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Preface to the 2025 Edition

It is winter 2024. From the desk in my apartment in Queens, I can see the East River, and beyond it the Manhattan skyline—the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the newer super-tall skyscrapers at the base of Central Park where oligarchs have purchased apartments for tens or hundreds of millions of dollars. If Manhattan’s buildings were transparent, from my desk I would be able to see where my parents live, all the way on the borough’s West Side. It is a straight shot west from my current place. And it is strange to think that I have spent the vast majority of my thirty-six years within these five miles. It is something that increasingly feels like a luxury, a feat, or both.

A few weeks ago, my mom turned seventy-five. My parents held a party for all their friends—many of whom I hadn’t seen since childhood—in their apartment in the West Village, the same apartment I grew up in, the same apartment they’ve owned for over forty years. They bought it for $90,000. The party was a blast—old-school New Yorkers with thick accents and crazy stories getting drunk, catching up, talking politics, doing a bit of dancing (which was very little dancing, but more than I’ve ever seen a bunch of septuagenarian psychoanalysts do).

In attendance were two of my three godfathers (my father, the hippie that he was and is, wanted me to have a diverse assortment of godfathers—Black and intellectual, gay and fun, white and bald). I’d spent much of my childhood in the apartments of the people who were there that night. Hanging with their kids, being babysat.

When it was time to give my toast, I teared up. Yes, about my mom, and my immediate family in general, but also about everyone there that night. This was such a specific community—artsy, weird, diverse, cosmopolitan. It was the only kind of community I could imagine being raised in. The tears partially were about how rare this all felt. This hodgepodge of weirdos could come together and stay together only at a very specific moment in New York’s history. I am more worried than ever that this—this thing that makes my life feel worth living, this thing that made me who I am—will vanish one day soon. In many ways, it already has.

It has been over ten years since I first began the research for what would become How to Kill a City. Today, I feel both more pessimistic about the world and more hopeful about the world than I did back then.

Pessimistic because ten years ago it felt as if we might be able to change things at a political level. Gentrification still felt like a force that could be withstood. If we just protested and pressured politicians enough, if we just organized a bit more, got closer to our neighbors, then we could reverse course and kick the corporations and capital flowing into cities out, or at least restrain them enough so that they did not become ruinous.

Now, gentrification is so total that the word itself feels almost quaint. Remember hipsters and IPAs and those silly mustaches? We’ve moved far beyond that. A tidal wave of money has washed over New York and so many other cities, pushing countless people out of their hometowns, or into financial ruin, or into homelessness. The entire city, the entire country—much of the world—is in a housing crisis.

And that housing crisis is deeply intertwined with all the other crises we’re facing: the vast inequality between the rich and poor, the police and surveillance states, the repression of protest, global warming. They’re all part and parcel of a world dictated nearly completely by the desires of the super-rich.

When I first wrote How to Kill a City, gentrification was seen as a new phenomenon. People not only talked about the gentrification of cities, but began to talk about the gentrification of everything—hip-hop, activism, even shopping at thrift stores. Gentrification became a term to describe the perceived takeover of something that people thought should be reserved for the poor and middle classes by those with more money. And while the fancification of various aspects of society is very real, calling it gentrification in a way cheapens the word. Because gentrification is not a small cultural phenomenon—it is the urban manifestation of the incredible violence of late capitalism. Cities haven’t been fancified in the same way that, say, thrift stores have become “vintage shops.” Cities have been used as tools by the super-rich to steal capital from poor people and transfer it to themselves. And that helps almost no one.

So why also hopeful? Because feeling hopeless has its way of clarifying things. It forces you to prioritize. That’s part of the reason I cried at my mom’s birthday—because that night was a perfect distillation of what we should be fighting for. I felt ensconced; I felt held. As the world grows less stable, our grasp on our communities more tenuous, I’ve become hyperfocused on building more of that in my life, that feeling of togetherness and community, so that no matter what terror we face, we at least know we have each other.

If that’s not worth fighting for, then what is?

