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Introduction: The Bruise of the Lower East Side 

New York, I love you but you're bringing me down 
New York, I love you but you're bringing me down 

 
Like a rat in a cage, pulling minimum wage 

 
New York, I love you but you're bringing me down 

 
New York, you're safer and you're wasting my time 

Our records all show you are filthy but fine 
But they shuttered your stores when you opened the doors 
To the cops who were bored once they'd run out of crime 

 
New York, you're perfect don't, please, don't change a thing 

Your mild billionaire mayor's now convinced he's a king 
And so the boring collect, I mean all disrespect 

In the neighborhood bars I'd once dreamt I would drink 
 

New York, I love you but you're freaking me out 
 

There's a ton of the twist but we're fresh out of shout 
Like a death in the hall that you hear through your wall 

 
New York, I love you but you're freaking me out 

New York, I love you but you're bringing me down 
New York, I love you but you're bringing me down 

 
- LCD Soundsystem, Sound of Silver, (2007) 

 

* * * 

 In 2005, the bruise of New York City’s Lower East Side was complete. Bernard 

Tschumi’s BLUE condominium at 105 Norfolk Street, with its black and blue glass 

windows, hovered several stories above the historic working-class neighborhood. Its 

jagged and asymmetrical edges became known as the “bruise” to some local residents 

who saw the condominium as a physical and mental wound inflicted on their community. 

Today, the bruise of the Lower East Side has become one of the most obvious symbols of 

the physical and cultural hemorrhaging of the neighborhood since the events of 9/11.  
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Residents label these recent changes as “gentrification” and can readily point to 

the signs, such as the proliferation of upscale bars and boutiques beyond the price range 

of residents, the demolition and redevelopment of historic tenements into condominiums 

and hotels, the influx of Caucasians in a primarily low-income minority neighborhood, 

personal experiences and stories of friends facing displacement and landlord harassment. 

Scholars, journalists, and residents have told and retold the same story of déjà vu 

gentrification. For the past few decades, gentrification and the Lower East Side are two 

words that have often been uttered together in the same breath. How does this moment of 

gentrification differ from the moments of the past? Or is this simply déjà vu? While 

residents believe that the recent changes were gradual and may have started in the late 

1970s, many also perceive that these changes have accelerated particularly in the post-

9/11 era. The purpose of this study is two-fold: first, to examine this contemporary 

moment in the neighborhood and offer perspectives as to whether these changes represent 

a new phenomenon or belong to prior trends, and second, to evaluate the prospects for the 

community mobilization of residents to address these changes in their neighborhood.  

In order to discuss gentrification, it is first necessary to offer a definition and 

framework for examining the process. Ruth Glass (1964) offered her seminal definition 

of gentrification as the process by which the middle classes “invade” the working class 

quarters of London to rehabilitate the Victorian housing stock, resulting in the 

displacement of the original working-class residents and changing the social character of 

the neighborhood (pp. xviii-xix). The ensuing debate in the past few decades continued to 

modify this definition, seek explanations for its causes, and question its consequences. 

This study follows Beauregard’s view that gentrification is a chaotic and complex process 
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that cannot be deduced into a single ideal process (Beauregard, 1986, p. 37). In 

discussing gentrification, one cannot assume that gentrification occurs due to preferences 

of the “gentry”, or the production of “gentrifiable” housing stock, or the existence of a 

“gentrifiable” population of indigenous residents. As Beauregard explains, one must 

account for multiple gentrification processes—or the possibilities that various factors of 

gentrification will converge and unfold in multiple ways in different places (1985, p. 53).  

No single actor or condition has the ability to determine gentrification, and neither is the 

absence of any factor a guarantee that gentrification will not occur in a neighborhood. 

Essentially, gentrification emerges as a chaotic and unpredictable process. This is 

readily apparent in the Lower East Side and Chinatown where ideal type definitions of 

gentrification are tenuous. Many assumptions about gentrification simply fall apart. The 

rent gap theory asserts that the movement of capital directs the path of gentrification 

towards areas with the greatest rent gap between current land value and its potential 

value. However, the greatest rent gap occurs in the public housing projects by the East 

River—which could easily be worth many times its value for the location and waterfront 

views—but this area was not the first to gentrify (Smith, 1986, p. 209). Furthermore, the 

new gentry—those who live in the new luxury condominiums—do not necessarily belong 

to the same social class as the developers who have invested in the demolition or 

rehabilitation of the older housing stock.  The indigenous residents— far from 

conforming to a uniform racial/ethnic identity— defy the notion that gentrification occurs 

solely when affluent white professionals move into low-income black neighborhoods. In 

Chinatown, new condominium developments such as Hester Gardens are advertised in 
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Chinese language newspapers for the middle-class Chinese. Thus, multiple layers of class 

disrupt assumptions of racial and ethnic uniformity and the ideal type of gentrification. 

The complexity of the gentrification in the Lower East Side and Chinatown stems 

from the existence of multiple variables acting on several levels to enact gentrification. 

Beauregard offers a source for these possibilities as emerging from within the structure of 

advanced capitalism (1986, p. 54). However, he has neglected to discuss at length that the 

state is a necessary agent of gentrification to orchestrate the entire process. He writes: 

 
The local government often plays a more active and direct role in the 
gentrification process. It stands to benefit directly from the dislocation of lower-
class groups which burden it through social programs, and from their replacement 
by middle-class consumers whose income will circulate in the local economy and 
whose investments will enhance the tax base. (1986, p. 51) 
 
[…] The local government and the various tax provisions of the federal 
government, however, are not determinant, and their actions may not even be 
necessary. (1986, p. 52) 
 
 
This study disagrees with Beauregard in that the state has played an essential role 

in facilitating and justifying the gentrification of the Lower East Side and Chinatown. 

The seemingly disparate variables of gentrification have had the opportunity to interact 

with one another and converge into a process of gentrification precisely because the state 

has stepped in to coordinate these possibilities of gentrification in the neighborhood. 

