandez Park, and 
involved several local associations, community organisations and 
groups. I had a dedicated stand for the HGB project, in 
collaboration with the North-West Bushwick Community anti-
gentrification group, at which I distributed the zine produced during 
the workshop above and engaged in conversations about my 
research with several residents and community organisers.  

Thanks to these events, I was able to reach out to the Bushwick 
community, share my research findings and create contacts with a 
wider audience. I was also able to meet more residents, some of 
whom I eventually interviewed formally. My research project was 
welcomed and I was interviewed by local magazines and blogs. All 
the events were promoted and documented through a dedicated 
Facebook page ‘Human geographies of Bushwick’.  

 
Figure 18. HGB at Bushwick Community Day. May 31st 2014 
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Being an ‘outsider’ in the neighbourhood   

Studying a changing neighbourhood as a researcher who did not 
reside there made me an ‘outsider’ in Bushwick, in a very immediate 
understanding. Moreover, dimensions of race, ethnicity, gender and 
culture layered and multiplied my different positioning in relation to 
the research participants.  

Bearing the embodied features of a white, European, highly 
educated female researcher in her late 20s arguably opened some 
doors more easily than others in my fieldwork. My appearance as a 
white middle-class young woman in an up-and-coming 
neighbourhood might have made it more difficult to gain trust at 
first sight from long-time residents, because this is an appearance 
typically associated with ‘gentrifiers’. Indeed, on more than one 
occasion I sensed an attitude of suspicion on directly approaching 
long-time residents. However, this often swiftly changed into a sort 
of sympathy for my work and myself when they realised I was 
European, visiting the city for a relatively short time, not living in 
Bushwick, and therefore representing less of a threat in relation to 
the gentrification of the neighbourhood. In particular, my whiteness 
seemed to become less of an obstacle when contextualised in terms 
of my being an ‘outsider’ in the neighbourhood. As Jessee, 33, a 
Bushwick resident with a Puerto Rican background said towards the 
end of our interview:   

I am so glad I’ve finally accepted to do this interview. You know, 
when I first saw you, I thought you were white. But you are not 
white, you are Italian! 

[Me: What do you mean by ‘white’? You mean North American 
white person?] 

Yes … white!  

(Interview, Bushwick, 2013) 
 

Hence, being an ‘outsider’ in that neighbourhood initially required 
more effort to gain trust from people, as I also explained in the 
discussion about recruiting participants. Still, as Merriam et al. 
(2001: 411) put it: “(t)he outsider’s advantage lies in curiosity with 
the unfamiliar, the ability to ask taboo questions, and being seen as 
non-aligned with subgroups, thus often getting more information”. 
In my fieldwork in fact, I felt that my being a foreign scholar put me 
in a rather ‘neutral’ position in relation to local subgroups, and 
therefore allowed participants to take less information for granted 
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and explain things in more detail and breadth to make me under-
understand their point of view. 

Negotiating intimacy and distance, empathy 
and neutrality in the field 
The binary distinction between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ which I 
mentioned above for the two fieldwork contexts is a helpful, if not 
necessary, way to reflect on the researcher’s positionality in broader 
terms. However, like other scholars (Dwyer and Limb, 2001; 
Valentine, 2002; Dwyer and Buckle, 2009), I also feel that the 
macro insider/outsider dichotomy hardly grasps the complexities of 
the researcher-participant interaction, which is first and foremost a 
personal encounter between individuals, and as such is influenced 
by a number of factors that nuance the macro-categories of class, 
gender and ethnicity.  

These micro, often unspoken factors range from unconscious 
chemistry to personality fits, manners, mood of the day and much 
more. They concern the sphere of emotions rather than intellectual 
evaluation and structural positionality. Still, because embodied and 
often outside a person’s rational control, these feelings and 
interactions influence the experiences of researchers (and 
‘researched’ subjects) in the field. Emotional tensions affect 
researchers’ collection of data, because they are contingent on the 
very means of data collection in qualitative research: human 
interactions.   

I would like to address some particular types of tensions 
underlying my interactions with most research participants: my 
negotiations between empathy and neutrality, intimacy and critical 
distance, and what Jansson (2010) described as the struggle of “the 
head versus the gut”.  

Bondi (2003) suggests that empathy is mobilised in many 
research relationships, as a process of “receiving, processing, and 
making available unconscious material transferred from one person 
to another”. Empathy takes place through “an oscillation between 
observation and participation which creates psychic space or room 
to maneuver, and (…) it provides a way of understanding other 
people’s experiences in the context of both similarities and 
differences between researchers and research subjects” (Bondi, 
2003: 64). Positioning myself as an outsider in many respects, as I 
explained earlier, did not prevent me from trying to empathise with 
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the research participants, drawing on openings for identification and 
simply acknowledging difference when it was the case.  

On some occasions, this meant that I shared information about 
myself, about my experiences of being a woman, a daughter, a 
foreign person living in Sweden, a curious visitor in New York eager 
to find out more about the city. It meant bringing flowers and 
dessert to a dinner organised for me to meet new research 
participants, or offering a beer or coffee to my interviewees. These 
are things that I would also have done outside the role of researcher, 
as a person who is trying to communicate, undertake social 
interactions and empathise with someone else in a kind, respectful 
way.  

Sometimes, though, my researcher role made me endure 
situations that were uncomfortable and that I would normally have 
not tolerated as stoically if my research was not at stake. In 
hindsight, I do not exclude the possibility that, as stated by Jansson 
(2010: 20), “I was influenced by a masculine vision of the intrepid 
researcher in the field, unencumbered by the “silliness” of emotional 
distress”. I refer to episodes of interpersonal disrespectful 
behaviours, e.g. when some participants did not show up at 
interviews without giving notice, or when they were hours late 
because they had clearly overslept but told me, unapologetically, 
that they were in a meeting. Sometimes, discomfort originated from 
my shyness and reserve, and the sensation of being ‘too school for 
cool’, in an artistic activist environment (Macao) where, in the 
words of one interviewee, “everybody is acting cool and trying to 
build a unique character”.  

More significantly though, emotional challenges arose when 
interviewees expressed homophobic, racist, classist feelings. In those 
situations, instead of expressing my actual thoughts, I felt I had to 
hold back (and hold on) and try to be as neutral as possible, as 
letting the participants express themselves freely would be more 
beneficial to my research than the immediate satisfaction of 
answering back.  

Besides struggling with empathy and neutrality, on some 
occasions more basic notions of intimacy and distance were at stake 
during my fieldwork. When I conducted my second period of 
fieldwork in Macao, I stayed in the squat almost every day for five 
weeks. It was a cold February, and continuous heating was set up 
only in one room of the building. In this room, a large loft bed was 
used as a permanent alcove by Enzo, the only activist who had 
continued sleeping and living in the building after the summer and 
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who took up the role of a quasi-doorkeeper. During my stay I was 
welcome to use one of the other three beds in that same room. 
Other activists would show up at different times during the days 
and nights, according to different activities, and would all pass 
through the room, if only to hear some updates and get some 
warmth. Being based there had undoubted advantages, in terms of 
having access and occasions to meet people and participate in their 
conversation with Enzo and with each other. Moreover, I was able 
to conduct all my interviews there, in a welcoming, relaxed and 
warm (not only metaphorically) environment. However, by sharing 
‘Enzo’s room’ I gave up any sort of privacy and that became 
uncomfortable at times. One night, for example, Enzo had 
‘romantic company’ and, despite his flirty invitation to stay, I opted 
to sleep in the unheated room next door. In the morning, I realised 
that the old mattress I had slept on was infested with bedbugs and 
that my belongings were still in the other room, where a sleepy, but 
proud and naked, Enzo welcomed me with a hug and a kiss on the 
cheek. I mention this anecdote because beyond its ethnographic 
colour I think it is a representative reminder that, as Grosz (1986: 
199) put it: “(t)he conventional assumption that the researcher is a 
disembodied, rational, sexually indifferent subject - a mind 
unlocated in space, time or constitutive interrelationships with 
others, is a status normally attributed only to angels”.  

Moreover, although a “self-conscious balance between intimacy 
with, and distance from, the individuals we are seeking to better 
understand” is a desirable goal for good ethnographic research 
(Hume and Mulcock, 2004: xii), achieving such a balance is not 
always stress-free and might entail a fair share of awkwardness and 
discomfort.  

As I said, my coping strategy on the spot was to underplay 
discomfort as an isolated episode and to focus on my goal of data 
collection, beyond the unsettling contingencies. In hindsight, I could 
reconsider those events as entrenched with latent sexism and 
misrecognition, to which I was exposed as a young female 
researcher. As a result of my experiences, I believe that graduate 
training should cover dealing with these issues as shared, and 
provide tools to cope with these experiences in constructive ways. 
Exposing and articulating such issues is, I believe, a first needed step 
in that direction.   
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Concluding thoughts on original methods 
contributions 
In this chapter I presented my methodological approach, the 
organisation of my fieldwork and each of the key methods adopted. 
Moreover, I discussed issues of positionality and interpersonal 
relations between me as researcher and the research participants. 

This thesis as a whole attempts to contribute to advancing 
geographical knowledge by not only presenting new findings, but 
also new methodological tactics. During my empirical research, I 
modified and developed some existing methods in novel ways, e.g. 
visually enriched interviews, interviewing with word couplets and 
co-producing zines using texts from interviews. The deployment of 
these methods was mainly about extracting/gathering information in 
relation to my research questions. At the same time, these activities 
were an attempt to reconfigure the ways in which geographers can 
actively think about and approach methods in creative ways, 
bringing them closer to their research goals. In this sense, I sought to 
push geographic methodologies forward through the actual practice 
of my research.   

In the next chapter, I proceed to theoretical discussions about the 
factors that shape cultural workers’ role in the city.  
 

 



77 

3. The conditions for cultural 
workers’ subjectification 

This chapter examines the overarching research question about the 
positioning of social workers in contemporary cities by outlining, 
mostly theoretically, the new conditions under which cultural 
workers’ agency can emerge in the post-industrial city. These 
themes have been briefly introduced in chapter 1, and will be 
further developed here.  

Before laying out the theoretical frameworks that underpin this 
introductory thesis essay and Papers I-III, I would like to make an 
observation on the use of theoretical concepts. In each paper, I 
employ various different core concepts in order to read and 
interpret the empirical material and develop a distinctive argument 
in relation to specific sub-questions. The main concepts used in each 
paper are: the frontier and the art scene in Paper I; displacement, 
the ‘Other’, emotions and feelings in Paper II; and subjectification, 
aesthetics and the political in Paper III. Those core concepts, and 
others introduced in this chapter, come from different theoretical 
traditions and even disciplines, including the works of political 
philosophers like Jacques Rancière and Chantal Mouffe (Paper III), 
critical urban theorists like David Harvey, Peter Marcuse and Neil 
Smith (Papers II and I), the sociology of Pierre Bourdieau and Loïc 
Wacquant (Paper II), post-Marxist and post-structuralist ‘workerist’ 
thinkers, and many more. This diversity of references represents a 
way to make use of diverse theories to support and enhance my own 
empirical research in distinctive directions and from different angles.  

Here, I do not attempt to define these various concepts. Instead, 
I focus on providing an interpretative framework that encompasses 
the arguments developed in Papers I-III and that can contribute to 
answering the overall research question at a higher level of 
theoretical abstraction. 

In particular, cultural workers’ negotiation between structuration 
and agency is analysed vis-à-vis: 1) contemporary urban 
restructuring, with a focus on culture and the ‘creative city’ model, 
and 2) the new condition of cultural labour.  
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These two macrocontexts are interrelated and deeply influence 
the identity and subjectification processes of cultural workers. Yet, 
they are usually analysed separately and in different literature 
traditions. I bring these two axes of analysis together and, by doing 
so,  aim to provide a greater and more nuanced understanding of the 
structuring framework for action and agency of cultural workers in 
the city. This foundational chapter therefore brings together, 
embeds and complements the understandings presented in Papers I-
III.   

The chapter is structured as follows. By means of literature 
reviews and theoretical arguments, it first explores conditions for 
the emergence of cultural workers’ agency in relation to city 
changes. It then looks at the subjectivity and conditions of cultural 
work in the post-Fordist era.  

The city 

In this section I present some key features of the urban geography of 
post-Fordism that inform my understanding of the social positioning 
of cultural workers. The thesis started out from the assumption that 
cities represent the principal sites of capital accumulation and 
reproduction and therefore are where the conflicts and 
contradictions of capitalism are the most evident and can encourage 
resistance (Harvey, 2012b). Hence, distinctive transformations in 
capitalistic production, like the shift to post-Fordism, correspond to 
transformed forms of urbanity as well as new urban conflicts and 
forms of resistance.  

I outline these transformations in this first part of the chapter, 
always in relation to the role of cultural workers, with a particular 
focus on the deployment of ideas of culture and creativity within 
neoliberal urban agendas.  