Community, love for your neighbors and your friends, feeling like you’re part of a family—we think of these things as abstractions, not material realities. But community requires stability, and stability is in increasingly short supply. That’s why New York, where the average rent is just below $4,000 a month, is becoming a city of young transients who move apartments every few years. Many families are being pushed out completely. The number of people under eighteen living in New York decreased by 10 percent between 2000 and 2020. Washington Heights, a once-affordable and family-friendly neighborhood at the upper tip of Manhattan, lost nearly 50 percent of its residents under the age of eighteen between 2000 and 2020.

And while New York may have been at the leading edge of gentrification, housing crisis is now the norm across the United States—between 2001 and 2022, the median rent nationwide increased by 21 percent, while the median household income increased by only 2 percent. Half of all renters in the United States pay rents above what they can afford. Meanwhile, corporations have snapped up more and more of the housing market each year, so that by 2022 nearly a quarter of all single-family home purchases were completed at the behest of investors.

The situation is bleak. But no statistic about rent increases can fully express how deeply our society has been affected by our housing crisis. How is someone supposed to raise a family, how is someone supposed to help build community, if their life is constantly in flux and under immense pressure? How is someone supposed to do any of these things while working sixty hours a week? Or doing gig work—Uber driving and DoorDashing in every free moment—in order to pay the rent?

That’s why that night at my mom’s house felt like a luxury: it is increasingly rare to have the time and energy and stability to build that kind of community. And, I think, now we’re seeing the horrible consequences of this, of turning basic human needs—not just housing, but community and togetherness—into an experience only the most privileged of us can afford.

In the last few decades, life in the United States has worsened no matter how you measure it. Between 1999 and 2020, drug overdoses surged by 450 percent. Suicide rates are near all-time highs. Around 60 percent of Americans are considered lonely. All of us are spending less time with friends and family than we did a decade or two ago, but for Gen Z, the trend is particularly pronounced—in 2003, young people spent an average of over two hours a day with friends, but by 2021, that was down to forty minutes. Of course, the pandemic exacerbated it, but the trend started long before.

Society seems to be fraying at the seams, and people seem willing to blame anything (trans people, women not getting married or having babies, immigrants) but the obvious culprit—our economic system, which forces us to work longer and longer hours for stagnant pay, and then forces us to hand over an ever-increasing portion of the money we earn to keep a roof over our heads.

Our suicide crisis is our housing crisis. Our overdose crisis is our housing crisis. Our societal crisis is our housing crisis.

Which is not to say housing is the only reason for our precipitous societal decline. Drug overdoses, loneliness, depression—there are myriad factors that go into making a person unwell and unstable enough to get them to these points of desperation. Rather, it’s to say that all these things are interrelated and inseparable from one another. Housing is in crisis for the same reason the top 1 percent of the richest Americans are collectively wealthier than the bottom 99 percent; for the same reason the price of eggs has doubled since 2010; for the same reason we spend trillions on health care each year for worsening health outcomes—because capitalism has become increasingly unrestrained, its winners ever more wealthy, and the vast majority of everyone else ever more burdened.

There may not be a one-to-one link between increased housing costs and drug use, but if someone can barely afford to live, if their family is pushed out of their hometown, if they have little respite from work, where else can people turn for solace? That is what has become most clear to me in the last ten years: that gentrification and housing are not some kind of isolated, wonky, policy-based struggle, but parts of the same struggle against everything else making life miserable these days—the struggle against our corporate ruling class.

When I first wrote How to Kill a City, gentrification was still seen as a largely bottom-up process: monied white people moving from the suburbs into cities and displacing poorer residents, who were often people of color. Those richer and whiter residents would then make neighborhoods more attractive to investment from corporations, and housing costs would go up. Ten years ago I wrote that this wasn’t exactly true—that a combination of historical disinvestment in Black and Latino communities, historical overinvestment in white suburban communities, and pro-corporate land use strategies had much more to do with gentrification than the proverbial mustachioed hipster deciding to move into a loft in downtown New Orleans or Detroit or wherever.