While these actions may not act as determinants of gentrification, they are completely 

necessary. The state’s various responses—either of encouragement, suppression, or 

negligence— have all affected the gentrification of the neighborhood in direct outcomes 

and also the possibilities of resistance. Therefore, a discussion of gentrification in the 

Lower East Side is closely tied to a discussion about the extent of state participation. 
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The three frameworks presented in this study represent the seemingly disparate 

variables of gentrification that have contributed to the transformation of the Lower East 

Side and Chinatown as a new site of contestation. They represent state-led interventions 

that continue and intensify efforts from the 1990s. Therefore, the contemporary moment 

in the neighborhood can only be viewed as a continuation of prior trends. At the same 

time, the post-9/11 era also introduces a new moment. While gentrification has long 

coexisted uncomfortably with the Lower East Side, the tourist and development-oriented 

gentrification in the 1990s have had time to unfold and imprint itself firmly in this 

generation’s residents. This has become most visible in the prospects for community 

mobilization in the post 9/11 era. Amnesia of “memory”, class fragmentation, and the 

criminalization of the city have affected the neighborhood for the past decade, thus laying 

the foundation for this current moment. What is significantly different about the post-

9/11 era is subtler and less obvious than dramatic physical changes. Concurrent with the 

increasing role of state intervention, the possibilities of resistance are in fact shrinking. 

Through the examination of three frameworks of gentrification, this study 

proposes that the common thread of state-led interventions has weakened the ability of 

residents to respond effectively to perceived threats in their neighborhood. Whether it is a 

dominant narrative of public memory that induces “amnesia” among residents, the 

delivery structure of post-9/11 recovery funds that intensifies class fragmentation, or the 

militarization of the neighborhood that results in an oppressed civilian population, these 

variables of gentrification have reacted on multiple levels to stifle opposition. As I 

describe in my interviews and case studies, these techniques have successfully thwarted 

or suppressed the extent to which residents can mobilize to speak up against the state.  
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A New Site of Contestation 

The following three frameworks describe the variables of gentrification in the 

Lower East Side and Chinatown.  They serve as possibilities rather than determinants of 

gentrification. No single factor is responsible for the weakening of community 

mobilization in the post-9/11 era. Instead, these factors co-exist, interact together, and act 

upon a common physical site as members of the orchestra. The state acts as the conductor 

to coordinate this symphony of gentrification. The frameworks reveal the underlying 

processes in the neighborhood and illustrate the multiple trajectories of gentrification. 

 

Amnesia and the Eviction of “Memory”: The post 9-11 era intensified the efforts of urban 

planning practices to create a City of Spectacle based on cultural production and 

consumption. Particularly after the 1970s, urban planning sought to commoditize the 

image of the city and encourage private interests to co-opt the public sphere for the 

purposes of “selling fictional styles of life and imaginary behaviors” (Boyer, 1994, p. 4). 

In the form of public-private partnerships to establish historic districts, heritage 

museums, and tourist kiosks, the City of Spectacle caters to the consumer’s desires for a 

sense of cohesion in a fragmented meaningless city left behind by modernism’s rupture 

from a totalizing view. In response, the spectator becomes passive and unquestioning: 

 
Having too much fun in the City of Spectacle spawns historical amnesia and false 
reconciliations. It does not allow for critical perspectives grounded in values 
formed outside of the marketplace, beyond the grip of the image, in opposition to 
the aestheticization of everyday life. (Boyer, 1994), p. 65) 
 

A sense of passiveness, or the “hypnosis of absorption”, is linked to post-9/11 

challenges to community resistance in the Lower East Side and Chinatown (Boyer, 1994, 
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p. 489). 9/11 resulted in a significant economic downturn in the neighborhood, which led 

the state to pursue more aggressive tactics of commodification. An intensification of the 

City of Spectacle has encouraged amnesia and the eviction of “memory” among 

neighborhood residents. This presents a challenge to community mobilization, as it 

encourages a sense of passiveness and obscures the potential for community opposition. 

The City of Spectacle encourages the spectator to accept the image of the city as 

presented and to “forget about one’s civic obligations, humanity’s sufferings, or the 

construction of perception and social connectedness” (Boyer, 1994, p. 126). Furthermore, 

Dolores Hayden argues that memory is linked to the creation of identity, and people 

develop place-based attachments based on their experiences (1997, p.18). Therefore, one 

should expect that the manipulation of memory presents an obstacle to group identity. 

Amnesia and the eviction of “memory” do not suggest the loss of actual 

memories, because as Boyer suggests, the memory itself may have been fabricated. The 

creation and packaging of “memory”, and its relationship to identity, is at the heart of 

inquiry. Amnesia is more than simply the loss of memory. Instead, the amnesia among 

Lower East Side and Chinatown residents is a state of paralysis where the residents find 

themselves at a crossroads in the construction of memory. On one hand, they have an 

individual level’s desire to construct memory that defines their position to the 

neighborhood, but on the other hand, there are institutional forces acting upon them to 

accept a dominant public memory of the neighborhood. Examples of institutional efforts 

to instill collective or public memory are museums, the designation of historic districts, 

landmarks, and so forth. Often but not always, these efforts fall under the city’s desire to 

sell the neighborhood under a commoditized narrative to encourage tourism or real estate 
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development. Therefore, residents stricken with amnesia are stuck at a juncture. They 

wish to reconstruct a memory at the individual level by referring to their social context, 

but their social context has either been modified or is competing with a dominant 

narrative imposed on them. As a result, they fail to generate a cohesive memory from the 

fragmentation. When the eviction of their “memory” occurs, residents choose to define 

their personal experiences according to the dominant narrative of the neighborhood. 

This study will examine two specific institutions—the Lower East Side Tenement 

Museum founded in 1988 and the Chinatown Visitor Kiosk founded in 2005— and the 

ways in which the City of Spectacle and its emphasis on consumption is expressed 

through these narratives. Chapter 1 will discuss how the amnesia and eviction of 

“memory” lead to native residents somehow “forgetting” what used to be in their 

neighborhood. The City of Spectacle has especially encouraged a generation of residents 

with the tendency to categorize their losses and gains in terms of individual consumption, 

rather than collective assets of the neighborhood. Finally, I will discuss pitfalls of the 

stigmatization of displacement as an individual problem rather than collective struggle. 