The restructuring of urban space in post-industrial 
cities 
It is widely accepted that the 1970s (and in particular the economic 
recession of 1973-75) signalled a key turn in the evolution of the 
structure and organisation of capitalism, in which cultural 
production assumes a centrality in the economic, social and urban 
realms. The phase of capitalism emerging after the crisis of Fordism 
has been defined by different terms: ‘post-Fordism’, the ‘new 
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economy’ (Beyers, 2003), the ‘creative economy’ (Franke and 
Verhagen, 2005), the ‘knowledge economy’ (Cooke and Piccaluga, 
2006), ‘cognitive capitalism’ (Moulier-Boutang, 2012; Vercellone, 
2007), ‘cognitive–cultural capitalism’ (Scott, 2008) and, more 
recently, ‘financial capitalism’ (Moreno, 2014; Neal, 1993). Broadly 
speaking, these definitions describe a transition from a Fordist-
Keynesian regime of capital accumulation to a regime of post-
Fordist ‘flexible accumulation’ characterised by: an unprecedented 
flexibility and mobility in terms of labour markets and patterns of 
production and consumption; financialisation of the economy; 
geographically uneven development; and progressive shrinking of 
the welfare state (See amongst others Amin, 2011; Tickell and Peck, 
1992; Schoenberger, 1988; Harvey, 1987; Wood, 1991). 
Geographers have contributed extensively to disentangling the 
effects of these political economic changes upon space, cities and 
urbanisation, highlighting specifically urban phenomena associated 
with this shift.  

Allen Scott (2011; 2012) introduced the notion of ‘cognitive–
cultural capitalism’, or ‘cognitive–cultural economy’, to indicate that 
the foundation on which much of the contemporary economy (of 
the Global North) relies is the intellectual and affective capacity of 
its workforce. Scott recognises three different waves of urbanisation 
that correspond to distinctive historical phases of capitalist 
development: the first is associated with the 19th-century small 
manufacturing system, the second matches 20th-century Fordism of 
mass production, and the third is based on contemporary cognitive–
cultural systems of production (Scott, 2011). This third wave of 
capitalism is characterised by the centrality of digital technology, 
information and communication, which requires enhanced cognitive 
and cultural capacity from workers compared with the largely 
routinized factory jobs of Fordist production systems. Mass 
production and assembly-line methods have not disappeared, of 
course. Instead, they have been moved from Global North 
metropolitan areas to areas with significantly lower wage levels.  

Neoliberal urbanism and the ‘creative city’ 
‘Neoliberal urbanism’ is a term used to describe the ideological and 
factual shifting role of the state from services and social support 
provider — especially for economically weaker populations — to an 
entrepreneurial actor aiming to provide business opportunities, 
capital investment and amenities for middle-upper class urban 
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populations. As a policy discourse, neoliberalism promotes privatisa-
privatisation, marketisation, withdrawal of state regulation of 
markets and re-regulation into market-friendly models, and the use 
of market-orientated modalities in residual state services and 
functions (Castree et al., 2013a). 

Real estate-led urban development and gentrification reflect the 
shift from a Keynesian model of cities as foundations for social 
reproduction to cities as places for capital accumulation. Cities are 
competing not only to attract and sustain industrial economic 
activities, but more and more to attract and retain tourists and 
residents. In this scenario, urban policies have consistently mobilised 
and appropriated ideas of creativity and cultural production as assets 
and discursive devices to support competition and market-
orientated strategies.  

David Harvey (1989a) was amongst the first geographers to 
address the deployment of 'culture' in post-Fordist urban 
entrepreneurialist restructurings, and to critically highlight the 
essential role of culture in the transformation of urban capitalism. 
Harvey (1989b) connects the affirmation of flexible capital 
accumulation to heightened inter-urban competition for the 
attraction of capital investments typical of post-Fordist 
‘entrepreneurialist’ urban governance, as opposed to the 
‘managerialist’ city of the 1960s. In the entrepreneurialist city (see 
also Jessop, 1997), ideas of history, culture and community became 
key selling devices for attracting investments and affluent city users 
and for initiating urban regeneration processes and gentrification. At 
the same time, the social-economic crisis, along with privatisation 
and austerity policies, enhanced impoverishment and 
informalisation in the poorest urban areas (Harvey, 1987).  

One specific discursive deployment of culture and creativity for 
promoting urban economic growth and intra-urban competitive 
advantage is that formulated in the ideas of ‘creative class’ and 
‘creative city’ introduced by Richard Florida (2002). In Florida’s 
definition, ‘creative cities’ are those cities that have high 
concentrations of a ‘creative class’, which is composed of: 1) a 
‘super-creative core’ that produces innovation and includes 
scientists, engineers, researchers, media workers, designers and 
artists who “fully engage in the creative process” (Florida, 2002: 69); 
and 2) ‘creative professionals’, employed in healthcare, finance, 
business, education, legal sector, i.e. highly educated workers who 
“draw on complex bodies of knowledge to solve specific problems” 
(ibid.). Florida depicts the creative class as the leading force for 
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growth of cities in the post-industrial economy, and claims that 
cities must attract the greatest numbers of creative class members in 
order to thrive. 

Creative city ideas have been acclaimed by scholars and policy-
makers, and have also sparked fierce criticism. Amongst the most 
prominent critics of Florida, it is worth mentioning Jamie Peck, who 
points out the enforcing neoliberal agendas behind the creative city 
gloss:  

The reality is that city leaders from San Diego to Baltimore, from 
Toronto to Albuquerque, are embracing creativity strategies not 
as alternatives to extant market-, consumption- and property-led 
development strategies, but as low-cost, feel good complements to 
them. Creativity plans do not disrupt these established approaches 
to urban entrepreneurialism and consumption-oriented place 
promotion, they extend  them. (Peck, 2005: 761, original emphasis).  

Importantly, such policies have been questioned for their negative 
effects in terms of social justice. Chatterton (2000) questions what 
kind of creativity is tolerated in the creative city and to what extent 
diversity of urban uses and meanings is fostered. Empirical scholarly 
evidence confirms that creative city policies exacerbate social and 
spatial inequalities. Christophers (2008) makes the case that 
creativity-led development agendas, while locally situated, often 
result from critical state involvement at the national level in 
negotiation with private enterprises. Ponzini and Rossi (2010) point 
out that urban regeneration interventions inspired by creative class 
theories tend to neglect important goals of socio-spatial justice. 
Moreover, cultural district policies often result in uneven regional 
development, high rates of failure and inadequate contextual 
integration (Nuccio and Ponzini, 2016). In addition, Mingione et al. 
(2008) show that the presence of a prospering cultural economy 
does not necessarily correspond to welcoming living conditions and 
a desirable life status.  

These are only a handful of examples of scholarly criticism of the 
actual enactment of ‘creative city’ ideas in cities in the Global 
North. Overall, most criticism empirically or theoretically reasserts 
that creative city policies have been used as appealing rhetoric to 
disguise neoliberal political agendas and speculative urban 
developments. This aspect is further elaborated upon in the next 
section.  
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Cultural production in the creative city, between 
appropriation and displacement 
City politics that broadly pertain to ‘creative city’ ideals sometimes 
establish an ambivalent relationship with grassroots forms of culture 
and creativity, as cultural policies progressively overlap with urban 
regeneration plans (Pratt, 2011). Many researchers have pointed to 
the fact that creative city policies can actually undermine 
spontaneous and alternative forms of creativity. Amongst others, 
Martí-Costa and Miquel (2012) highlight that top-down knowledge-
oriented city strategies and spontaneous urban creativity are 
characterised by conflicting rationales which end up harming the 
latter. Similarly, Shaw (2005) discusses the ways in which, once 
they become interesting for local politics, urban places that breed 
alternative cultures are forced to choose between being 
institutionalised (and hence losing their independence and self-
determination) or being displaced to make space for more profitable 
economic activities.  

With the scope for transforming cultural capital into economic 
capital, real estate investors and local authorities nowadays are eager 
to breed not only cultural milieus like art, music and night-life 
scenes, but increasingly also places of counter-culture, artistic and 
cultural resistance, anarchist squatted buildings, spaces occupied for 
autonomous alternative cultural production and ways of living etc. 

One burgeoning trend in this direction in European cities is the 
creation of programmes that provide artists and cultural producers 
(often in the form of start-ups or co-operatives selected through 
public bids and competitions) with the interim use of vacant 
buildings awaiting investment and redevelopment. Berlin in the 
2000s has been exemplary of the entanglements of temporary 
creative spaces, city marketing and gentrification, as described by 
Colomb (2012). One iconic case is the history of the Kunsthaus 
Tacheles  building in Berlin, a squatted subcultural and artists’ 
studio building that was eventually institutionally recognised and 
placed under monument protection, and which now hosts 
commercial tenancies to subsidise free space for the artists (Shaw, 
2005).  

In Amsterdam, the ‘Breeding Place Project’ (2000-2004) was 
launched to safeguard affordable home/work spaces for 
alternative/underground art in the unceasingly gentrifying city 
centre by leasing buildings at heavily subsidised rates to collectives 
of artists and not-for-profit cultural entrepreneurs.  
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In 2014, Milan municipality launched a programme for urban re-
generation consisting of public bids and competitions that temporar-
ily allocate empty building stock to local cultural and social 
associations, start-ups and the like (Temporiuso, 2014). In 
partnership with the association Temporiuso, they:  

…target empty, abandoned or under-utilized existing building stock 
and land, owned by public or private entities, and re-activate them 
through designs such as cultural and associative projects, small 
business and handicraft start-ups, temporary dwelling for students 
and low cost tourism. All of this [is] regulated by temporary use 
price-controlled contracts. (Temporiuso, 2009-2012).  

Grassroots cultural production and producers which originated as 
autonomous cultural and political movements benefit, at least in the 
short term, from such creative city policies (for discussions on the 
paradoxes connected to such creative city policies and social 
movements, see Uitermark, 2004; Owens, 2008; Shaw, 2005; 
Pruijt, 2003; Pruijt, 2004). Yet, creativity-breeding policies are most 
often planned to “encourage activation and self-responsibilization 
rather than political empowerment” (Mayer, 2013: 12). 

Crucially, this cultural soil harvests the imagery and branding of 
the ‘cool’, ‘creative’ city: liminal vernacular spaces of culture are 
incorporated into hegemonic landscapes of economic power and 
consumption through gentrification (Zukin, 1991) and are 
ultimately used as a unique localised assets to extract rent and 
secure a competitive advantage in inter-urban competition (Harvey, 
2012a). Most importantly, the political edge of these alternative 
movements tends to become dulled, torn in the choice between 
institutionalisation or radicalisation (i.e. political marginalisation or 
repression) (Mayer, 2009; Shaw, 2005). Furthermore, “[t]he 
appropriation of movement principles such as self-management, 
self-realization and all kinds of unconventional or insurgent 
creativity has become not only easily feasible, but a generative force 
in today's neoliberalizing cities” (Mayer, 2013: 12).  

The reactions of cultural workers in response to creative city 
policies and the appropriation of culture are discussed in Chapter 4. 
Below, I continue to describe how the shifted conditions of work 
and labour relations offer novel opportunities and constraints for the 
subjectification processes of cultural workers.  
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Work 
The second part of this chapter is dedicated to theoretically 
outlining how the mutated conditions of work in post-Fordism and, 
in particular, the characteristics of cultural labour as emblematic of 
these, constitute new forms of subjectivities in the city. It first 
contextualises cultural labour within a larger debate on precarity 
and then turns to the political theoretical work of Autonomist 
Marxists on ‘immaterial’ and ‘biopolitical’ labour. This literature 
offers enlightening insights into subjectivity and resistance. The 
types of subjectivities produced through contemporary capitalism 
present new pervasive modes of co-option of life into capital, but at 
the same time constitute a renewed subversive potential for 
resistance.  

Cultural labour and precarity  
The shift towards post-Fordism and the increasing role of 
knowledge-based sectors in city economies is reflected in new 
divisions of labour. To attend to this reconfiguration of work, new 
scholarly definitions have emerged. Cultural producers, i.e. workers 
(differently) employed in or affiliated to jobs within the cultural or 
creative industries, have variously been referred to as ‘knowledge 
workers’, ‘cognitive’, ‘immaterial’, ‘affective’, and ‘aesthetic’ labour.  

Some economic and urban geographers have argued that, in 
contemporary cities, the division of labour is represented on the one 
side by the ‘creative class’ (Florida, 2002), or ‘symbolic analysts’ 
(Reich, 1992), who are “[c]alled upon increasingly to deploy high-
level cognitive and cultural skills such as deductive reasoning 
capacities, technical insight, leadership, communication abilities, 
cultural awareness and visual imagination – in other words, more or 
less creative capacities – in the workplace” (Scott, 2014: 570). On 
the other side is a “low-wage service underclass” (Scott, 2014: 571) 
which, by contrast, is enrolled in “jobs whose subaltern status is 
underlined by the high proportion of politically marginal social 
groups (such as immigrants from poor countries) who carry them 
out. These jobs are focused above all on sustaining the facilities and 
infrastructure of the urban system, and on providing diverse kinds of 
domestic and personal help” (Scott, 2014: 572).  