Today, the truth of gentrification—that it is not bottom-up, but top-down; that it is a process of mass displacement purposely instituted by the rich to make them more money—is more obvious than ever. Ten years ago it could be argued that gentrification had many beneficiaries—white former suburbanites who could swoop into cities and snatch up cheap land, for example. But today I’d argue that nearly all of us, regardless of race and class, are being sent into crisis by our capitalist housing market.

While of course populations that have been systemically disinvested in and oppressed still bear the worst outcomes of our unequal housing system, today it is hard to find a family that has not been affected by the rising costs of housing. Homelessness is rising in urban areas, in the suburbs, in rural areas. Rents and home prices are rising everywhere too. This is no longer a matter of cities versus the suburbs, of renters versus homeowners, of the poor and working class versus the middle class; it is a matter of nearly all of us being systemically tyrannized by an oligarchic system of capitalism that helps only those with enough money to rig that system in their favor.

When How to Kill a City came out in 2017, I gave a talk with the tenant organizer and journalist Tracy Jeanne Rosenthal in Los Angeles. Since then, Rosenthal has helped organize several tenants unions and rent strikes. And they’ve published a book along with their fellow L.A. Tenants Union organizer Leonardo Vilchis, the title of which gets to the heart of the radicalism needed to challenge our current crisis: Abolish Rent. In it, the authors write:


The tenant struggle is a land struggle. It is a struggle for collective sovereignty over the use of our resources and the places we inhabit. The question of managing and governing land sits at the heart of capitalist property relations. How should we divvy up the parcels of our spinning planet, which floats miraculously in space? Whose needs and desires should determine who has access to that limited resource? What is the system that governs how those questions are answered? The actions of tenants already in struggle insist that the solution to our current crisis will not arrive just by building new, publicly owned buildings, but by building power to take back and control public space and the private housing we live in now.



In other words, the tenant struggle is a collective decision for how we treat our land, how we treat each other, how we make our lives on this earth.

Abolish Rent is part treatise and part manual for how to fight against the system set up to exploit us all; the system that has removed our collective decision-making powers. The book is worth a read for anyone affected by our housing crisis (which is, essentially, everyone). If How to Kill a City answered the questions of how and why our property relations, our cities, our communities became so tenuous and so unequal, Abolish Rent answers the question of what to do about it. The answer, in short: not by piecemeal reform or peaceful protest to convince politicians of our lives’ worth, but by radical action and organizing, together.

There is no system to have faith in anymore; we can only have faith in each other.

I think what is hard about convincing people of this—that we have the power and agency to transform housing, and thus neighborhoods and cities and countries, and thus the world—is that we’ve grown so accustomed to crisis in our day-to-day lives. I hardly ever hear the word gentrification anymore, a marked change from ten years ago. It’s because back then, people realized how rapidly things were shifting, how rapidly our living conditions and communities were deteriorating. Gentrification was a sign of something new and scary. When a new coffee shop or bar opened in a historically poor neighborhood, it signaled the influx of the first or second or third wave of capital that was here to price you out. New York Times trend pieces would be written. Sometimes there’d even be protests. Today we take for granted that this is the world, no matter what city we live in, no matter what party is in office. Capital controls all. High rents and constant work and evictions and homelessness and frequent moving between apartments and cities is just how life works now.

To paraphrase the theorist Mark Fisher (who in turn was paraphrasing Fredric Jameson): it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism. And perhaps that is part of the reason things feel so bad right now—it’s not just the material conditions of our overlapping crises of housing and politics and economics, it’s that all of these things are making it harder to even envision an alternative.

Capital has taken over not only our cities but also our dreams of what our cities and communities can be.

And so, as you read How to Kill a City at this particularly dire moment in human history, I hope you have that in mind—that the thing capital is trying to kill is not just your block or your neighborhood or your community, but your own sense of what is possible. When I feel this way, when I feel like it is all hopeless, I think back to moments like my mom’s birthday. Moments when I feel ensconced in love and brotherhood. These moments give me strength and warmth like a campfire in an endless snow. They are memories that transform into oases on the horizon we can keep trudging toward, knowing that there is not only so much to fight against, but also so much to fight for.