 

The Fragmented Enclave:  The Lower East Side and Chinatown are historically working-

class immigrant neighborhoods. The former has housed the Irish, Germans, Italians and 

Eastern European Jews, and later the Puerto-Ricans, Dominicans, and Chinese. The latter 

is one of the largest communities of overseas Chinese in the country. Although not 

physically barricaded from the rest of New York City, the neighborhoods resemble an 

enclave in that residents settled there precisely because there was nowhere else that they 

could go. The Lower East Side became the first stepping-stone for new immigrants who 
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arrived in the country and found work in many of the industrial and manufacturing 

industries in the neighborhood. Without adequate English-language skills, the immigrants 

had limited opportunities to leave the culturally familiar confinements of the 

neighborhood. Especially for the Chinese immigrants, whom were targets of violent 

racial discrimination, the boundaries of Chinatown came to define the acceptance area 

where they could live without persecution. Both the Lower East Side and Chinatown are 

enclave-like neighborhoods with informal walls separating them from the rest of the city. 

Much of the existing literature on the Lower East Side and Chinatown has 

categorized the neighborhood as an immigrant enclave of ethnic and racial divisions. This 

view inadequately describes the post-9/11 climate where an additional layer of class 

fragmentation further complements ethnic and racial divisions. The dominant myth of the 

enclave is largely incorrect as it fails to explain historical incidents of ethnic-based labor 

organizing that have focused largely on class identity to address housing struggles. For 

example, Lower East Side Jewish women founded the New York Rent Protective 

Association with the help of trade organizations in 1904 to protest rising rents (Lin, 1994, 

p. 52).  The Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association, founded in 1979 to resist 

exploitative restaurant bosses, later became involved with anti-displacement campaigns. 

The myth of the enclave thus fails to explain why some movements gained momentum 

primarily on the basis of class identification rather than ethnic and racial identification. 

As Chapter 2 explains, the myth of the immigrant enclave is part of the state-led 

dominant narrative to encourage perceptions of a fragmentation of the neighborhood that 

perhaps never existed. The state, in recognizing the relative success of ethnic-based labor 

organizing efforts to address housing struggles, further encourages class fragmentation 
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through the delivery structure of post-9/11 recovery funds that prioritizes certain ethnic 

organizations over others. In part, the "winners" are those that obey moderate politics, 

have close ties with city officials, and report to a board of directors whom prioritize 

business interests. The "losers" are organizations with radical or progressive politics that 

claim to represent working-class interests.  In this way, ethnic organizations become 

fragmented—not only by their ethnic or racial identity— but also the class identity of 

their constituency. By augmenting class fragmentation within ethnic and racial divisions, 

the state provides a convenient way to guarantee that community mobilization and 

opposition to its gentrification policies are increasingly difficult to organize in the future. 

This study provides a case study of the Coalition to Protect Chinatown and Lower 

East Side’s effort to resist the Lower East Side Rezoning Plan, which was approved in 

November 2008 and represented the neighborhood’s first rezoning since 1969. This effort 

extended across the Lower East Side’s primarily Latino population to include the 

Chinatown community, which undermines prior assumptions of racial and ethnic 

fragmentation. The anti-zoning campaign initially grew out of labor-affiliated 

organizations, but failed due to the city’s explicit favoritism of certain organizations. In 

this way, the fragmented enclave is a more accurate description of the Lower East Side 

today than the traditional perception of the Lower East Side as an immigrant enclave. 

 

The Militarization of the City: The post-9/11 era also saw the intensification of security 

measures and the militarization of the Lower East Side and Chinatown. During New 

York City’s fiscal problems in 1970s, many low-income neighborhoods suffered cuts in 

services, especially public security. Such communities were left to fend for themselves 
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without a responsive police presence. In the 1990s, the newly restructured New York 

Police Department under Commissioner William Bratton and Mayor Giuliani introduced 

harsh law enforcement and zero-tolerance attitudes that led to the criminalization of 

minority communities (Thabit, 2003). 9/11 provided an opportunity to justify the active 

policing of communities of color at an opportune moment when Mayor Giuliani’s heavy-

handed policies were beginning to come under intense civic scrutiny. In effect, 

militarization is an advanced form of criminalization, in which the state can now justify 

its actions under the rhetoric of the war on terrorism and attack of foreign-born enemies.   

The trend of militarization serves as a third way to evaluate the prospects for 

community mobilization in the post-9/11 era. For many residents, 9/11 marked the 

beginning of war—first, in the explicit ways in which the neighborhood was designated 

as a military zone, and second, in the subsequent attack on what they saw as their way of 

life and cultural heritage. Chapter 3 explores the memories immediately after 9/11, most 

of which correspond to fear and uncertainty. These memories reveal a pattern of strong 

government presence in the neighborhood, which has left a mark on residents’ 

perceptions of the government’s ability to control and intervene in their personal lives.  

Nine years after 9/11, Lower East Side and Chinatown residents still recall this 

period of explicit militarization of their neighborhoods. While the militarized zones have 

largely disappeared, residents continue to live under the shadow of militarization to the 

point that they accept the city’s constant interventions and strong presence as a way of 

life. Examples of the “cleansing” of the Lower East Side and Chinatown under Mayor 

Michael Bloomberg has taken several paths, such as eradicating the counterfeit luxury 

goods trade, clearing the neighborhood of its dilapidated buildings, and Europeanizing its 
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perceived foreign population. These actions are aligned with a profit-making motive, as 

the city promoted a development strategy of hotels and bars to attract high-paying, non-

residents who would descend upon the neighborhood for leisure and leave afterwards at 

the end of the night. Residents have responded with feelings of anger, frustration, and 

fatalism. In this way, militarization of the post-9/11 era weakens community mobilization 

by weakening residents’ sense of efficacy and the belief that they can successfully protest 

against the state-led war against new types of development waged on the neighborhood. 

While militarization has instilled a sense of fatalism in some residents, it has also 

enabled some residents to consider opportunities to protest and reclaim their 

neighborhood within the trends of militarization and profit-making. New possibilities of 

community mobilization include the second-generation, college-educated Chinese-

Americans who grew up in Chinatown and are now considering grassroots means to 

mobilize their concerns regarding the disappearing value of their neighborhood and the 

erasure of their cultural roots. Their thoughts involve leveraging empowered class status 

to reclaim the neighborhood, buying out buildings, partaking in responsible stewardship, 

and encouraging the replacement rather than displacement of the Chinese Diaspora. The 

second part of Chapter 3 will also focus on residents’ identification of a worthy versus 

unworthy resident of the neighborhood and opportunities for community mobilization. 