This neat social divide based on cultural, human capital, is not 
unchallenged, however. Ideas of a ‘creative economy’, a ‘creative 
city’ and a ‘creative class’ are entrenched with contradictions in 
relation to issues of labour, and ‘creative’ or ‘cultural’ labour in 
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particular (Pratt, 2011; Vivant, 2013). Many authors have contested 
the existence of a ‘creative class’, pointing out the diversified 
landscape of cultural work in terms of labour market, social 
positioning, organisational characteristics, lifestyle preferences and 
politics, with particularly high levels of precariousness and risk in 
artistic and design-related professions (Markusen, 2006; Krätke, 
2012; Pratt, 2011; Vivant, 2013).  

Amongst his many concerns about the creative city discourse, 
and arguing for a situated and not universal understanding of 
creativity, Pratt (2011) articulates a need to look realistically, as 
opposed to normatively, at the kind of work and organisation within 
creative and cultural industries, including negative and regressive 
elements. Vivant (2013) points out that cultural industries and 
creative city policies, celebrated by politicians and scholars as a 
panacea for economic growth and urban development, are in reality 
fields in which work is characterised by casualisation and 
precariousness, to the point that urban valorisation strategies are 
actually making creative workers’ lives unsustainable in cities. Power 
(2014) warns against “the idea that those with laptops are an elite”, 
pointing out that, even though holding high levels of what is valued 
as human, cultural capital in their fields, cultural workers may be 
low-paid, indebted and in precarious employment and living 
situations. Moreover, levels of precarity and risk in cultural labour 
are differentiated by dimensions of gender, race and class (Anthony, 
2001; Kelan, 2007; McLean, 2014; McCann, 2007; Nixon and 
Crewe, 2004; Gill, 2002).  

An emerging literature on the condition of contemporary cultural 
and creative labour counter-balances the simplistic perspectives or 
celebratory views on creative cities and ‘independent’ cultural work 
(Pink, 2001; Leadbeater and Oakley, 1999), and challenges 
romanticised images of this type of work as allegedly cool, 
passionate, joyful (Szadkowski et al., 2014) and emancipatory. 
These ethnographic and sociological accounts of the precarious 
nature of the labour and life conditions of artists, actors, media 
workers, musicians and fashion designers and related jobs have 
consistently highlighted recurrent features of creative and cultural 
work in terms of flexibility, project-based and fragmented 
employment, informality, self-entrepreneurship, insecurity, high 
mobility levels, and blended working and private times — in a 
continuous negotiation of self-exploitation and self-realisation 
(McRobbie, 2016; 2003; 2002; de Peuter, 2014; Ross, 2010; 
Arvidsson et al., 2010; von Osten et al., 2007; Pratt et al., 2007; 
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Beck, 2005; Blair, 2001; Bain and McLean, 2013; Banks, 2007; 
Jones, 1996).  

Many scholars have proposed and tested theorisations around the 
notion of ‘precarity’, as a formulation that would encompass the 
insecure (precarious) labour conditions of a growing portion of the 
labour force associated with the current phase of capitalism 
including cultural workers, as well as the precarious life conditions 
of traditionally marginalised groups based on immigration status, 
gender, sexuality, body ability and more (Standing, 2011; Neilson 
and Rossiter, 2005; Ross, 2008; Neilson and Rossiter, 2008; 
Ettlinger, 2007; Tsianos and Papadopoulos, 2006; Bodnar, 2006).  

Precarity in relation to labour refers to the diffusion of forms of 
work that are insecure, temporary, discontinuous, freelance and 
exposed. Namely, precarious work originates from the collapse of 
traditional social bulwarks: continuity in employment, adequate 
salaries and a functioning welfare state (Berton et al., 2009). Before 
entering Anglo-Saxon academic literature, the concept gathered 
momentum through Italian, French and Spanish academic 
literature17. 

It is important to acknowledge that precariousness is not a new 
condition, but rather a constituent part of capitalism which has been 
expanded, exacerbated and normalised by neoliberalism and, 
especially for cultural labour, by the cognitive-cultural economic 
turn. As Mahmud puts it: 

Precarious existence is not a break in the normalcy of capitalist labor 
markets, but a perennial accompaniment of capital’s imperative 
since its inception to capture, freeze and colonize life. An existence 
of abandonment, disposability, austerity and estrangement visible in 
the neoliberal era is as much a product of late capitalism as a return 
to its origins. Neoliberalism did not create precarity; it expended and 
deepened it. Structural building blocks of capitalism – accumulation 
by dispossession, commodification of labor, reserve army of labor 
and appropriation of labor-value – make precarious existence a 
permanent feature of capitalist social formations. (Mahmud, 2014: 
725, emphasis added) 

            
17 ‘Precarietà’ in Italian. See, amongst others: Murgia A. (2010) Dalla 
precarietà lavorativa alla precarietà sociale. Biografie in transito tra lavoro e 
non lavoro [From Work Precariousness to Social Precariousness. Biographies 
in Transit between Work and Non Work], Berton F, Richiardi M and Sacchi 
S. (2009) Flex-insecurity: perché in Italia la flessibilità diventa precarietà: Il 
mulino, Reyneri E. (1998) Le nuove forme di lavoro tra rischi di precarietà 
e bisogni di autonomia: note introduttive alla situazione italiana. Sociologia 
del lavoro 69: 17-31. 
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However, I agree with Waite (2009) and others (Frase, 2013; 
Seymour, 2012) that rather than a condition arguably quintessential 
to all human life as contingent and uncertain, ‘precarity’ is more 
useful when used as a descriptor of the experience of work and life 
derived from the current labour market. Hence, when I discuss 
precarity here, I refer specifically to the intensified and diffused 
condition of labour precariousness at the current juncture of late 
capitalism. In particular, cultural, media and creative workers have 
been seen as typifying the experience of precarious labour, because 
of the high levels of informal, intermittent employment in those 
sectors.  

Work beyond work. Introducing the ‘social factory’  
A body of literature that is seldom engaged within geography, but 
which I regard as insightful for explaining contemporary political 
economy and contemporary forms of subjectivity and agency within 
it, is the one variously referred to as ‘Italian Theory’, ‘Autonomism’, 
‘Autonomist Marxism’ or ‘Operaism’.  

Autonomism is a set of radical left-wing political social 
movements and theories which originated in the first half of the 
1970s in the context of factory class struggles in Italy (Autonomia 
Operaia). Amongst the most renowned early theorists of this 
movement there were Mario Tronti, Antonio Negri, Sergio Bologna, 
and Paolo Virno. Departing from other forms of Marxism, 
autonomist Marxism emphasises the ability of workers to self-
organise in order to force changes to the capitalist organisation of 
work and life through resistance tactics such as strike, slow working, 
socialization in the workplace, sabotage, and other forms of 
subversion. The autonomist definition of the ‘working class’ is 
broader than the one of traditional Marxism and includes the 
unwaged (students, unemployed, unpaid home work, and etcetera), 
who are traditionally deprived of any union representation, along 
with wage-earning workers (both white collar and blue collar).  In 
fact, through the notion of ‘immaterial labour’, as we will see 
shortly, Autonomists extend the Marxist notion of labour to all 
society. 

An in-depth discussion of Autonomist thought clearly goes 
beyond the scope of this research project. Here I simply summarise 
some seminal ideas from that tradition that I find helpful in 
illuminating the subjectivity of cultural work in the current phase of 
capitalism. This assists in the further discussion in Chapter 4 on the 
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new conditions for agency and mobilisation of cultural workers and 
their potential in shaping the cities in which we live.   

Autonomous Marxist theorists, including Antonio Negri, Michael 
Hardt, Maurizio Lazzarato, Paolo Virno, and Franco Berardi, have 
developed original (although differing) theoretical accounts of 
capitalism which highlight the role of contemporary cognitive-
cultural labour, its subjectivities, and its political potential to 
reimagine life and work in original ways. These authors have coined 
notions of ‘cognitive’ (Vercellone, 2005), ‘immaterial’ (Lazzarato, 
1996) and ‘affective’ (Hardt, 1999) labour to theorise the 
reconfiguration of work in the post-Fordist era. While differing in 
their specific meanings, these labels broadly account for the shifts in 
contemporary capitalism from material to immaterial production18.  

The two fundamental components of the post-Fordist mode of 
production are the intellectual and the affective constituents, i.e. 
respectively, the production of symbols, texts, images and ideas, and 
the making and manipulation of affects and emotions through 
communication (Hardt, 1999; Hardt and Negri, 2005).  

Hence, immateriality refers not only to the symbolic and 
aesthetic qualities of the commodities produced and exchanged in 
late capitalism (in comparison with the more material qualities of its 
past incarnation). Rather, and more interestingly, the stress on 
immateriality draws attention to the shifted object of capitalist 
production, which is no longer conceived as a set of things, but as a 
set of subjects, social relations and forms of life (Hardt and Negri, 
2009a; Hardt and Negri, 2009c). 

Moreover, immaterial labour progressively incorporates activities 
that were not traditionally recognised as work, i.e. “the kinds of 
activities involved in defining and fixing cultural and artistic 
standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and (…) public 
opinion” (Lazzarato, 1996: 132). Managerial functions, 

            
18 A note on the use of ‘hegemonic’ or ‘dominant’ forms of production, 
according to Hardt M and Negri A. (2005) Multitude: War and democracy 
in the age of empire: Penguin. In every economic system different forms of 
labour coexist. There is always one which is ‘hegemonic’ or dominant, not 
necessarily in quantitative terms, but in the sense that it has the power to 
transform all the others. Industrial labour was the hegemonic form in 19th 
and 20th century capitalism. It was quantitatively smaller as a mode of pro-
duction, geographically speaking and compared with other forms of produc-
tion like agriculture. Yet, all the other sectors and social institutions were 
forced to ‘industrialise’ or, even while remaining distinct sectors, they ac-
quired more and more industrialised features (agriculture, education, social 
relations etc.). Likewise, immaterial labour is today’s hegemonic mode of 
production.  
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entrepreneurial skills and management of social relations are consti-
constitutive components of contemporary work. As such, labour 
takes place through communication “in forms that are immediately 
collective, and (…) it exists only in the form of networks and flows” 
(Lazzarato, 1996: 136).  

Ultimately, the goal of post-Fordist capitalism is to produce 
subjectivities that at the same time satisfy and establish new 
demands for commodities. This is done through communication and 
relationality. Communication, representing the interface between 
production and consumption, “gives form to and materializes needs, 
the imaginary, consumer tastes, and so forth, and these products in 
turn become powerful producers of needs, images and tastes” 
(Lazzarato, 1996: 137). The commodity produced by immaterial 
labour “(…) enlarges, transforms and creates the ‘ideological’ and 
cultural environment of the consumer’ and by doing so, it 
‘transforms the person who uses it” (ibid.).  

Immaterial labour is characterised first and foremost by 
‘productive’ relationships and forms of life, to the extent that it has 
been defined as ‘biopolitical labour’ (Hardt and Negri, 2005: 109). 
Hardt and Negri (2005) talk about biopolitical production as the 
contemporary capitalist mode of production that, like the 
Foucauldian biopower (Foucault et al., 2010), engages social life in 
its entirety — hence the prefix –bio, whereby life itself is co-opted 
into work and into the production of value. While ‘biopower’19 
stands above society and imposes its sovereignty upon it through 
governmentality, biopolitical production “is immanent to society 
and creates social relationships and forms through collaborative 
forms of labor” (Hardt and Negri, 2005: 94-95). As Lazzarato 
(1996: 142) puts it: “capitalist production has invaded our lives and 
has broken down all the oppositions among economy, power, and 
knowledge”.  

Essentially, the Autonomists argue, it is the very personality and 
subjectivity of the worker, “the worker’s soul” (Berardi, 2009), that 
becomes part of the ‘factory’, and the locus of value production 
(Lazzarato, 1996; Hardt and Negri, 2009b; Hardt, 1999; Virno, 
2007; Virno, 2004; Berardi, 2009).  

            
19 ‘Biopower’, coined by Michel Foucault, refers to the modalities and prac-
tices modern nation states adopt in order to govern and regulate their sub-
jects through ‘an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achiev-
ing the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations’ Foucault M. 
(1990) The history of sexuality: An introduction, volume I. Trans. Robert 
Hurley. New York: Vintage. 
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This literature is potentially useful for understanding subjectivity 
and subjectivation because of its emphasis on the possibility of 
resistance. Significantly, even if the rise of immaterial labour and its 
implication of communicative and emotional capacities raises the 
possibility of new forms of exploitation, it also offers potential for 
social transformation if workers are able to put these communicative 
capacities to work into political projects.  

Agency and the capacity for resistance are at the forefront of 
Autonomist thought. The flipside of co-opting life into production 
is an unprecedented reliance on the mental and creative capacities 
of the workforce, which in turn can never be completely controlled 
and fully co-opted.  It is in critical thought and in the never-fully-
co-opted capacity for establishing relations through communication 
that the Operaists see distinct potential for resistance. In fact, “(t)he 
unification of the political, the economic, and the social has been 
produced through communication. It is within this mental and lived 
unity that revolutionary processes can today be conceived and 
entailed” (Negri, 2012: 64, author translation).  