P.E. Moskowitz

New York City, 2025







Introduction

When I returned to New York from college, I found myself belonging to two groups of people: the gentrified and the gentrifiers. I’d grown up in the West Village, just a few blocks from where journalist and activist Jane Jacobs wrote her pro-urban treatise The Death and Life of Great American Cities in 1961. Jacobs’s book was a 400-page meditation on what made the Village great—its small, varied streetscapes; its diversity of profession, class, and race; its inherent eclecticism. Jacobs argued that every other city in the United States should try to emulate its success by encouraging the creation of small shops over big ones, small streets over grand avenues, and varying sizes of apartment buildings and town houses over huge complexes.

But when I came back from college, the Village looked a lot different from the egalitarian wonderland described by Jacobs. The Chinese restaurant my family would order from at least once a week had closed to make way for a Capital One bank. My favorite pizza place had become a high-end grocery store. The video store where my brother worked in high school had turned into an upscale clothier that seemed to only sell a few really expensive items at a time (that store then closed; it was followed by a store that seems to only sell a few children’s toys at a time, all made out of wood). The queer scene on Christopher Street, just a few blocks from my parents’ house and once one of the most famous gay streets in America, had been priced out and policed into blandness. The middle-income housing on the surrounding blocks had been converted into market-rate condos. Bleecker Street, once filled with antique stores, had been overtaken by chains such as Marc Jacobs, Michael Kors, and Coach.

Now, in place of buildings that reminded me of my childhood, stood beacons of wealth unprecedented in the neighborhood. Three glass buildings designed by “starchitect” Richard Meier, taller than anything around them, had sprung up a block from my parents’ house. And right across the street from my old house, a former artist’s loft and garage had been topped with pink stucco condos and rechristened “Palazzo Chupi.” When the building opened for sales in 2008, apartments sold for upward of $25 million.

My parents’ building was different too. Every month, another apartment seemed to start renovation. Playwrights, artists, and midlevel professionals were moving out, replaced with bankers and businesspeople who were hostile to the old set of residents. People no longer held the front door for each other. People no longer said hi on the elevator. I no longer recognized our neighbors. I started giving stern looks to everyone I passed in my building. The sense of community that had made the West Village feel like home for me and my parents—and that had inspired Jane Jacobs over fifty years earlier—was gone.

What had happened between 1961 and now? Or even between the 1980s, when my parents first moved to the neighborhood, and now? The Village Jacobs wrote about is all but gone, and a new one that looks like a funhouse version of its former self has replaced it. A lot of the people are gone too, forced out because they could no longer afford sky-high rents. An average one-bedroom in the West Village now rents for about $4,000 a month. If you walk down the quiet, tree-lined blocks of the West Village on a weekday, you’re bound to see several construction crews gutting former multifamily homes and turning them into mega-mansions. In September 2014, a Texas oil heiress sold a 12,000-square-foot “fortress-like” townhome to an unidentified buyer for $42.5 million just blocks from Jacobs’s former home. Jacobs’s small town house now houses a real estate office. The Village is less racially diverse today too—about 90 percent of its residents are white. The only area consistently less diverse in Manhattan is the Upper East Side.

New Yorkers tend to complain about changes in neighborhoods such as the Village by focusing on the fact that they are no longer “cool” parts of town. But to Jacobs, places like the Village weren’t just cool; they proved that cities could be run with little government intervention and could foster equality without much help. According to Jacobs, the small shops, cheap rent that attracted artists and writers, varied street lengths, and mixed-use zoning policies not only made for interesting people-watching but also made a neighborhood work as a closed system. The shopkeepers weren’t only business owners, they were an unpaid police force, watching out for crime and making sure kids walking alone to school got there safely; a pedestrian-friendly block not only meant a good place to walk, it meant the creation of a place where strangers could interact and come up with new ideas and new destinies for each other; a variety of types of buildings, from new luxury apartments to old tenements, meant that a diverse group of people could afford to live in one neighborhood and not be segregated by income and race.