 

History of the Neighborhood 

The Lower East Side/Chinatown of New York City has historically existed as a 

neighborhood of immigrants and low-wage laborers in the shipbuilding, metalsmithing, 

sugar refining, leather making and garment industries. The Irish and Germans first 
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arrived to escape the economic and political turmoil in their countries due to the Great 

Famine and 1848 Revolutions, followed by southern Italians and Eastern Europeans for 

similar reasons of agricultural failure and state-sponsored persecution in the 1880s. While 

the Immigration Act of 1924 temporarily brought the flow of immigrants to a trickle in 

the 1920s and 1930s, the post-World War II saw an influx of Puerto-Ricans, Dominicans, 

and later Chinese immigrants with the passing of the national Hart-Celler Act in 1965.  

The adjacent neighborhood of Chinatown grew similarly according to 

immigration policies. At the turn of the twentieth-century, the small population of 

Chinese residents consisted of former sailors who abandoned their ship and settled in the 

country. The population expanded significantly after 1965, when many immigrants from 

Guangdong province arrived as political refugees escaping from the Cultural Revolution. 

The 1990s saw another major influx of Chinese immigrants mostly from the Fujian 

province. Many Fujianese immigrants entered the country illegally— in particular, the 

nature of their perilous journey was highly publicized in 1993 when the Golden Venture, 

a ship carrying 268 undocumented immigrants crashed onto Rockaway Beach, Queens 

and led to the drowning of 10 people. The rest were imprisoned, while others deported. 

In the public’s imagination, the two neighborhoods have come to symbolize the 

first home for newly arrived immigrants.  The neighborhood often conjures images of the 

so-called “unwashed masses” to American shores that then carve out a temporary but 

miserable existence out of overcrowded tenement buildings and dangerous working 

environments. Much of the existing literature on the Lower East Side invokes a 

fascination with the neighborhood as an immigrant enclave. In the form of sepia 

photographs, written descriptions, or a combination of both, this genre portrays a specific 
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narrative that has become synonymous with the bootstrapping ideal and the American 

Dream. Painted in words, the written literature depicts the neighborhood as one of:  

 
[…] teeming masses, foreign tongues, noisy streets cluttered with push-carts, tired 
men in frayed undershirts and husky women in loose cotton housedresses, panting 
on fire escapes to gain a breath of air on fetid summer nights, children playing and 
weaving between horse-drawn carts that rumble through the streets. (Plunz and 
Abu-Lughod, 1994, p. 64) 

 

Today, the neighborhood consists of 164,407 residents and occupies roughly 1.7 

square miles in the southeast corner of Manhattan. Its geographical boundaries include 

14th Street to the north, the Bowery to the west, and the FDR Drive to the south and east 

(see Figure 1). The neighborhood retains its foreign-born, working-class character: 40% 

of the total population is foreign-born, of which 60% emigrated from China and 10% 

emigrated from the Dominican Republic (2000 Census). Furthermore, 48% of the total 

population receives some form of income support, whether public assistance, 

Supplemental Security Income, or Medicaid. More than one-third of the population five 

years and over is not proficient in English, of which 62% speak Chinese at home (NYC 

Department of City Planning, 2007). Many of these Chinese immigrants are dependent on 

low-wage work in the ethnic economy, such as restaurant labor (Kwong, 1997, p. 222). 

Other types of employment are not limited to but may include the Chinatown bus 

companies that pay their employees as low as $1 for each ticket sold to a passenger, 

totaling a weekly salary of $300 (Knafo, 2008). As such, the majority of residents in the 

neighborhood still depend on employment in the service and hospitality industry.  
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Figure 1: Map of the Lower East Side and Community Districts in New York City. Source: Manhattan 
District 3 Profile Report, New York City Department of Planning, 2007. 
 
 

 

 Since the late 1970s, the New York City’s Lower East Side and Chinatown have 

experienced cyclical phases of reinvestment, the conversion of tenements to luxury 

condominiums, and demographic turnover from working-class immigrants to artists and 

white-collar professionals. A substantial number of authors have documented these 

changes, although they mostly focus on the northern part of the Lower East Side—

consisting of the East Village—while neglecting the southern part of the neighborhood 
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(Mele, 2000; Smith; 1996). Many residents believe that the gentrification and 

displacement have accelerated after 9/11 and is especially visible south of Houston 

Street, in the area of public housing projects that was once perceived to be impermeable 

to gentrification (Smith, 1996, p. 209). For example, visible disruptions such as Bernard 

Tschumi’s ‘BLUE’ Condominium at 105 Norfolk Street have dramatically altered the 

scale of the neighborhood with its asymmetrical postmodern exterior in stark contrast 

with the neighboring five-story tenement buildings. The 60,000 sq. ft Whole Foods—the 

chain’s largest in Manhattan— at the corner of Houston and Chrystie Street is further 

evidence of the city’s cooperation with developers to re-invest in the neighborhood.  

Chinatown has also been subject to much change as indicated by the map of new 

development (see Figure 2). Data for this neighborhood are difficult to come across, 

primarily because the city has a tenuous definition of the neighborhood boundaries. 

Chinatown is split between three community districts, the majority of which falls under 

District 3. In turn, local organizations have stepped in place of the city to collect valuable 

data. For example, a canvassing survey of more than 100 city blocks yielded 25 new 

hotels, 118 new high-end priced boutiques and cafes, and 26 new luxury residential 

buildings built between April 2006 and January 2008 (“Converting Chinatown”, 2008).  
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Figure 2: Map of Recent Development in New York City’s Chinatown between April 2006 and January 
2008. Source: Urban Justice Center and CAAAV, 2008. 
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Another indication of change is the number of housing units constructed in the 

neighborhood. The NYC Department of Building reports from 2002 to 2003, the total 

number of new housing units issued permits increased by 200% from 200 to 600 units. 