The ‘social factory’ (Tronti, 1966), or the ‘firm without factories’ 
(Negri, 1989) are notions that designate the deterritorialisation of 
capitalist production from the factory to the times/spaces of society 
as a whole through communication: “the whole society is placed at 
the disposal of profit” (Negri, 1989: 79). The whole urban society 
with its relational and labour spaces outside the traditional factory 
walls are today the spaces where value is produced (i.e. where life is 
‘put to work’). For the same reason, the city also becomes the 
privileged site of resistance.  

The contemporary political subject of the anticapitalistic struggle 
is not the working class in a traditional way, given the social 
restructuring under way. Instead, it is a form of collective agency 
without defined identity politics that is referred to as the 
‘multitude’ (Hardt and Negri, 2005; Virno, 2004). The multitude is 
envisaged as a potential unification (yet drawing on material existing 
struggles such as the No Global movement of late 1990s-early 
2000s, or the cross-class struggles against the privatisation of water 
and gas in Bolivia in 2001-2003) of heterogeneous individual 
agencies against the violence of capital: “democracy on a global scale 
is the project of the multitude” (Hardt and Negri, 2005: xi). The 
concept of the multitude, arguably, is “a tool that might provide a 
way of theorizing how form could be given to (…) emancipatory 
politics; and how a concrete utopianism, extrapolated from existing 
struggles, could emerge” (Trott, 2013: 3, original emphasis).  
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Like the sociological notion of ‘precariat’, ‘multitude’ envisages a 
potential subjectification that cuts across traditional social 
stratification and encompasses the experiences of women, migrants, 
young people, undocumented people, and service, factory and 
cultural workers who are threatened by the negative aspects of 
globalisation, aggressive neoliberalisation and shrinking rights. The 
most distinctive features of the concept of the multitude (especially 
compared with the concepts of ‘people’, ‘masses’, ‘crowds’) are in 
fact its connotations of plurality, multiplicity and difference:   

The multitude designates an active social subject which acts on the 
basis of what the singularities share in common. The multitude is an 
internally different, multiple social subject whose constitution and 
action is based not on identity or unity (or, much less, indifference), 
but on what it has in common (Hardt and Negri, 2005: 100) 

These striking post-structuralist standpoints, which tend to look 
beyond differences rather than across them and which never define 
a systematic analysis of the divisions of labour (or gender, race, 
sexuality), are united in the idealism of their writing, which makes 
it quite difficult to “use” Hardt and Negri’s concepts in social 
research. In the next section I discuss some critique, as well as some 
productive cross-fertilisation, between social sciences and Operaist 
ideas.  

Tensions and convergence with urban geography  

The concept of the multitude has a strictly urban connotation, 
which makes it particularly interesting for geographers. “The 
metropolis is to the multitude what the factory was to the industrial 
working class”, Hardt and Negri notably claim (2009a: 250): it 
constitutes the material space for production, sociality and 
antagonism.    

The idea that labour struggles today originate solely from the 
place of production (i.e. where work is exchanged with wage) has 
been questioned not only by the Operaists, but also by ‘precarity’ 
scholars, who argue that, given the progressively transient and short-
term nature of the worker-employer relationship, struggles for 
access to affordable housing, services and education are often more 
longstanding than sectoral labour struggles (Frase, 2013). Arguably, 
similar claims are also at the core of ‘the right to the city’ political 
and academic tradition, which envisions shared struggles in the city 
as primary social spaces for resistance.  
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In recent years, convergences between Negri’s approach and the 
geographical approach of David Harvey have emerged (Negri and 
Roos, 2015), namely in the analysis of the shifted locus of surplus 
production from the factory to the wider metropolis, the 
transformation of profit into rent (See Harvey, 2012a), and the 
urban scale of political resistance (Harvey, 2012b; Brenner et al., 
2012).  

In an intellectual exchange with Hardt and Negri, Harvey lays 
out existing tensions between his and their ideas that are essentially 
ascribable to the departure from Hegelian roots of Marxism and the 
(according to Harvey) excessive engagement with Spinozan 
philosophy (Harvey et al., 2009). This would lead, according to 
Harvey, to a disproportionate emphasis on relationalities and 
immaterialities, to the detriment of materialist issues of 
representation, objectification and reification at the heart of Marxist 
thought. Beyond those existing tensions, however, both Harvey and 
Hardt and Negri (as well as other scholars, e.g. Arboleda, 2015) see 
fruitful convergence and overlaps.   

Namely, Harvey finds that shifting the ground of critique to 
capitalism, and that of class struggle “from the mere production of 
things (the factory) to the production of subjectivity” is “a 
progressive and illuminating move” (Harvey et al., 2009: 255). 
Moreover, Harvey welcomes Hardt and Negri’s emphasis on the 
production of urban commons as created by people through daily 
activities in the social world of the city, and shares the idea that the 
metropolis is the privileged critical site for contemporary struggle.  

Significantly, however, Autonomist theorisations such as that of 
the multitude have raised important concerns and critiques from 
feminist scholars. Hawkesworth (2006) points out that the 
multitude bears “disturbingly gendered characteristics” that 
reproduce masculine and heterosexual normativity. McRobbie 
(2011) raises a similar point, denouncing Hardt and Negri’s 
problematic views about the supremacy of class over all of the other 
forms of domination and subordination rooted in race, ethnicity, 
gender and sexuality.  

Even if the idea of the multitude is nominally a search for a form 
of subjectification that would avoid identity politics and would 
acknowledge diversity, complexity and difference, while recognising 
the commonalities that enable collective action, it actually appears 
to be gender/sexuality- and race/ethnicity- biased. As Hawkesworth 
(2006: 363) put it:   
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Although domination can engender resistance, it is a bit too optimis-
tic to assume that desire for a better world in and of itself will purge 
dimensions of privilege so thoroughly naturalized that they remain 
largely invisible to such good-hearted and able scholars as Hardt and 
Negri. 

As with any attempts to write ambitious and all-encompassing 
political analysis of this sort, the works of Hardt and Negri (and of 
other Operaists) have flaws and shortcomings. Yet, I believe they 
raise key issues that are worthy of discussion. What I take with me 
from Autonomist literature and bring into my understanding of the 
cases studied in this thesis are the insights into the politics of 
immaterial labour and the modes of biopolitical production that 
create value by co-opting life, communication and relations amongst 
people, and the idea that those are the same loci for resistance.   

In particular, I use selected philosophical autonomist ideas to 
complement my geographical understanding of urban phenomena 
such as gentrification and urban resistance. Arguably, the Operaist 
insights can shed new light on the study of gentrification. Looking at 
early gentrifiers as subjects produced within and through the 
immaterial labour modalities of work and life typical of post-
industrial capitalism, i.e. through biopolitical production, could, on 
the one hand, provide a more nuanced understanding of their 
positionality within dynamics of gentrification. On the other hand, 
it could highlight the potential for resistance if cognitive, 
communicative capacities are put to work into shared projects of 
struggle against capitalist exploitation (and specifically 
gentrification).  

I continue this discussion in the second part of Chapter 4. Before 
that, I discuss cultural workers’ mobilisations in response to the 
structuring contexts of neoliberal urbanism and shifted labour 
conditions laid out in the present chapter.  
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4. Forms of resistance and other 
subjectification 

Cultural workers’ activism  
In the art world, a language of resistance and political critique is 
widespread. Actually, it is so common that much contemporary art 
that entails political claims appears to be “so riddled with artistic 
and political clichés that it fails both as (…) art and as effective 
activism” (Jelinek, 2013: 3). My aim here is not to define what 
political art is, a Pandora’s box I gladly leave to art theorists and 
aesthetics philosophers. Instead, I seek to understand what seems to 
be an emerging phenomenon, i.e. resistance and political practices 
not only in the art world, but within the larger realm of cultural 
industries (d'Ovidio and Rodríguez Morató, 2017; Kirchberg and 
Kagan, 2013).  

The participation of intellectuals and artists in urban and political 
struggles is not a new phenomenon; just consider the avant-garde 
movements of the past century. Yet, the characteristics of today’s 
cultural workers’ mobilisations are contingent to the present social 
and economic situation, which shapes different political constraints 
and opportunities for social movements in comparison with the 
past. What is new, then, about contemporary cultural workers’ 
mobilisations? 

First of all, particular tactics, goals and organisational strategies 
have been highlighted as characterising this sort of ‘new’ activism. 
These distinctive characteristics are, according to Harrebye (2015): 
the strategic use of new media; a focus on process rather than 
results, with the objective of posing questions and provoking 
reflection; a project- and event-based organisation through 
temporary networks, rather than a centralised organisation; and the 
use of irony and utopian visions to expand political imagination. In 
this sense, creative activism plays a unique role in itself and within 
larger social movements.  

Furthermore, the contexts in which cultural workers’ 
mobilisations arise at the present historical juncture are different 
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from the past. Globalisation and technological advances have had a 
fundamental impact on today’s society and this is reflected in the 
political opportunity structures, the ideologies, the geographies and 
communication strategies for social movements. Local contexts can 
of course foster or hamper the conditions for the emergence of 
social movements (Nicholls, 2008), but globalisation and new media 
have contributed to reconfiguring ‘the public’ and civil society 
across national borders.  

Another fundamental change is the demographic and social 
composition of today’s mobilisations. Traditional centres of 
activation like political parties and trade unions seem to have lost 
their centrality with the crisis in representational democracy 
(Pearce, 2007). Activations today occur more often at an urban 
scale, cutting across sectoral labour/class interests. Today’s social 
movements present a fragmented landscape and entail new types of 
alliance between socially different groups that feel threatened — 
materially and/or ideologically — by the dismantling of welfare 
states and the emphasis on urban growth politics (Harvey, 2012b). 
Under broad alliances in the name of ‘the right to the city’, today’s 
movements comprise disparate groups, including workers within 
creative industries, students, the labour force in informal sectors, 
“artists and other creative professionals which may cut across these 
backgrounds”, together with “radical autonomous, anarchist and 
alternative groups and various leftist organizations; middle-class 
urbanites who seek to defend their accustomed quality of life; […] 
local environmental groups […]’ and especially in Southern Europe 
and North America, ‘the marginalized, excluded, oppressed, people 
of color’” (Mayer, 2013: 11).  

It is critical to bear in mind that even though all these groups are 
affected by forms of exclusion, alienation and dispossession, they 
span across a much diversified social positioning which cannot be 
conflated and whose difference needs to be acknowledged and 
addressed both politically and analytically. If austerity urbanism and 
unsustainable city politics have triggered and mobilised broad ‘right 
to the city’ coalitions, at the same time they have harnessed social 
polarisations within the movements (Mayer, 2016).  

In recent years the mobilisation of cultural workers has been 
triggered mainly around two distinct yet connected themes which 
are directly linked to the role of cultural production in the 
contemporary political and economic situation: 1) 
instrumentalisation of culture by ‘creative city’ policies, and 2) 
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precarious labour conditions. These two points of activation are 
illustrated below.  

Cultural workers against the creative city 
In response to the creative and cultural turn in urban politics in 
many cities in Europe and beyond, groups of cultural producers 
have displayed concerns and have started mobilising around pressing 
urban conflicts.  

In Hamburg and Berlin, artists, musicians and social activists 
recently mobilised in the ‘Not in our name!’ protest against ‘creative 
city’-inspired developments (Novy and Colomb, 2013). In southern 
Europe, self-organised cultural production is often used to resist the 
commercialisation of urban spaces and to oppose ‘cultural’ flagship 
projects, one current example being the lively protests organised in 
Belgrade by the city’s creative scene (the ‘Ministry of Space’ 
collective in particular) against the flashy masterplan for Belgrade’s 
waterfront redevelopment. Collective cultural production also 
serves as a bottom-up tool to cope with austerity politics and 
privatisations, with some examples taking place in cities like 
Barcelona and Porto (Romeiro, 2016; Sánchez Belando; Martí-Costa 
and Miquel, 2012). 

Moreover, there are several examples of artists and cultural 
workers’ who collectively mobilized specifically against 
gentrification. Amongst the most renowned we find the PAD/D 
(Political Art documentation/Distribution) collective with site-
specific art interventions in the Lower East Side, New York in the 
1970s-80s; anti-gentrification struggles in Berlin, Amsterdam and 
other cities have been forcefully sustained by the cities’ 
underground cultural scenes (Buchholz, 2016; Drissel, 2011; van 
Schipstal and Nicholls, 2014); in the UK, a series of aesthetic 
actions emerged in response to the corporatisation of urban space 
and displacement linked to the London Olympic games 2012 
(Powell and Marrero-Guillamón, 2012). 

In Italy, starting from 2011 and arguably influenced by 
transnational networks of anti-austerity urban mobilisations like the 
Occupy movement or Los Indignados in Spain, a series of ‘cultural 
occupations’ began to arise in different cities and towns (Bailey and 
Mattei, 2013). The network of people involved in these 
mobilisations encompasses the arts, theatre, media, cinema, music 
workers, as well as academics, lawyers and intellectuals and activists. 
Some of the major ‘cultural occupations’ in terms of participation 
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and media impact at the time when they took place are: Macao in 
Milan, Teatro Valle Occupato and Nuovo Cinema Palazzo in Rome, 
S.a.L.E Docks in Venice, Teatro Coppola in Catania, Asilo della 
Creatività e della Conoscenza in Naples, Teatro Garibaldi Aperto in 
Palermo. These mobilisations and occupations have at their core the 
idea of culture as a commons, as opposed to a market-managed 
product. They claim the right to engage with culture through 
practices of liberation and self-governance of urban spaces dismissed 
by the private or (formal) public sectors. They aim to provide 
concrete alternatives to the use of culture as engines for processes of 
urban speculation and gentrification.  