If the neighborhood once heralded as the best example of a place that fosters diversity and equality could become one of the most expensive neighborhoods in the United States and one of the least diverse in New York, what does that say about the future of American cities? And what happened to the people who were left out of the new and rarefied West Village?

When I decided to move back to New York, I knew the West Village would be too expensive, so I began looking elsewhere. I soon realized that even studio apartments in Manhattan were unaffordable for a young journalist, so I looked in the outer boroughs. For a year I lived with my boyfriend in Astoria, Queens, then in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, then at the border of Williamsburg and Bushwick.

In each place I could tell something similar was going on, only now I was on the other side of it. There seemed to be two worlds living on top of each other—a set of stores, bars, and restaurants visited by me and my friends, and a set visited by the residents there before us. When I saw the scowls on my new neighbors’ faces, I imagined that they felt the same way about us as my parents and I did about the new faces in the West Village.

At first this process seemed so new and so odd that I couldn’t tell what was happening. Things were changing. Things were tense. But they seemed indescribable. White friends moving deeper and deeper into Brooklyn seemed to be less and less comfortable with their decisions, but still unable to prevent themselves from making them. I knew what was happening to New York was part of something immense—you could see how huge it was just by looking at any given block from year to year. Yet there wasn’t really a language to describe it. And then this word started being tossed around in news articles, in Facebook rants, at bars where my old friends and I would complain about the new New York: gentrification.

By the early 2010s nearly everyone had heard of the term, and nearly no one had a precise definition, but it nonetheless adequately described what was happening: the displacement, the loss of culture, the influx of wealth and whiteness into New York’s neighborhoods. The images I saw and stories I heard both first- and secondhand started to form a coherent picture: friends moving out of the city and heading to Austin or Philly or Los Angeles, shuttered bodegas and laundromats in every neighborhood, the new banks that replaced them, the new neighbors, and the Kickstarter campaigns by people seeking the assistance of housing lawyers and a little help with rent were all part of the phenomenon described by the word.

I was in some ways a victim of the process, priced out of the neighborhood I grew up in, but I also knew I was relatively privileged, and a walk through Bushwick or Bed-Stuy confirmed that—seeing the old, dilapidated apartment buildings under renovation, with windows boarded up and signs out front proclaiming the building’s new owners, on block after block. I knew people were being kicked out. It became clear that for most poor New Yorkers, gentrification wasn’t about some ethereal change in neighborhood character. It was about mass evictions, about violence, about the decimation of decades-old cultures.

But the reporting I’d seen on gentrification focused on the new things happening in these neighborhoods—the high-end pizza joints and coffee shops, the hipsters, the fashion trends. In some ways that made sense: it’s hard to report on a void, on something that’s now missing. It’s much easier to report on the new than on the displaced. But at the end of the day, that’s what gentrification is: a void in a neighborhood, in a city, in a culture. In that way, gentrification is a trauma, one caused by the influx of massive amounts of capital into a city and the consequent destruction following in its wake.

If I was going to be complicit in this process, I wanted to know what was really going on.
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When you consider the scope of the problem, it becomes clear that gentrification is not a fad or a trend. Hipsters and yuppies have more buying power than the neighbors they often displace, but individual actors cannot control housing markets and remake cities on their own. The graphic designer with a penchant for organic coffee who lives in Brooklyn is not conspiring with the multimedia artist from San Francisco who loves kombucha. Gentrification cannot be fully explained by developers either: while they might have similar interests, the part-time house flipper who owns five houses in New Orleans and the condo owner in Detroit do not coordinate policy with each other. There’s a losing side and a winning side in gentrification, but both sides are playing the same game, though they are not its designers. It’s not a coincidence that cities with disparate economies, demographics, and geographies—Nashville and Miami, Portland and Louisville, Austin and Cleveland, Philadelphia and Los Angeles—are all simultaneously undergoing the same process.