Since this change accompanies a 50% increase in residents relying on income support 

from the years 2000-2007, residents are suffering despite the reinvestment in housing 

(NYC Department of Planning, 2007). Finally, residents and community organizations 

believe that residential and commercial displacement is a major problem, as is secondary 

displacement from rising costs of basic needs, such as grocery stores and laundromats. 

In an effort to address gentrification and displacement, concerned residents, 

activists, and urban planners are now encountering types of obstacles in which the 

literature on the neighborhood offers an inadequate framework for examining the 

contemporary moment. In particular, the historical depiction of the Lower East Side 

presents a narrow view of the neighborhood frozen in a historic moment and therefore 

fails to recognize the political-economic and social climate after the events of 9/11. 

 

Literature Review 

The existing literature on the Lower East Side and Chinatown reveals little about 

the contemporary post-9/11 era of community resistance around urban planning issues. 

Urban planning refers to a professional practice that focuses on the spatial, social and 

economic development of metropolitan regions, municipalities, and neighborhoods. It is 

bounded by a limited set of government actors, as well as institutional timelines and 
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procedures.1 Urban planning issues may include zoning, land use policy, housing access, 

gentrification, and displacement. Although community grievances have overlapping 

commonalities and rarely fit neatly within one category, urban planning struggles are 

distinct from those addressing labor relations, public health, and environmental justice. 

This lack of information is unfortunate, given that urban planners and community 

activists need to understand the community’s needs and the institutional context 

surrounding their professional work. Community mobilizing initiatives depend on the 

awareness of community dynamics in order to be successful, yet knowledge of the Lower 

East Side and Chinatown has relied on outdated, generalizing, or incomplete views of the 

neighborhood. The purpose of this study is to update this literature by exploring the 

trends of the contemporary moment. Knowledge about inner-city neighborhoods can 

provide insight into low-income, minority communities facing similar processes of 

gentrification, while keeping in mind that the Lower East Side is a unique case study. 

This limited literature falls within three categories. The first involves a fascination 

with the neighborhood as an immigrant enclave, combining a narrative of misery and 

hardship with the triumph of bootstrapping and a nostalgic depiction of New York City. 

In publishing How the Other Half Lives, Jacob Riis inspired a genre of literature 

depicting the impoverishment and eventual assimilation of the immigrants who have 

passed though the neighborhood. Such books feature glossy photographs that eternalize 

the neighborhood in a perpetual state of street vendor pushcarts, outdoor clotheslines, and 

overcrowded apartments (Bial, 2002; Hopkinson, 2003; Lepkoff, Dans, & Wasserman, 

2006; Riis, 1890; Sanders & Gillon, 1979). This historical depiction of the Lower East 

                                                
1 Relevant government actors include the New York City Department of City Planning, the Department of 
Buildings, the Department of Housing and Preservation, the New York City Housing Authority, and 
Community Boards. 
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Side is helpful for understanding the underlying social dynamics of the post-9/11 era, but 

a narrow view of the neighborhood frozen in a historic moment is inadequate for 

understanding the role of the state and the political-economic climate after the attacks. 

 The theoretical basis for the Lower East Side and Chinatown as an immigrant 

enclave corresponds with the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s and the 1930s, 

which emerged as an effort to theorize patterns of urban growth and social relationships 

as a result of large-scale migration to the cities (Wirth, 1938). Sociologists studied ethnic 

immigrant enclaves as conforming to the concentric zone theory defined by ecological 

patterns of invasion, survival, assimilation, adaptation, and cooperation (Park, 1925). The 

assumption is that the enclave is characterized by constant waves of ethnic competition.  

Consequently, the Chicago School has encountered criticism for its emphasis on 

ecological explanations rather than the transformation of cities under a capitalist mode of 

production. The first category of literature still employs the Chicago School framework, 

but this view inadequately describes the post-9/11 climate where an additional layer of 

class fragmentation further complements ethnic and racial divisions. The myth of the 

enclave is inaccurate, as it fails to explain historical incidents of ethnic-based labor 

organizing that has focused largely on class identity to address housing struggles. It also 

neglects to explain why these movements gained momentum primarily on the basis of 

class identification rather than ethnic and racial identification. In this way, the fragmented 

enclave is a more accurate description of the Lower East Side and Chinatown in the 

present moment than the framing of the neighborhoods as an immigrant enclave. 

The second category of literature examines the Lower East Side and Chinatown as 

a physical site transformed by the systemic driving forces of the political economy. The 
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study of space thus provides a way to understand and interpret the capitalist mode of 

production in contemporary society. Such theories focus on consumption and production-

driven factors of gentrification, the entrepreneurial city, and urbanization under a 

neoliberal logic—often using the Lower East Side, or New York City, to illustrate these 

explanations (Abu-Lughod, 1994; Harvey, 1989; Mele, 2000; Smith, 1996, 2002).  

One of the most influential systemic explanations for gentrification is that of the 

rent gap theory. The rent gap theory explains the supply-side of gentrification in terms of 

the movement of capital in the urban land market. According to Smith, gentrification is a 

process in which state actors (and their developer allies) bridge the rent gap between the 

‘capitalized ground rent’— the present value of the rights to use the land— and the 

‘potential ground rent’, the value if the land were put to more profitable use (see Figure 

3). The state is willing to accept risky investments as the rent gap increases, since there is 

greater potential for higher profits (Lees et al., 2008, p. 51). In this way, the rent gap 

theory explains the entrepreneurial behavior of cities as they invested heavily in large-

scale development projects throughout the 1970s and 1980s in inner-city neighborhoods.  
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Figure 3: The rent gap as the difference between potential and capitalized ground rent. Source: Smith, N. 
(1979). Toward a Theory of Gentrification A Back to the City Movement by Capital, not People. Journal of 
the American Planning Association, 45(4): 544. 

 

 
The rent gap theory has incited much criticism, mainly from scholars who claim 

that the rent gap lacks empirical evidence. Because the rent gap is so difficult to measure, 

few studies offer “fine-grained analyses” that are fully able to explain its effects (Lees et 

al., 2008, p. 61). Similarly, Hammel (1999) argues that the rent gap fails to explain why 

extremely dilapidated neighborhoods— thus experiencing the greatest rent gap— are 

usually not the first areas to experience gentrification. In the case of Chicago in the 1960s 

and 1970s, gentrification did not begin in the poorest, heavily disinvested South Side, but 

in affluent areas closer to downtown on the Near North Side. In this way, the feasibility 

of redevelopment depends on more than capital flows, but whether local actors can 

surpass the “negative barriers at the neighborhood scale” (Lees et al., 2008, p. 60). 