In this, the mobilisation of cultural workers in resistance to 
creative city policies and entrepreneurial urban agendas is a rather 
new phenomenon, and as such, many questions of academic 
relevance are open for further investigation. As suggested by Novy 
and Colomb (2013), amongst open issues of interest there are: the 
actual social and ethnic composition of the emerging protest 
movements, the specificity of their demands and interests, their 
internal divisions; the specific resources connected to their symbolic 
and cultural capitals; the role of geographical contexts; and the 
actual impact and potential for joining larger social relationships.  

Paper III in this thesis helps to shed light on this emerging 
phenomenon, with particular focus on the specific (cultural and 
symbolic) resources deployed by cultural workers in urban struggles.   

Cultural workers against precarity 
Within the scope of investigating the political agency of cultural 
work in the city, mobilisations against city restructuring need to be 
understood as complementary and overlapping with mobilisations 
related more strictly to the very nature of this kind of work.  

The neologism ‘precariat’ brings together the notions of 
precariousness and proletariat and entails a double-edged meaning, 
one that encompasses the emergence of precarity both as a 
condition, as well as a (potential) new subjectivity around a new 
political consciousness. In fact, before entering scholarly debates, 
‘precarity’ and ‘precariat’ emerged in early 2000s as the political 
terrain of activism in southern European countries, mobilised as a 
shared vocabulary that could unite the struggles of different people 
under conditions of neoliberalism. These included freelancers, 
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contract workers, researchers and teachers, service and knowledge 
workers, media workers, interns and artists20. 

Some examples of European mobilisations around issues of 
precarious labour are: San Precario, an iconic patron-saint for all 
precarious workers in Italy; ChainWorkers, a Milanese organisation 
of media and union activism for awareness-building and 
unionisation of chain-store workers; EuroMayDay, an annual 
mobilisation of all kinds of precarious workers born in Milan in 
2001 and rapidly spreading all over Europe; the Precarity Ping Pong 
forum in London; the International Meeting of the Precariat (Berlin, 
2005); Precair Forum (Amsterdam, 2005); and Les Intermittents du 
spectacle, a mobilisation against the normalised precarious working 
conditions of cinema and television workers in France that 
culminated in a paralysing strike in 2003.  

In this sense, it is worth quoting at length a paragraph from the 
MayDay Parade manifesto, an initially Italian and later international 
mobilisation against precarity:  

For two decades, neoliberalism has first and foremost been a system 
of labor precarization and deunionization at all levels of urban and 
suburban living. This process has created a precarious existence 
deprived of basic social rights for the majority of working women, 
youth and migrants. At the core of this process of neoliberal 
accumulation lies flexible and contingent labor by casualized 
workers employed in crucial reproductive and distribution services 
and in the knowledge, culture, and media industries that provide the 
raw material on which the system functions: information. We, active 
temps of Italy, call ourselves PRECOG because we embody the 
precariat working in retail and service industries and the cognitariat 
of media and education industries. We are the producers of 
neoliberal wealth, we are the creators of knowledge, style and 
culture enclosed and appropriated by monopoly power. (Foti, 2005: 
1) 

The excerpt above attests to an emerging consciousness about 
culture and information as driving vectors of capital accumulation, 
and about the role of workers in those sectors within neoliberalism.  

The study case of Macao in Paper III represents an urban 
mobilisation of cultural workers which, originating first as a sectoral 
self-organisation of art workers around issues of precarity, then 
became a broader activist critique of urban neoliberalism. There, the 

            
20 For an analytical overview of precarious workers’ mobilisations in Italy, 
see Mattoni A. (2016) Media practices and protest politics: How precarious 
workers mobilise: Routledge. 
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struggles around precarity in cultural production, corrupt city poli-
politics and poor governance of urban cultural affairs intertwine and 
propose alternative practices and uses of urban spaces.  

Having dealt with cultural workers’ mobilisations, their triggers, 
their potential and pitfalls, I now turn to exploring and unpacking 
the circumstances where mobilisation tends not to occur.  

Subjectification besides activism 
In the previous section I emphasised the possibilities of resistance 
and stressed emergent subjectivities, by providing an overview of 
contemporary mobilisations of cultural workers. However, these 
experiences represent only a minor exception to the general attitude 
of cultural workers in our cities. Against what some celebratory 
accounts seem to suggest (amongst others: Markusen, 2006), and 
despite their potential scope for political mobilisation, Papers I and 
II showed that artists and cultural producers do not necessarily 
represent an inherently progressive force for a neighbourhood. 
Rather than accounts of resistance to gentrification, empirical 
findings in Bushwick offer a picture of resignation to and even 
compliance with gentrification.  

Reactions to gentrification, in fact, are first of all processes of 
understanding, interpreting and meaning-making of one’s 
positioning in social space. As Gill and Pratt (2008: 19) put it: 
“subjectivity is always mediated by the meanings which people give 
to their experience” and therefore “attention to the meanings 
cultural workers themselves give to their life and work (…)” is 
central for understanding if, how and why they react to 
gentrification or other urban processes they are involved in. 

Paper I specifically investigates the interpretative gestures and 
meaning-making processes of members of the art scene in Bushwick. 
In this section, I expand the analysis of subjectification and 
identification started there and, with the help of the Autonomist 
insights introduced in the previous chapter, dig deeper into the 
power relations that shape cultural workers’ subjectification 
processes, agency and potential for resistance vis-à-vis gentrification. 

Arguably, this exploration will complement understandings of 
the affirmative practices of resistance presented in the first part of 
this chapter, and shed some light on “the compliance, the lack of 
refusal (…) the not-becomings” (Gill and Pratt, 2008: 19). These 
are also fundamental, and more prevalent, forms among the possible 
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range of reactions of cultural workers towards gentrification. The 
case of Bushwick is used as an applied case. 

‘Art-led’ gentrification in Bushwick as urban 
biopolitical production 
Engaging with the Autonomist ideas illustrated earlier, this section 
looks at (artist-led) gentrification in Bushwick as a specific material, 
spatial expression of post-Fordist biopolitical production. 
Biopolitical production implies valorisation, i.e. in Marxist terms, 
the creation of value through the exploitation of work in order to 
expand capital, by putting life itself to work. In artist-led 
gentrification, valorisation (or exploitation) works on different 
intersecting levels.  

The first level of exploitation is that illustrated in Paper II: 
Gentrification creates profit from decades of disinvestment and 
urban impoverishment. The necessary conditions for gentrification 
to happen, i.e. the very presence of distressed city areas, derive from 
longstanding processes of urban uneven development and capitalist 
urbanism, entrenched with racialising and segregating policies. On 
top of this, long-time residents are treated as undesirable 
populations that can be excluded from neighbourhood spaces and 
ultimately pushed away.   

The second level is the collective cultural and symbolic 
production of the art scene, which could be seen as a form of 
commons. It is transformed into a commodity and exploited as an 
asset to create ‘marks of distinction’ and ultimately extract value 
(Cf. Harvey, 2012a). The mostly young, often highly educated, 
typically free-lance artsy population of an art scene feeds the local 
economy by providing a cheap labour pool and a consuming critical 
mass (McRobbie, 2016). It also does so because its very presence in 
the spaces of the neighbourhood, its aesthetics, fashion and artistic 
styles, its actions of seeing and being seen (Blum, 2003) and its 
reshaping of the semiotics of the streetscapes (Stahl, 2009), all feed 
the image and the allure of the area it patronises as hip and 
desirable. In this sense, cultural scenes, represent “ideal production 
units for economic exploitation” (Gielen, 2009). Moreover, the 
geographies of the art scene, including not only places for artistic 
production and consumption, but also complementary businesses 
and night-life scenes, are increasingly commodified to accommodate 
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the purpose of a ‘party-playground’ for middle-class consumption21. 
This, in turn, attracts further capital investment and triggers the 
next waves of gentrification.   

Finally, there is a third, deeper level of exploitation which is 
rarely addressed by the gentrification literature. In a gentrifying art 
scene, biopolitical production, i.e. the appropriation of forms of life, 
relations and ‘souls’ of contemporary capitalism as described by the 
Autonomists, represents a crucial and unexplored layer of 
valorisation.   

At several points in this thesis (and especially in Paper II), I point 
out that gentrification is a struggle between different actors’ place-
making modalities and that, generally speaking, the newcomers are 
in a relatively privileged position compared with most long-term 
residents, on the basis of their race/ethnicity, economic status, 
immigration situation, educational level or way of life. Yet, rather 
than a wealthy artistic élite, Bushwick´s art scene appears to be 
made up of a vast majority of early-career, emerging artists and what 
art critic Gregory Sholette (2011) calls the ‘creative dark matter’, 
i.e. “makeshift, amateur, informal, unofficial, autonomous, activist, 
non-institutional, self-organized practices – all work made and 
circulated in the shadows of the formal art world” (Sholette, 2007: 
429), and of young independent small-entrepreneurs.  

Here, like in any other cultural scene (e.g. Lloyd, 2006), co-
operation, participation, creativity and mutual help are necessary for 
building resilience in the precarious situation of artistic life 
(Pasquinelli and Sjöholm, 2015). These practices and relational 
forms are demanded by the capitalist organisation in all forms of 
immaterial labour and, at the same time, they are crucial features 
for spontaneous communism and resistance (Lazzarato, 2004; 
1996). In Bushwick, diverse and contrasting aspects of mutualism, 
collaboration, inclusivity and openness amongst cultural workers co-
exist. The artistic community, considered as the results of those 
relations, represents an alternative system for the support and 
reproduction of precarious livelihoods. This life-supporting system 
exists along with aspects of artistic community as a field for self-
entrepreneurship and productive relations, as dictated by the 
biopolitical productive system.  

            
21 For an interesting discussion on the similar case of New York’s East Vil-
lage in the 1980s, see Bowler A and McBurney B. (1991) Gentrification and 
the avant-garde in New York's East Village: the good, the bad and the ugly. 
Theory, Culture & Society 8: 49-77. 
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Hence, the line separating capitalistic and non-capitalistic 
relations, i.e. the difference between reproduction of livelihood and 
capitalist production, becomes very thin. The concern raised by Gill 
and Pratt (2008: 19) about this kind of communal practices seems 
appropriate here: “(…) how can one distinguish between those 
instances that might make capitalists quake in their boots and those 
which are indices (on the contrary) of capitalism’s penetration of 
workers’ very souls?”. Paradoxically, how to distinguish between 
capitalist exploitation and resistance to it? Sorting out this 
difference in a regime of immaterial production has become an 
increasingly difficult task, and the Autonomist theories 
unfortunately do not seem to provide concrete help in answering 
those questions empirically.  

One way to approach the question, I propose, is to look at how 
the commons constituted by the set of relations and communication 
of the art scene relate to power structures, and whether they 
challenge or breathe life into capitalistic, racialising, segregating 
structuration processes. To do so, we need to depart from 
autonomist theories and return to some more compellingly 
materialist theoretical tools. 

To this point, the engagement with Autonomist notions of 
biopolitical production and subjectivity has been helpful for 
unpacking the power relations in which cultural workers are 
immersed in a gentrifying art scene. Yet, when it comes to the core 
material issues of gentrification, i.e. class (in the traditional sense of 
individuals’ positioning in social space through material and cultural 
assets) and race, Autonomist thought has some important limits in 
analysis and applicability (Hawkesworth, 2006; McRobbie, 2011; 
Harvey et al., 2009).  

In Papers I and II, empirically and drawing on a geographical and 
sociological conceptual toolbox, I showed that the relational 
network of the artistic community resulted in it being exclusive and 
excluding the majority of Bushwick’s long-time population. 
Structuring dimensions of race and class are fundamental factors in 
determining who has access to the artistic community, even in its 
most basic acceptance of support for livelihoods. Refusing the 
subjectivity imposed by capitalism by ‘doing in common’, as the 
Autonomists would suggest (Negri, 2012; Negri, 1989; Weeks, 
2005), is then not enough. With whom, by whom and how to enact 
practices of commoning does matter for resistance to gentrification 
(and capitalism in general) to be effective or even conceivable. 
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Further discussion on resistance and difference are presented in the 
concluding section of this chapter.  