Gentrification is not about individual acts; it’s about systemic violence based on decades of racist housing policy in the United States that has denied people of color, especially Black people, access to the same kinds of housing, and therefore the same levels of wealth, as white Americans. Gentrification cannot happen without this deeply rooted inequality; if we were all equal, there could be no gentrifier and no gentrified, no perpetrator or victim. Gentrification is also the inevitable result of a political system focused more on the creation and expansion of business opportunity than on the well-being of its citizens (what I refer to as neoliberalism). With little federal funding for housing, transportation, or anything else, American cities are now forced to rely completely on their tax base to pay for basic services, and the richer a city’s tax base, the easier those services are to fund. That can mean attracting the wealthy to cities, actively pushing out the poor (who are a drain on taxes), or both. The latter seems to be the preferred one in most cities these days.

Different cities gentrify in different ways, but they are nonetheless taking part in the same process. And that process is so predictable that back in 1979 MIT urban studies professor Phillip Clay laid out the distinct stages of gentrification. First, a few “pioneering” gentrifiers move into a neighborhood, followed by a rush of more gentrifiers. Then corporations such as real estate companies and chain retail stores, seeing an opportunity to profit from the arrival of the pioneers, become the main actors in a neighborhood. It’s not that corporations are necessarily conspiring to overpower the pioneers, but because corporate buying power is so much greater than that of individuals, gentrification inevitably leads to corporate control of neighborhoods. Finally, in Clay’s stages, the process becomes completely top-down, wherein the only entities powerful enough to change and hypergentrify an already gentrified landscape are corporations and their political allies. I’d also add that there’s a precursor to all of these stages in which a municipality opens itself up to gentrification through zoning, tax breaks, and branding power. This preparatory phase is rarely seen or talked about because it happens so long before most people witness gentrification in action, but this stage is crucial to understanding gentrification.

In New Orleans, Stage 0 was Hurricane Katrina. The city used the opportunity presented by the storm’s destruction of poor and African American neighborhoods to attract white people and investment. Gentrification in New Orleans was happening before Katrina, but the storm kicked it into high gear. Between 2000 and 2010, the Black population in the city’s “hippest” neighborhood, Bywater, declined by 64 percent; it’s hard to know exactly how much of this shift happened after Katrina hit the city in 2005, because there’s no census data from right before the storm, but most experts agree the majority of the population shift happened after Katrina. Given that New Orleans has had more than a decade to see the effects of that shift, it’s a good place to start exploring gentrification: the disaster and its aftermath allow you to see the entire process from start to finish.

In Detroit, Stage 0 was the city’s declaration of bankruptcy in 2013, which enabled it to find other ways to profit in the wake of declining industry. Detroit cut services to the poor while spending billions to attract gentrifiers. One might not think gentrification would be an issue in a city that once housed about two and a half times as many people as it does now, but in Detroit it has taken a unique form of concurrent prioritizing and deprioritizing: the city’s downtown, Midtown, and Corktown neighborhoods have all experienced economic resurgence thanks to corporations pouring billions into infrastructure and real estate projects, but the rest of the city is crumbling. Rents in these three areas have increased by up to 10 percent a year, and some buildings are asking $2 a square foot for rentals, about 60 percent higher than what most apartments rented for just a few years ago.

Most people put the start of New York City’s gentrification, its phase 0, in the 1970s or 1980s, when the city nearly went bankrupt thanks to a declining industrial sector and “white flight.” But in fact, New York’s policy makers have for nearly a hundred years been planting the seeds for a rich, real estate–focused, anti-industrial city. In a sense, this means New York’s leaders were better planners: they were able to foresee the realities of a new, consumption-based US urban economy years before most, and so they made sure New York was first in line to benefit from it by making way for financial and real estate capital. They did so by gutting the city’s older industries, which kept its poor and middle-class residents employed and adequately housed. Though the foresight of New York’s planners presented an opportunity to design the city more equitably, that was never part of their mission. They were backed by financial institutions and real estate capital, and so their explicit goal was to inflate their backers’ bank accounts. New York’s decades-long gentrification history also means we can see its worst effects here: rents have risen out of reach of everyone but the wealthiest.