Similarly, consumption-side explanations seek to explain the various levels of 

negative barriers in different neighborhoods with gentrifying potential. The revanchist 

city specifically refers to New York City’s policies in the early 1990s as a reaction 

against the urban policies of the 1960s. Therefore, revanchism suggests the revenge of 
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the middle-class bourgeoisie to reclaim the city from minorities, working class, gays and 

lesbians, and foreign-born immigrants (Smith, 1996, pp. 44-45). This idea manifests in a 

“particularly mean-spirited and repressive attitude” towards poor and marginalized 

populations, especially followed by the “commodification of public spaces” such as 

Times Square for “lavish middle-class consumption” (Lees et al., 2008, p. 224). In 

particular, Mayor Giuliani’s cleansing of the homeless population to sanitize Times 

Square as a playground for tourists is especially indicative of the neoliberal revanchist 

city. Similarly, Butler (1997) in his study of the London middle-class finds that residents 

wish to live among ‘like-minded’ people, forming a ‘metropolitan habitus’ reminiscent of 

Pierre Bourdieu’s middle-class ‘habitus’ (Lees et al., 2008, p. 98). Gentrification 

therefore becomes a ‘coping strategy’ for the middle-class to adapt to the political and 

economic restructuring of cities in advanced late capitalism (Butler and Robson, 2003). 

In many ways, the emergence of ideal-type solutions assume a “one size fits all” 

approach in that they generalize a theory from empirical observations at a particular site. 

In effect, the general theory that emerges is not always applicable to other local contexts. 

This tendency towards a universalizing view fails to acknowledge that gentrification is a 

messy, chaotic reality in which scholars must engage in a discussion about multiple and 

simultaneous possibilities of gentrification. Such explanations must take into account the 

local context, including the role of government actors in channeling capital flows, as well 

as the efforts of banks and real estate developers to generate consumption preferences. In 

other words, systematic explanations do not simply happen in a vacuum, but they occur 

specifically within local contexts that would be helpful to examine and explain in detail.  
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The final category of literature explores community responses to changes in the 

political economy. Much has been written on the mobilization and organizing of low-

income neighborhoods in New York City, particularly in the fields of labor relations, 

public health, and environmental justice (Angotti, 2008; Corburn, 2005; Sze, 2007). 

While a debate on the relationship between gentrification and displacement has emerged 

in the past few years, these studies do not mention community mobilization around these 

issues (Lance Freeman, 2005, 2006; L. Freeman & Braconi, 2004; Newman & Wyly, 

2006). With the notable exception of Castells’ The City and the Grassroots (1984), there 

are few studies that examine urban social movements around land use, gentrification, 

displacement, and housing access. There are even fewer contemporary studies published 

within the past decade that address the Lower East Side and Chinatown after 9/11. 

The Lower East Side has a rich history of political activism (Lin, 1994; Patterson, 

2006), yet few studies have addressed the neighborhood as a site of urban planning 

struggle. While some studies do exist, they have serious limitations. First, they 

characterize the entire neighborhood’s experience based on the northern subsection 

known as Alphabet City (Mele, 2000; Smith, 1996). This selection leaves out the 

important experiences of public housing residents who live in the southern portion, as 

well as Chinese immigrants who live within the southern boundaries of the Lower East 

Side, but share greater commonalities with the neighboring Chinatown community. In 

addition, the Tompkins Square Park riots that took place on August 6, 1988 have become 

the most popularized and well-documented account of a housing-related struggle. The 

riots resulted in the forcible removal of protestors and 100 complaints of police brutality, 
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yet the unique circumstances of that specific event render it infeasible to extrapolate the 

incident to the neighborhood’s experience without examining contemporary struggles. 

 

Methodology 

 I conducted my fieldwork during a particularly tense moment when the city was 

considering the first rezoning of the neighborhood since 1969. Seemingly harmless 

flyers, such as one advertising for volunteers to participate in an oral history project to 

“preserve the memories of the neighborhood’ were torn down and replaced with signs 

claiming: “IN REAL ESTATE, TRUST NO ONE.”2 One city planner in particular was 

unwilling to discuss the rezoning plan at all until the Manhattan borough president 

released an official statement, even to students such as myself, for fear of repercussions. 

 I relied on several sources of data. First, I referred to local newspapers and blogs 

to understand the general context. Second, I conducted interviews with twenty-five 

residents (those living there for 3+ years) and staff at non-profit organizations. I recruited 

respondents using the snowball technique and other channels, such as social networking 

websites since posting flyers was not a viable option. The interviews took place from 

June 2008 to August 2008. I also became familiar with three non-profit organizations in 

the neighborhood, which resulted in informal interviews and valuable observations. 

Finally, I collected statistical data from the NYC Planning Department and other public 

data from non-profit organizations to broaden the scope of my qualitative interviews. 

 Ironically, the limitations of my methods were among its strengths. As a native 

resident of the Lower East Side, my existing relationship with the community was a 

blessing and hindrance. On one hand, I was able to contact acquaintances whom would 
                                                
2 The flyers were posted on the community board located next to the mailboxes in a public housing project. 
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then recommended their friends as potential respondents. Being an ‘insider’ enabled me 

to gain the trust that was necessary for respondents to be honest, even if they found 

themselves correcting—as they said so themselves— “politically-incorrect” views that 

they would otherwise conceal from strangers. I was also living on-site for the duration of 

my field research, as I stayed with my relatives in a project-based Section 8 building. In 

this way, I was breathing the daily palpable anxieties in the air, as the residents in my 

building faced the threat of losing their Section 8 contract in 2014. On the other hand, 

‘insider’ status meant negotiating the dangers of being the ‘outsider within’. As I learned 

the hard way with the first organization that I approached, my identity as an American-

born, college-educated daughter of Chinese immigrants disagreed with their ideological 

convictions. From that point on, I learned to use my identity cards more cautiously. 