Gentrifying activism? 
A couple of subway stops away from Bushwick, one can find 
concrete examples of how, even when strategically united to fight 
common causes, long-term residents and new residents (in large part 
artists and cultural workers) need to address their differences in 
order to co-operate successfully. Hamilton and Curran (2013) 
provide a case study about environmentalist fights in Greenpoint, 
Brooklyn, where local long-time environmental activists forged 
coalitions with gentrifiers to achieve political pressure for 
sustainability and local environmental goals. As I argue in Paper III, 
the added resources brought by the gentrifiers in environmental 
local struggles were strictly connected to the type of education and 
artistic skills of the new residents:  

North Brooklyn has a lot of freelancers and it has a lot of people 
who are artistically inclined, or professionally artistic, and they can 
contribute all sorts of things, whether it’s like, you know, a 
fundraising concert or a graphic designer who does a website and our 
flyers, these are very valuable tools. I do a new media kind of thing 
and that’s how I try to help out. (Interviewee quoted in Hamilton 
and Curran, 2013: :1569) 

Yet, those authors warn that the engagement between veteran and 
newcomer environmentalist groups entails a critical and careful 
negotiation between different positionalities and interests, in order 
to avoid ‘environmental gentrification’, i.e. the taking over of 
longstanding environmentalist practices by the newcomers. These 
efforts involve “schooling gentrifiers in communities’ longstanding 
concerns and needs, framing these concerns as a common cause 
rather than allowing for the takeover of local environmental politics” 
(Hamilton and Curran, 2013: 1557).  

Thus, and learning from the environmentalist struggles in 
Greenpoint, care is needed when suggesting optimistic and 
unproblematic unifications of long-time, new residents and cultural 
producers into common goals. A crude approach might overlook 
differences and intersectional power stratifications which are already 
displacing long-time residents in material and immaterial ways. Such 
an under-problematised view would risk perpetrating power 
imbalances instead of addressing them, exposing the right-to-the-
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city claims to be overtaken by privileged voices and priorities or, in 
other words, gentrified. Alliances against exploitation and 
domination are necessary if anything is to be done about 
gentrification, but such coalitions should be forged by critically 
working through differences, instead of disregarding them.   
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5. Thesis contributions and 
concluding remarks 

 
The most substantial contributions of this thesis derive from the 
work in Papers I-III. They focus empirically on different situations 
and events which at first sight might appear to be rather distant 
from one another, geographically, factually and theoretically. The 
task of this thesis essay was to demonstrate that, taken together, 
Papers I-III become more than the sum of their parts, and 
contribute to answering at least one broader research question:  

What is the positioning of cultural workers in the restructuring of 
urban space in post-industrial cities?  

This overarching question links the cases in Papers I-III with the 
arguments developed in this thesis essay. Accordingly, the papers 
and each chapter of this essay all address different dimensions of the 
answers to this question.  

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the themes treated in the 
thesis, the research questions and their premises, the two 
geographical and social contexts of Milan and New York City, and 
the summary of Papers I-III. Chapter 2 described in details the 
methodological tools used and developed to investigate the research 
question empirically in Papers I-III. Chapter 3 tackled the 
overarching research question from a theoretical standpoint and 
outlined the new conditions for the development of cultural 
workers’ political positioning in post-industrial city restructuring. 
Chapter 4 drew on the preceding theoretical discussions and 
engaged in novel readings of the empirical findings and the 
contributions of Papers I-III. The aim was to provide additional and 
broader answers to the overarching research question. In this 
concluding chapter, I summarise the different contributions of the 
thesis and offer some brief concluding remarks.  

The thesis represents an attempt to unravel the ambiguous 
positioning of cultural workers in the social and political space of 
the contemporary city. I claim that this positioning is opaque and 
ambiguous because the presence of cultural workers, due to the 
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symbolic and cultural capital they hold, becomes mobilised to legit-
legitimise neoliberal urban restructuring, which includes ‘creative 
city’ flagship developments and gentrification. Yet, in this context, 
cultural workers’ actual agency, their reactions to urban processes 
which exploit their presence, and their relations to other social 
groups are not easy to decipher. Through Papers I-III, I helped to 
unpack this problem in the following ways:  

By examining a process of art-led gentrification ongoing in 
Bushwick, NYC, Paper I provides an understanding that artists, 
gallerists and other members of the local art scene do contribute to 
sustaining gentrification through their everyday practices and 
discursive patterns. The gentrification frontier is constructed on an 
everyday level as a transitional space and time in the scene 
members’ lives. Moreover, gentrification is de-politicised by 
discursively underplaying its conflictual components of class and 
racial struggle. Forms of resistance to gentrification amongst scene 
members are found, but they appear to be sector-specific and 
exclusive. Finally, scene members tend to fail at establishing 
meaningful relationships with long-time residents.  

Paper II brings the perspectives of long-time residents in 
gentrifying Bushwick to the forefront. Examination of the emotional 
and affectual components of displacement reveals that these aspects 
are as important as material re-location to understanding 
displacement and gentrification as results of structural inequalities.  

More strictly connected to the overarching research question, 
Paper II argues that the encounter with newcomers and other art 
scene members in the neighbourhood spaces constitutes an 
embodied reminder of structural inequalities and triggers a deep 
sense of displacement. Hence, Paper II answers the research 
questions by displaying how other, more disempowered, groups 
position cultural workers in the city social space. 

Paper III examines in depth a case of collective political 
subjectification and mobilisation of cultural workers in Milan, Italy, 
in response to neoliberal urbanism, top-down gentrification, 
corruption, growing labour precarity and other compelling urban 
and social issues. It considers the distinctive resources, aesthetic 
tactics and inaugurative practices mobilised and enacted in the 
urban space by the artists and cultural workers who are members of 
the new social mobilisation called Macao. Paper III argues that by 
deploying their cultural and symbolic capital and relative skills 
applied to broader urban struggles, cultural workers can reframe, at 
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least temporarily, the relations between bodies, space and time, and 
hence challenge power structures.  

Furthermore, the empirical research served to develop some 
minor methodological innovations. For example, I invented and 
tested some experimental methodological tactics such as 
interviewing with word-couplet cards and a participatory ‘zine’-
making workshop starting from collected interview materials. These 
experimental methods can possibly be refined and developed in 
future projects which aim to research discursive and meaning-
making processes.   

In this introductory thesis essay, I expanded the reach of the 
various contributions of Papers I-III by embedding them in 
theoretical accounts of the changing urban and social/labour 
conditions of post-Fordism. Moreover, I drew on Autonomist post-
Marxist theories to disentangle the multifaceted subjectification 
processes of individuals in contemporary capitalism. By combining 
these insights with those from the urban geography literature and 
from my own empirical research, I was able to present 
supplementary and arguably more subtle understandings of the 
power relations that shape cultural workers’ exploitation, agency 
and potential for resistance in contemporary city restructuring.  

Cultural workers’ agency and forms of resistance can be seen 
both “as a symptom of and a strategy against the pathologies of 
capitalism” (Harrebye, 2015: 142) and, as such, they are 
ambivalent. Some scholars have looked at those forms of political 
activation positively, seeing in their resources a renewed potential 
for critique and change. Others have been more sceptical, 
underlying the limitations of this approach, questioning its newness 
and its legitimacy, and doubting its ability to break with the form of 
capitalism it stems from (Harrebye, 2015: 142).  

My position on the political potential of cultural workers in the 
city is cautiously optimistic. I am positive, as I argue in Paper III, 
about the potentially powerful aesthetic resources of cultural 
workers for stretching the political imagination. However, these 
resources derive from the workers’ high formal cultural capital, and 
here is where I am more negative. My papers on Bushwick show 
that hierarchies of difference on the basis of economic status, class 
in a traditional sense, ethnicity and race appear to be intractable 
dividing lines. Cultural workers’ mobilisation can be emancipatory 
and truly progressive only if it is carefully integrated with broader 
concerns about urban populations that are in more disadvantaged 
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positions. Otherwise, it risks harnessing existing inequalities and, in 
a gentrification situation, facilitating the ongoing process.    

Ultimately, this thesis has looked at how cultural workers push 
borders and boundaries in the city. Artists and cultural workers live 
at the border in many ways. They negotiate between a strong 
cultural capital and a weak economic one; their labour conditions 
and livelihoods are often precarious, dependent on projects and 
commissions; their type of work requires them to be always aware 
of the cutting edge of innovation; to do so and sustain their careers, 
they aim to partake in globalised networks of cultural production 
and consumption, but can only afford to live at the fringes of those 
globalised nodes, which often correspond to gentrification 
frontlines.  

In these liminal urban, political and economic spaces, the thesis 
has shown, cultural workers’ agency can push borders in various 
ways. They can contribute to constructing and pushing forwards 
gentrification ‘frontiers’; they can reinforce class- and race- based 
social boundaries by developing exclusive spaces and communities; 
yet, by applying the distinctive resources deriving from their 
cultural capital, they can also potentially challenge and expand the 
political imagination.  

Whether they are symbolic, social or material, or all of the above, 
borders are profoundly political matter. Political processes define 
and separate the limits of centre and periphery, inside and outside, 
what is to be seen, heard, experienced through the senses and what 
cannot be (Rancière, 2011). Cultural workers might not have the 
power to determine the structural boundaries and hierarchies that 
organize urban society, including their own positioning in it. 
Nonetheless, this thesis has argued, through their actions and 
discourses, through their subjectification processes, they can 
reinforce or challenge, and therefore to some extent shape, those 
borders.  
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Appendix I 

Visual impressions 
 
All the pictures were taken by the author during fieldwork, except from fig-
ure 19, found online. 
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A walk in Bushwick  

 
Figure 1. Stockholm street, Bushwick. Summer 2013 

 
Figure 2. Hancock street. Town houses and brownstones. 2013 
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Figure 3. Myrtle avenue, subway line. 2013 

   
Figure 4 and  5.  Religious murals on a traditional Taqueria on Myrtle Ave; Murals on 
an art gallery on Broadway. The murals sparked scorns with the local church devotees. 
2013 
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Figure 6. Castle Braid, luxury apartments and amenities building, 114 Troutman 
Street. 2014 

 
Figure 7. Crossroad between Irving avenue and Eldert street. 2013. On the right, one 
of the first loft buildings in Bushwick used as artists space from the beginning of the 
2000s. On the left, ‘Lofts on Irving’, a luxury apartment building built in 
2010.  Amongst other amenities it hosts an indoor pool, sauna, gym, in-house café, 
surveillance 
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Figure 8. Lofts outside Morgan Avenue subway station (L). Some called this area 
“Morganville”. 2013 

 
Figure 9. “Morganville”. Crowd outside Morgan Avenue subway station (L) joining 
Bushwick block party 2013 
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Figure 10. Manhattan skyline from Bushwick. 2013 

 
Figure 11. “Make the Road by walking” was founded in 1997 in Bushwick to help 
immigrant welfare recipients and since then it has expanded, combining legal services, 
education, housing legal assistance and community organizing. 2014 
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Figure 12. Murals at the ‘Bushwick Collective’ non-profit street gallery. 2013-14  
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Figure 13. Outside Jefferson street subway station (L). 2013 

 
Figure 14. Billboard of a rental agency hanging on a loft building outside Jefferson 
street subway station (L). “What happens in your apartment stays in your apartment. 
Apartments for rent”. 2013 
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Figure 15. Exhibition at the Associate gallery; Backyard of the Living gallery. 2013 

 
Figure 16. Rooftop of loft building on Moore street. 2013 
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Figure 17. Some newly renovated/built residential buildings in Bushwick. 

Figure 18. Bushwick Open Studios 2014
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Figure 19. Location of pictures 
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A visit to Macao 

 
Figure 20. First occupation of Macao, Torre Galfa, May 2012. Source: Facebook.com 

 
Figure 21. Macao, current location in viale Molise 68. 2013 
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Figure 22. Macao, current location, interior. 2012 

   
Figure 23. Macao, interior. 2013 

Figure 24. Macao art intervention in the neighborhood spaces: logo for DIY biking 
line. 2013 
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Figure 25. Macao, interior. Thematic boards rooms. 2012 

 
Figure 26. Macao, architectural study for the renovation of the building. 2012 

 
Figure 27. Macao. Party with the neighbors. 2013 
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Demographic changes in Bushwick 2000-2014 
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This appendix provides a comprehensive analysis of demographic 
change in Bushwick between 2000 and 2014. The analysis is based 
on Census data and is contextualized and compared to the findings 
of a recent report by the NYU Furman Center (2016) on gentrifica-
tion in New York City, which classifies Bushwick amongst the fif-
teen gentrifying neighborhoods in the city.  
This analysis supports and complements the thesis by providing 
quantitative evidence that there are patterns of ongoing gentrifica-
tion in Bushwick.   

Gentrifying neighborhoods in NYC 
In order to understand Bushwick’s demographic changes in relation 
to larger dynamics taking place at the broader city level, we refer to 
the NYU Furman Center (2016) report on gentrification in New 
York City. The report shows that since 1990, housing costs have 
increased significantly throughout the city. Between 1990 and 2000, 
rent growth was modest in most neighborhoods and even declined 
in many low-income neighborhoods. During the 2000s though, rent 
growth swiftly accelerated citywide and particularly in some (gentri-
fying) neighborhoods.  