San Francisco is an outlier—it did not experience an economic crash that became an excuse to reorient policy to the same extent that the other three cities did, nor did it have much in the way of an industrial economy that needed to be gutted in order for it to be filled in with a bourgeois consumption-based economy. Instead, a surging tech industry pushed its way into the city (with help from its government) and rapidly transformed everything around it. Because this gold rush economy forced San Francisco to gentrify so rapidly and completely, the Bay Area is maybe the best place to peek into the future of the gentrified economy and find out what happens when the poor have literally nowhere to live in a city. The answer, as the Bay Area shows, is that they move to the suburbs, where they are underserved by jobs, transit, and community services. Across the United States, but especially in megalopolises such as the New York region and the Bay Area, the suburbs are booming with the displaced. The poverty rate in the suburbs, which for decades rose at a rate similar to poverty in cities, began quickly surpassing urban poverty after the year 2000.

Gentrification is the most transformative urban phenomenon of the last half century, yet we talk about it nearly always on the level of minutiae. Every week there’s a new slew of articles about the “next Brooklyn” or the “next Williamsburg.” The word hipster has become a kind of shorthand to describe the rapid changes many cities are experiencing. “The Hipsterfication of America,” went one National Public Radio headline from 2011. “Brooklyn: The Brand” was the title of an article in the New York Times’s T Magazine detailing the “Brooklynizing” of the world. The New York Times came to rely so heavily on this Brooklynization-of-the-world narrative that its stylebook editor, Philip B. Corbett, chastised its newsroom for the overuse of the word hipster in 2010 and its overzealous comparisons of everyplace to Brooklyn in 2014.

The hipster narrative about gentrification isn’t necessarily inaccurate—young people are indeed moving to cities and opening craft breweries and wearing tight clothing—but it is misleading in its myopia. Someone who learned about gentrification solely through newspaper articles might come away believing that gentrification is just the culmination of several hundred thousand people’s individual wills to open coffee shops and cute boutiques, grow mustaches and buy records. But those are the signs of gentrification, not its causes.

As geographer Neil Smith wrote in his landmark book on the topic, The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City, “If cultural choice and consumer preference really explain gentrification, this amounts either to the hypothesis that individual preferences change in unison not only nationally but internationally—a bleak view of human nature and cultural individuality—or that the overriding constraints are strong enough to obliterate the individuality implied in consumer preference. If the latter is the case, the concept of consumer preference is at best contradictory.” In other words, gentrification is not a fluke or an accident. Gentrification is a system that places the needs of capital (both in terms of city budget and in terms of real estate profits) above the needs of people.

We talk about gentrification at the interpersonal level because that’s how we see it in our daily lives—rents mysteriously rise, an art gallery opens one day, then hipsters follow. But in every gentrifying city there are always events, usually hidden from public view, that precede these street-level changes. The policies that cause cities to gentrify are crafted in the offices of real estate moguls and in the halls of city government. The coffee shop is the tip of the iceberg.

If we want to have any hope of fixing this process—of ensuring that as our cities change, low-income people can stay; that the people who built our cities aren’t relegated to its outskirts, pushed to communities where community is hard to come by and basic services are lacking—we have to understand what’s actually going on.

I’ve chosen to write about the four cities in this book—New Orleans, Detroit, San Francisco, and New York—because each provides an important counterpoint to the media’s narrative of gentrification as the product of cultural and consumer choice. In all four, specific policies were put in place that allowed the cities to become more favorable to the accumulation of capital and less favorable to the poor. New Orleans, Detroit, San Francisco, and New York gentrified not because of the wishes of a million gentrifiers but because of the wishes of just a few hundred public intellectuals, politicians, planners, and heads of corporations. By identifying these players, their policies, and their effects, I hope to make clear that gentrification is not inevitable, that it is perhaps even stoppable, or at the very least manageable.

When we think of gentrification as some mysterious process, we accept its consequences: the displacement of countless thousands of families, the destruction of cultures, the decreased affordability of life for everyone. I hope this book is a counterweight to hopelessness about the future of urban America that enables readers to see cities are shaped by powerful interests, and that if we identify those interests, we can begin to reshape cities in our own design.
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