 To analyze the interviews, I transcribed the interviews and juxtaposed the themes 

with each other. I triangulated these themes with the existing literature on the 

neighborhood and the available statistical data to devise a theoretical framework to 

explain what was happening on the ground level. In this way, I rely on an inductive, 

mixed methods approach, as it is an effective way to allow the residents of the Lower 

East Side and Chinatown to speak for themselves. If I had approached my investigation 

to prove a set of predefined framework or categorizations, I would have imposed my own 

views and perhaps came to false conclusions about the dynamics in the neighborhood. 

As I spent more time in New York, I abandoned my initial set of questions to 

pursue the most bizarre puzzles. Each section of my thesis highlights the diversion that 

led me down that path. In the first chapter, I examine the internal fragmentation among 

community organizations and ask why only one community group had anything to say—
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whether positive or negative— about the city’s rezoning plan as of August 2008. In the 

second chapter, I grapple with the puzzling ways in which residents appear stricken with 

“amnesia” and cannot seem to remember what the neighborhood used to be, therefore 

invoking an exploration of the eviction of  “memory.” I was also curious as to why so 

few residents spoke about displacement unless I pursued this further in our conversation. 

In the final chapter, I was inspired to explore the politics of security after many 

respondents spoke of this in the interviews, contrary to my expectations. I conclude with 

the theoretical significance of my investigation and present a roadmap for future research. 

 

* * * 

 

The narrative of gentrification is a familiar one— it has been told and retold for 

the past few decades. However, the déjà vu gentrification occurring in the Lower East 

Side and Chinatown today is unfolding against a new backdrop and thus the familiar 

narrative is now taking place in a new site of contestation. This study invites the reader to 

take a walk in one of New York’s oldest neighborhoods—often written about and still 

largely misunderstood—and see the neighborhood through the eyes of local residents. 
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Chapter 1: Amnesia and the Eviction of “Memory” 

 

I don’t really remember what was here before this massive building [Whole Foods] went 
up. How crazy is that? It was an empty lot? I don’t know.  
— Lisa, Age 25, Lower East Side  
 
I have a bad memory sometimes, just because [if] I don’t use it, I lose it.  And then you 
know I use it and it keeps in my head and it’s more fun like that.  You know, I don’t 
remember a lot of stuff too, so… if I don’t touch it or use it every… at least a week I’ll 
probably forget it because it won’t make sense to keep it in my head again.  
— Bryan, Age 20, Lower East Side 

 

* * * 

 
When interviewing residents during the summer of 2008, I asked all of my 

respondents the same first question: “How do you think the neighborhood has changed or 

has not changed since you moved into the neighborhood?” In asking residents to search 

within their memory to reconstruct the history of the neighborhood, I found that they 

often struggled to remember what had existed in the neighborhood before the arrival of 

luxury condominiums, upscale bars and boutiques, and affluent residents and tourists. My 

favorite response, and perhaps the one that is most telling, is when I asked a resident 

where he would take someone who is unfamiliar with the Lower East Side to learn about 

his neighborhood. He replied that he would take his guest to the Tenement Museum. 

Afterwards, he revealed that he had never been inside the Tenement Museum, yet he still 

believed that it could properly represent his neighborhood. This incident raises the 

following questions. Why would this particular person rely on a museum to represent his 

neighborhood when he has a choice of other places, such as his school, his former 

playground, or his family restaurant? Why would a Chinese-American resident who spent 
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most of his childhood in a Mitchell-Lama public housing project choose to represent his 

neighborhood as a historical exhibit of a five-story tenement building inhabited by former 

Germans, Italians, and Eastern European Jews—but not by people with a similar identity? 

In the first section, I will define memory and explore how memory is constructed. 

I refer to the scholarly literature to suggest how memory is a social construct that depends 

on the exigencies of the present. I will address how memory is constructed on two levels: 

first at the individual level in a social context and then at a public or collective level, such 

as within the architecture and urban planning professions. Two lessons emerge from the 

literature: 1) memory is selectively created from fragmented pieces of the past and 

presented as a newly constructed whole, 2) this fragmentation occurs due a variety of 

reasons, which may range from an individual’s psychological desire to escape the 

confinements of the present or the city’s desire to generate revenues by selling what M. 

Christine Boyer (1994) calls the ‘City of Spectacle’ to tourists and willing consumers. 

Essentially, this discussion challenges memory as the accurate recollection of events and 

instead defines memory as conforming to the political and economic needs of the present. 

Following this discussion of memory, I question amnesia as simply the loss of 

memory. Instead, I define amnesia as a state of paralysis in which Lower East Side and 

Chinatown residents find themselves at a crossroads in the construction of memory. 

While individuals try to construct a personal memory that defines their position in 

relation to the neighborhood, they also encounter institutional forces that attempt to assert 

a dominant public memory of the neighborhood upon their personal memory. Examples 

of institutional efforts to instill collective or public memory are museums and the 

designation of historic districts and landmarks. These efforts often fall under the city’s 
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desire to sell the neighborhood under a commodified narrative to encourage tourism or 

real estate development. Therefore, residents stricken with amnesia are stuck at a 

juncture; they wish to reconstruct a memory at the individual level by referring to their 

social context, but their social context has either been modified or contradicts the 

dominant narrative imposed on them. As a result, they fail to generate a cohesive memory 

from the fragmentation. When the eviction of their “memory” occurs, residents choose to 

define their personal experiences according to the dominant narrative of the 

neighborhood.  This is evident in the case of the resident above who chose the remember 

his neighborhood according to a tourist narrative even though the experience depicted in 

the Tenement Museum has only a minimal grain of truth in his personal life. 