The NYC Furman Center (2016) classifies NYC neighborhoods 
(sub-borough areas i.e. SBAs in the report) as ‘gentrifying’, ‘non-
gentrifying’, and ‘higher-income’: 

“Gentrifying neighborhoods” consist of sub-borough areas (SBAs) 
that meet two criteria: (1) low-income in 1990, and (2) experienced 
rent growth above the median SBA rent growth between 1990 and 
2014. “Non-gentrifying neighborhoods” also started off as low-
income in 1990 but experienced more modest rent growth. “Higher-
income neighborhoods” are the city’s remaining SBAs, which had 
higher incomes in 1990. Using these criteria, 15 of the city’s 55 
neighborhoods were “gentrifying,” seven were “non-gentrifying,” and 
33 were “higher-income.” (p.4)  

Moreover, gentrifying neighborhoods experienced a very low in-
crease (3 percent) in average rent between 1990 and 2000, but an 
increase of over 30 percent between 2000 and 2010-2014 (NYC 
Furman Center, 2016: 5). 
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Figure 1. Map with classification of New York City neighborhoods in 2015 
on the basis of gentrification. Source: Authors’ elaboration of NYC Furman 
Center (2016), page 5  

Bushwick is classified amongst the 15 gentrifying neighborhoods 
following the two criteria of income level (in 1990) and rent 
growth: New York City average household income in 1990 was 
$78,500, and Bushwick’s was nearly half of it, at $42,500. Moreo-
ver, while New York City as a whole experienced a 22 percent 
change in average rent between 1990 to 2010-2014, Bushwick saw a 
44 percent increase (NYC Furman Center, 2016: 6).  
Keeping the NYC Furman Center report as our reference point, we 
conducted a demographic analysis on Bushwick at the Census tracts 
scale1. The most interesting results are presented below.  

            
1 The margins of error of the estimations by U.S Census are not presented. 
We acknowledge that it could be of interest for some readers, however for 
the analysis carried out and the data presented here the margin of errors are 
of less concern. This text present broader changes, of larger subpopulation 
groups (Black/African American, Latino/Hispanic, White). Estimations of 
this kind generally have lower margin of errors in the U.S Census data. The 

Bushwick 
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Demographic changes in Bushwick 2000-2014   

Total population 

In 2014, Bushwick had 121,279 inhabitants. Between 2000 and 
2014 Bushwick saw a 19% increase in total population2 (see table 
1). This represents the 6th largest increase in NYC sub-borough 
areas between 2000-2014 (NYC Furman Center, 2016).  
At the individual Census tract in Bushwick, population change 
spanned between -5% and +143% with a standard deviation of 
29.1% and a mean change of 22.9%. These results resonate with the 
trends highlighted by the Furman center (7), which reports a net 
change of 22.7% in gentrifying areas between 2000 and 2010.   

Table 1. Total population 2000 and 2014 (n) 
2000 2014 Change 
102863 121279 18416 
Source: U.S CENSUS. 2000 and 2014, 5 year estimates 

The geographical distribution of the population change is showed in 
the map below (figure 2). The areas in which the number of resi-
dents grew the most are those in the north-west part of Bushwick.  

 
Figure 2. Total population change 2000 and 2014 (n). Our map on U.S. 
Census data 

                                                                                                             
data presented for smaller sub-populations groups (in this case Asian and 
Native American) should however be interpreted with care. 
2 Authors calculations. Data from Coredata.nyc 
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Race and Ethnicity 

In Bushwick in 2010, the largest share of population is Hispanic or 
Latino, accounting for 65.3% of the population. The second largest 
group is black or African American, with 17.3%, followed by white 
10.5%, and Asian 4.6%. The share of white population is still lower 
than in other gentrifying areas, where whites represent  on average 
20.6% of the population (NYC Furman Center, 2016). Yet, be-
tween 2000 and 2014, we found that the number of white residents 
saw a 322% increase (see table 2). 

A rapid ethnic change is undergoing in Bushwick. Overall, there 
is a big increase in the number of white residents with more moder-
ate increase of Hispanics/Latino and a decrease in the black/African 
American population. The racial diversity is increasing according to 
Coredata.nyc. Though, the patterns of change are geographically 
uneven at the microscale, varying greatly between different Census 
tracts.  

 
Table 2. Change of population groups by race/ethnicity 2000-2014 

  2000 2014 
Change 
N 

Change 
% 

Total: 104358 121279 16921 16% 

Hispanic or Latino 70142 79305 9163 13% 

Not Hispanic or Latino: 32038 39310 7272 23% 

Population of one race: 30414 39310 8896 29% 

White alone 3026 12762 9736 322% 

Black or African American 
alone 24838 21033 -3805 -15% 

American Indian and Alaska 
Native alone 300 198 -102 -34% 

Asian alone 3211 5621 2410 75% 

Native Hawaiian and Other 
Pacific Islander alone 34 0 -34 -100% 

Some other race alone 787 316 -471 -60% 

Population of two or more 
races: 2020 829 -1191 -59% 
Source: U.S CENSUS. 2000 and 2014, 5 year estimates 
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The share of white residents has risen from 4.4% to 16.4% between 
2000 and 20143. In all Census tracts there is a positive increase in 
the share of white residents, ranging from 0 to 20%, while there is a 
decrease of Hispanics or Latinos in some areas (some losing up to 
24%), with other areas experiencing large increases (maximum 
19%).  The black/African American share decreased by 15% in total, 
remaining quite stable in some tracts, and losing up to 25% in some 
others.  

Below, we present maps relating to the changes in the share of, 
respectively: white (figure 3), black/African American residents 
(figure 4), Hispanic/Latino (figure 5) residents per Census tract.  

 

 
Figure 3. Map of the change in share of white population per Census tract 
2000-2014. Our map on U.S. Census data 

            
3 Coredata.nyc 
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Figure 4. Map of the change in share of black/African American population 
per Census tract 2000-2014. Our map on U.S. Census data 

 
Figure 5. Map of the change in share of Hispanic/Latino population per 
Census tract 2000-2014. Our map on U.S. Census data 
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There is still a relatively high share of Hispanic or Latino population 
in Bushwick and a relatively low share of white population in rela-
tion to other gentrifying neighborhoods (NYC Furman Center, 
2016). In some areas there is, however, a large increase in the share 
of white population especially in the north/west parts.  

Moreover, by looking at the three maps together, we see that: the 
highest increase of white residents tends to correspond geographical-
ly with the biggest decrease of Hispanic/Latino residents (north-
west). The black/African American population decreased the most 
in the south-east areas, where the increase in the Hispanic/Latino 
population is concentrated.  

Age 

Looking at the population composition by age groups (Table 3), we 
see that in 2014, 30.5% of the Bushwick population is between 20 
and 35 years old. This percentage of young adult residents (18-35 
y.o.) is significantly higher than the city average, which is at 25%, 
and even higher than the average for gentrifying areas, which is, 
according to the Furman center report, at 28.5% (p.10). The report 
shows that 60.8 percent of the adults who had moved into gentrify-
ing neighborhoods in 2000 to 2010-2014 were young adults be-
tween the ages of 20 and 34, a striking difference compared to 47.9 
percent in non-gentrifying neighborhoods and 54.7 percent in high-
er-income neighborhoods (p.10-11).  
The data recovered from the U.S Census show that in 2014, 32.5% 
of households have children under 18 years old4, which represents a 
dramatic decrease from the 45% share of households with children 
in 2005. Also, the population aged 65 or higher has decreased from 
8.8 to 8.5% between 2005 and 20145. 
Taken together the data show a general increase of young adult 
households in the period 2000-2014, and a rise of households with-
out children.  

Table 3. Population change 2000-2014 by age groups in Bushwick 

  2000 2014 Change 

Below 18 yrs 34% 28% -6% 

18-35 yrs 29% 31% 2% 

36-55 yrs 24% 27% 3% 

Above 55 yrs  13% 14% 1% 

            
4 Coredata.nyc 
5 Coredata.nyc 

Total 100% 100%   
Source: U.S CENSUS. 2000 and 2014, 5 year estimates 
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Income 

The median household income level rose from $31,260 in 2005 to 
$40,540 in 20146. While there is a general increase in income levels, 
there are considerable Census tract differences (see figure 6), rang-
ing between 99% to -17%, after adjusting for inflation, between 
2000 and 2014. The mean change is 36%7.  
The highest increase in income tends to be concentrated in the 
north-west part of Bushwick. 

 
Figure 6. Map of the change of median income per Census tract 2000-2014. 
Our map on U.S. Census data  

Education 

At the neighborhood scale, we see an overall increase of the level of 
education. In fact, the share of population with a bachelor degree or 
higher increased from 11.4% in 2005 to 23.7% in 20148. Yet, the 
educational level change presents considerable geographical differ-

            
6 Coredata.nyc 
7 Authors calculations on U.S CENSUS data 
8 Coredata.nyc 
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ences between the Census tracts. In some Census tracts the increase 
of population with a bachelor degree reached a maximum +18%, 
while some other areas saw a negative -7%. The change of low edu-
cation (i.e. share of residents who did not reach a high school de-
gree) varies between +17% to -24% across the Census tracts. 

Between 2000 and 2010-2014 the share of the population with 
college degrees increased by 12% in New York’s gentrifying neigh-
borhoods (NYC Furman Center, 2016). This trend is mirrored in 
the Bushwick data obtained from 2005-2014. The Census tract data 
show a considerable geographical difference in Bushwick and to 
some extent this highlights the uneven process of gentrification.  

 
Figure 7. Map of the change in the share of residents with low educational 
level per Census tract 2005-2014. Our map on Coredata.nyc  

 

Housing  

We looked at the share of renters per Census tract. The data show a 
slight increase in the share of renters between 2000 and 2014 (from 
83.6% to 85.4%). However, some tracts experience a clear drop in 
the share of renters.  
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Table 4. Renters per Bushwick tracts 

2000 2014 

N 87336 103689 

Share 0,836 0,854 

Min tract 0,700 0,654 

Max tract 0,973 0,980 

Mean tract share 0,842 0,845 

Std. Deviation 0,0766 0,0804 
Source: U.S CENSUS. 2000 and 2014, 5 year estimates, authors calculations. 

Infrastructural connections and arts spaces 

Arguably, the interpretation of the data illustrated so far can be 
helped by an overview of the infrastructural connections of Bush-
wick to the rest of the city. In particular, figure 8 and 9 display the 
route and the stations of the ‘L’ route passing from Bushwick and 
connecting it to Williamsburg and Manhattan.  

 
Figure 8. Map of subway routes of New York City. Our map on CUNY 
Mapping Service at the Center for Urban Research shp file 
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Figure 9. Map of subway stations in Bushwick. Our map on CUNY Map-
ping Service at the Center for Urban Research shp file 

The most evident signs of gentrification, i.e. the growing presence of 
white residents, higher income and educational levels tend to con-
centrate in the north-west part of Bushwick, i.e. where the subway 
stations of the L route lie. In particular, around the Morgan Avenue 
stop (technically located in Williamsburg, but commonly considered 
as part of Bushwick/East Williamsburg) and the Jefferson street stop 
we find most of the lofts that host the majority of artistic activities 
and work/housing spaces of artists.  

Below, a reproduction of the self-produced map of Bushwick gal-
leries9 (Fig. 10), shows that the 82 galleries at the present moment 
considered as part of the Bushwick scene are concentrated in the 
west part, and actually belong to Williamsburg administrative 
boundary.  Though, the map of Bushwick artist studios participating 
to the arts in Bushwick festival 2016 (fig. 11) shows that there are 
other arts spaces, besides the galleries, whose presence is more in-
tense in the west part of Bushwick/East Williamsburg, but are also 
expanding Eastwards.  

            
9 http://www.bushwickgalleries.com/spaces, accessed 24th march 2017  
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Figure 10. Map of Bushwick galleries. Screenshot of 
http://www.bushwickgalleries.com/spaces  accessed 24th March 2017 

 
Figure 11. Map of artists open studios at the Arts in Bushwick festi-
val/Bushwick Open Studios 2016. Screenshot of 
http://artsinbushwick.org/events/bushwick-open-studios-2016/ accessed 
24th March 2017 
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Summary 
The demographic study has shown the following.  

The total population of Bushwick has increased in the period 
2000-2014. 

The age composition was rather stable between 2000 and 2014, 
but there was a large increase in the share of households without 
children. The share of young adults (18-35 years old) is higher than 
in the average gentrifying neighborhoods. 

The ethnic/racial composition has been changing rapidly. In par-
ticular, there has been a large increase in the share of white resi-
dents. The ethnic and racial composition shows uneven distribution 
in the different Census tracts, with a large increase of white resi-
dents in the north-west part, which also corresponds to the biggest 
loss of Hispanic/Latino population, which instead increased in the 
east/south parts of Bushwick.  

The north-west side of Bushwick also sees an increased educa-
tional level and of income. This is where most of the art-related 
activities are located. The opposite trends are observed in the fur-
ther east side of the neighborhood.  

Finally, the process of gentrification in Bushwick is heavily af-
fected by the one in Williamsburg (west of Bushwick). The data 
show that the gentrification ‘frontier’ coming from Williamsburg 
has in the past 15-10 years creeped into Bushwick, pushing the 
poorer, Hispanic/Latino residents further east from the gentrifying 
hub of Williamsburg and north-west parts of Bushwick. It is possible 
that in a few years’ time this ‘frontier’ will be pushed even further 
east. 
 

Reference 
 
NYC Furman Center. (2016) State of New York City’s Housing and 

Neighborhoods in 2015. Focus on gentrification. New York: 
NYU Furman Center. 
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Appendix III 

Reproduction of the ‘Human Geographies of 
Bushwick’ zine 



150



 151



152



 153





 

Geographica 
Utges av Kulturgeografiska institutionen vid Uppsala universitet. 
Published by the Department of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala 
University. 
 
Nr 1 Melissa Kelly: Onward Migration: the Transnational Trajectories of Iranians 

Leaving Sweden. Sweden, 2013. 
Nr 2 Sara Johansson: Rytmen bor i mina steg: En rytmanalytisk studie om kropp, 

stad och kunskap. Sweden, 2013 
Nr 3 Pepijn Olders: Continuity and Change: Essays on path-dependence in economic 

geography and good food. Sweden, 2013 
Nr 4 Jon Loit: En stad i världsklass – hur och för vem?: En studie om Stockholms 

sociala stadsplanering. Sweden, 2014 
Nr 5 Sofie Joosse: Is it local?: A study about the social production of local and  

regional foods and goods. Sweden, 2014 
Nr 6 Ann Rodenstedt: Living in the calm and safe part of the city: The socio-spatial 

reproduction of upper-middle class neighbourhoods in Malmö, 2014. 
Nr 7 Jasna Seršić: The Craftsmen's Labyrinth and Geographies of Creativity, 2015. 
Nr 8 Magdalena Cedering: Konsekvenser av skolnedläggningar: En studie av barns 

och barnfamiljers vardagsliv i samband med skolnedläggningar i Ydre kommun, 
2016. 

Nr 9 Hele Kiimann: Coastal Livelihoods: A Study of Population and Land-Use in 
Noarootsi, Estonia 1690 to 1940, 2016. 

Nr 10 Mattias Gradén: Storskalig vindkraft i skogen: Om rationell planering och 
lokalt motstånd, 2016. 

Nr 11 John Guy Perrem: Encountering, regulating and resisting different forms of 
children’s and young people’s mobile exclusion in urban public space, 2016. 

Nr 12 Patricia Yocie Hierofani: ”How dare you talk back?!” Spatialised Power 
Practices in the Case of Indonesian Domestic Workers in Malaysia, 2016. 

Nr 13 Kajsa Kramming: Miljökollaps eller hållbar framtid? Hur gymnasieungdomar 
uttrycker sig om miljöfrågor, 2017. 

Nr 14 Chiara Valli: Pushing borders. Cultural workers in the restructuring of post-
industrial cities, 2017. 

 
*** 

 
Serien Geographica utges av Kulturgeografiska institutionen sedan 2013. Den 
ersätter den tidigare serien Geografiska Regionstudier. Nedan följer en lista 
över tidigare publikationer. 
 



 

The series Geographica is published by the Department of Social and  
Economic Geography since 2013. The series was preceded by Geografiska 
Regionstudier. A list of early issues is presented below.  



 

Geografiska regionstudier 
Utgivna av Kulturgeografiska institutionen vid Uppsala universitet 

Nr 1 Uppsala län med omnejd [The County of Uppsala with Environs], 1958: 
Del I Gerd Enequist och Lennart Hartin: Folkmängd, odling och industri [Dis-

tribution of Population, Cultivated Areas and Manufacturing Indus-
tries]. 

Del II Björn Bosæus: Resor till arbete och service. Regionindelning [Travel to Work 
and Service – Regional Division], 1958 

Nr 2  Uppsala län [The County of Uppsala]. Inga Söderman: Jordbruksned-
läggning och storleksrationalisering 1951-1961 [Changes in Number and 
Size of Farms in Uppsala County 1951-1961], 1963. 

Nr 3 Maj Ohre: Förorter i Mälar-Hjälmarområdet [Suburbs in the Mälar-
Hjälmar region], 1966. 

Nr 4 Hans Aldskogius: Studier i Siljanområdets fritidsbebyggelse [Studies in the 
Geography of Vacation House Settlement in the Siljan Region], 1968. 

Nr 5 Maj Ohre-Aldskogius: Folkmängdsförändring och stadstillväxt. En studie av 
stora och medelstora stadsregioner [Population Change and Urban Sprawl – 
A Study of Large and Middle Size City Regions], 1968. 

Nr 6 Hans Aldskogius: Modelling the Evolution of Settlement Patterns – Two 
Studies of Vacation House Settlement, 1969. 

Nr 7 Hans Ländell: Marknad och distrikt. Metodstudier med anknytning till 
företagslokalisering [Market and Market Areas – Some Methods of Ana-
lysing the Location of Economic Activity], 1972. 

Nr 8 Hans Ländell: Analyser av partihandelns lokalisering [Analysis of the 
Location of Wholesale Trade], 1972. 

Nr 9 Sune Berger: Företagsnedläggning – konsekvenser för individ och samhälle 
[Plant Shut-down – Consequences fo Man and Society], 1973. 

Nr 10 Lena Gonäs: Företagsnedläggning och arbetsmarknadspolitik. En studie av 
sysselsättningskriserna vid Oskarshamns varv [Plant Shut-down and Labour 
Market Policy – A Study of the Employment Crises at Oskarshamn’s 
Shipyard], 1974. 

Nr 11 Jan Strinnholm: Varutransporter med flyg. Flygfraktstudier med empirisk 
belysning av flygfrakt i Sverige, utrikeshandel samt flygfrakt över Atlanten 
[Goods Transport by Air – Air Freight Studies Empirically Illustrated 
with Data from Sweden’s Foreign Trade and Air Freight via Arlanda], 
1974. 

Nr 12 Uppsala – Samhällsgeografiska studier [Uppsala – Studies in Social Geo-
graphy], Red: Maj Aldskogius, 1977. 

Nr 13 Jan Öhman: Staden och det varjedagliga utbytet [The City and the Eve-
ryday Exchange], 1982. 



 

Nr 14 Magnus Bohlin: Fritidsboendet i den regionala ekonomin. Vart fritidshusägar-
nas pengar tar vägen [Second Homes in the Regional Economy – Where 
the Cottagers’ Money Goes], 1982 

Nr 15 Kulturgeografiska perspektiv. Forskningsbidrag från Uppsala 1985 [Per-
spectives on Human Geography – Contributions from Uppsala 
1985], Red: Hans Aldskogius, Ragnar Bergling, Sölve Göransson, 
1985. 

Nr 16 Mengistu Woube: Problems of Land Reform Implementation in Rural Ethio-
pia: A Case Study of Dejen and Wolmera Districts, 1986. 

Nr 17 Ali Najib: Migration of Labour and the Transformation of the Economy of the 
Wedinoon Region in Morocco, 1986. 

Nr 18 Roger Andersson: Den svenska urbaniseringen. Kontextualisering av begrepp 
och processer [The Urbanization of Sweden – Contextualization of 
Concepts and Processes], 1987 

Nr 19 Mats Lundmark och Anders Malmberg: Industrilokalisering i Sverige – 
regional och strukturell förändring [Industrial Location in Sweden – Reg-
ional and Structural Change], 1988. 

Nr 20 Gunnel Forsberg: Industriomvandling och könsstruktur. Fallstudier på fyra 
lokala arbetsmarknader [Industrial Change and Gender Structure. Case 
Studies on Four Local Labour Markets], 1989. 

Nr 21 Kjell Haraldsson: Tradition, regional specialisering och industriell utveckling – 
sågverksindustrin i Gävleborgs län [Tradition, Regional Specialization and 
Industrial Development – The Sawmill Industry in the County of 
Gävleborg, Sweden], 1989. 

Nr 22 Naseem Jeryis: Small-Scale Enterprices in Arab Villages – A Case Study 
from the Galilee Region in Israel, 1990. 

Nr 23 Inga Carlman: Blåsningen. Svensk vindkraft 1973-1990 [Gone With the 
Wind – Windpower in Sweden 1973-1990], 1990. 

Nr 24 Bo Malmberg: The Effects of External Ownership – A Study of Linkages 
and Branch Plant Location, 1990. 

Nr 25 Erik Westholm: Mark, människor och moderna skiftesreformer i Dalarna 
[Modern Land Reforms in Dalarna, Sweden], 1992 

Nr 26 Margareta Dahlström: Service Production – Uneven Development and Local 
Solutions in Swedish Child Care, 1993 

Nr 27 Lena Magnusson: Omflyttning på den svenska bostadsmarknaden. En studie 
av vakanskedjemodeller [Residential Mobility on the Swedish Housing 
Market – A Study Using Markov Chain Models], 1994. 

Nr 28 Göran Hallin: Struggle over Strategy – States, Localities and Economic Re-
structuring in Sunderland and Uddevalla, 1995. 

Nr 29 Clas Lindberg: Society and Environment Eroded – A Study of Household 
Poverty and Natural Resource Use in Two Tanzanian Villages, 1996. 

Nr 30 Brita Hermelin: Professional Business Services – Conceptual Framework and a 
Swedish Case Study, 1997. 



 

Nr 31 Aida Aragão-Lagergren: Working Children in the Informal Sector in Mana-
gua, 1997. 

Nr 32 Irene Molina: Stadens rasifiering. Etnisk boendesegregation i folkhemmet 
[Racialization of the City – Ethnic Residential Segregation in the 
Swedish Folkhem], 1997. 

Nr 33 Urban Fransson: Ungdomars hushållsbildning. Processer på en lokal bostads-
marknad [Young People’s Household Formation – Processes within a 
Local Housing Market], 1997. 

Nr 34 Mekonen Tesfahuney: Imag[in]ing the Other[s] – Migration, Racism and the 
Discursive Construction of Migrants, 1998. 

Nr 35 Staffan Larsson: Lokal förankring och global räckvidd. En studie av tekni-
kutveckling i svensk maskinindustri [Local Embeddedness and Global 
Reach – A Study of Technological Development in the Swedish ma-
chinery Industry], 1998. 

Nr 36 Andreas Sandberg: Integrationens arenor. En studie av flyktingmottagande, 
arbete, boende, förenings- och församlingsliv i tre kommuner [Arenas of Integ-
ration – A Study of Refugee Policy, Employment, Housing, and Soci-
al and Community Affiliations in Three Swedish Municipalities], 
1998. 

Nr 37 Malin Almstedt: En plats i planeringen. En studie av områden av riksintresse 
för det rörliga friluftslivet [A Place in Planning – A Study of Areas of 
National Importance for Outdoor Recreation], 1998. 

Nr 38 Anna-Karin Berglund: Lokala utvecklingsgrupper på landsbygden. Analys av 
några lokala utvecklingsgrupper i termer av platsrelaterad gemenskap, platsrelate-
rad social rörelse och systemintegrerad lokal organisation [Local Development 
Groups in the Countryside of Sweden – Place-Related Communality, 
Place-Related Social Movement, System-Integrated Local Organisat-
ion], 1998. 

Nr 39 Marie Nordfeldt: Hemlöshet i välfärdsstaden. En studie av relationerna mel-
lan socialtjänst och frivilliga organisationer i Stockholm och Göteborg [Home-
lessness in Swedish Welfare Cities – A Case Study of Local Govern-
ment and Voluntary Sector Relations in Stockholm and Göteborg], 
1999. 

Nr 40 Susanne Johansson: Genusstrukturer och lokala välfärdsmodeller. Fyra 
kommuner möter omvandlingen av den offentliga sektorn [Gender Structures 
and Local Welfare Models – Four Municipalities Confront the Trans-
formation of the Public Sector], 2000. 

Nr 41 Jan Amcoff: Samtida bosättning på svensk landsbygd [Contemporary Sett-
ling in the Swedish Countryside], 2000. 

Nr 42 Susanne Stenbacka: Landsbygdsboende i inflyttarnas perspektiv. Intention och 
handling i lokalsamhället [Countryside Living From the Perspectives of 
Newcomers – Intentions and Actions in the Local Community], 
2001. 



 

Nr 43 Karin Tillberg: Barnfamiljers dagliga fritidsresor i bilsamhället – ett tidspussel 
med geografiska och könsmässiga variationer [Daily Leasure Trips of Fami-
lies with Children in a Car-Based Society – A Time Puzzle Involving 
Geographical and Gender Differences], 2001. 

Nr 44 Eva Andersson: Från Sorgedalen till Glädjehöjden – omgivningens betydelse 
för socioekonomisk karriär [From the Vally of Sadness to the Hill of 
Happiness – The Significance of Surroundings for Socio-Economic 
Career], 2001. 

Nr 45 Katarina Mattsson: [O]likhetens geografier – Marknaden, forskningen och de 
Andra [Spaces of [Dis]Similarity – The Market, Science and the Oth-
ers], 2001. 

Nr 46 Kristina Zampoukos: IT, planeringen och kommunerna [Information 
technology and Municipal Planning in Sweden], 2002. 

Nr 47 Daniel Hallencreutz: Populärmusik, kluster och industriell konkurrenskraft 
– En ekonomisk-geografisk studie av svensk musikindustri [Popular Music, 
Clusters, and Industrial Competitiveness – Economic-Geographical 
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