Amnesia and the eviction of “memory” serve as a framework to evaluate the 

prospects of community mobilization in the post-9/11 era. While the origins of these 

symptoms started well before the attacks of 9/11, the city’s intensified efforts to 

encourage tourism in the Lower East Side and Chinatown has had a significant impact on 

lifelong residents’ perceptions of their neighborhood. Tourism relies on the packaging 

and selling of a dominant narrative of the neighborhood. From my interviews, it became 

increasingly clear that tourism had an increased presence in the post-9/11 era. Residents 

have often commented on the growing number of guided walking tours as catalysts for 

encouraging newcomers from stereotypically white suburban communities to “discover” 

the exoticism of their neighborhood. Residents often appear cynical and resentful of 

external efforts to convert their neighborhood into a tourist destination. However, some 

residents have internalized the dominant narrative and even sound like self-designated 

tour guides when they describe their neighborhood to me as an immigrant enclave. 
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The internalization of this dominant narrative is important especially if it assumes 

“taken for granted” truths and turns residents into passive consumers of a non-existent 

history. In this way, the current dominant narrative as presented within the framework of 

tourism sends three messages. First, it presents the neighborhood as a historical moment 

frozen in time, much like the ideal of the unified immigrant enclave. Second, it glorifies 

the need for a benign state to establish a path of progress and economic prosperity. 

Lastly, it encourages individual consumption rather than collective community assets. I 

will then examine two case studies: the Lower East Side Tenement Museum and the new 

Visitor Kiosk in Chinatown. Both of them received generous grants for expansion and 

construction post-9/11 with government recovery funds, and they both disseminate 

certain unquestionable messages underlying the dominant narrative of the neighborhood. 

Essentially, a “taken for granted” dominant narrative of the neighborhood 

weakens the prospects of community mobilization in several ways. As a result of amnesia 

and the failure to remember what used to exist in the neighborhood, residents are less 

likely to mourn for a community-level loss that they can no longer remember. The 

rhetoric of economic progress and inevitability of change has led to fatalistic attitudes 

towards gentrification, so residents are less likely to tackle those issues if they believe 

that their efforts will be futile. Lastly, residents often reconstruct history through 

consumption patterns and triggering their memory by remembering which businesses 

used to exist. The City of Spectacle has encouraged a generation of residents who have 

the tendency to categorize their losses and gains in terms of individual consumption, 

rather than the collective assets of the neighborhood. In sum, the Lower East Side has 

undergone a dramatic transformation into a new site of contestation in which community 
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mobilization around housing-related issues, such as gentrification and displacement, has 

been considerably weakened and will face significant challenges in the next few years. 

 

Memory as a Fragmented Fabrication 

 In order to have a discussion about memory and amnesia, it is first necessary to 

define memory and how memory is constructed. To this end, I refer to the scholarly 

literature on oral history, memory studies, and public memory as related to urban 

planning without diving into a psychological explanation of memory construction. This 

section emphasizes memory in terms of what people remember about their relationship to 

the spaces around them, why they remember, and the meanings of these memories.  

 Two disciplines approach the question of memory and are worth mentioning to 

clarify the relationship between individual memory and public or collective memory. 

Oral history emerged as a technique in the 1960s to focus on uncovering individual 

stories. However, there has been a growing movement away from what people remember 

to why they remember or how individual memory is represented in  a certain way. 

Michael Frisch’s A Shared Authority (1990) focuses on the question of authorship and 

addresses how the material of oral history often depends on a relationship between the 

interviewer and subject. According to Frisch, this endeavor is linked to that of authority 

and crosses over to the field of public history (p. xxi). In this way, oral historians 

challenge the process of collecting oral histories to explain how memory works as a 

cultural phenomenon in the public domain. Individual memory must be interpreted within 

its broader social context since some privileged segments of society have the authority to 

interpret individual memories. Memory studies, on the other hand, emerged to describe 
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traumatic events, such as the Holocaust, Fascism, and end of Communism in Eastern 

Europe (Hamilton and Shopes, 2008, pp. viii-x). Often, memory studies is concerned 

with memory beyond the individual life cycle and discusses memory in terms of a public 

or collective memory, as in memorials, monuments, and places. Halbwachs’s classic 

definition of collective memory is the “result, or sum, or combination of individual 

recollections of many members of the same society” (1992, p. 39). Thus, the emphasis is 

on how individual memories exist in society to collectively create a system of memory.  

 Both oral history and memory studies would agree that memory is a social 

construct that depends on the exigencies of the present. Memory is created at both the 

individual and collective level. Halbwachs describes how memory is created at the 

individual level through his or her group associations in society. For example, if an 

individual has an experience with a person or place, the individual needs to have 

continued contact with that person or place to perpetuate that memory. Without contact, 

the memory will either fade or adjust to present associations. Halbwachs writes: 

 
It is correct that in reality memories occur in the form of systems. This is so 
because they become associated within the mind that calls them up, and because 
some memories allow the reconstruction of others. But these various modes by 
which memories become associated result from the various ways in which people 
can become associated. We can understand each memory as it occurs in 
individual thought only if we locate each within the thought of the corresponding 
group. We cannot properly understand their relative strength and the ways in 
which they combine within individual thought unless we connect the individual to 
the various groups of which he is simultaneously a member. (1992, p. 53) 

 

Halbwachs’s analysis of individual memories also offers two possibilities. First, 

he suggests that memory is a fabrication of fragmented pieces of the past. In some cases, 

the memory itself does not suggest the accurate recollection of events. Instead, he writes: 
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Society from time to time obligates people not just to reproduce in thought 
previous events of their lives, but also to touch them up, to shorten them, or to 
complete them so that, however convinced we are that our memories are exact, 
we give them a prestige that reality did not possess. (1992, p. 51) 

 

Halbwachs continues to explain that individuals often adjust their memories in 

order to escape the confinements of the present. He views the past as relatively fluid and 

is malleable to current needs. In contrast, the present exists in a more absolute state: 

 
We are free to choose from the past the period into which we wish to immerse 
ourselves. Since the kinds of people we have known at different times either were 
not the same or presented varying aspects of themselves, it is up to us to choose 
the society in the midst of which we wish to find ourselves. Whereas in our 
present society we occupy a definition position and are subject to the constraints 
that go with it, memory gives us the illusion of living in the midst of groups 
which do not imprison us… If certain memories are inconvenient or burden us, 
we can always oppose to them the sense of reality inseparable from our present 
life. (1992, p. 50) 

 

 At the collective level, memory is also fragmented and adjusts accordingly to the 

political and economic needs of present society. Christine Boyer’s (1994) critique of the 

City of Spectacle is a compelling way to understand what people remember and how they 

relate to the spaces around them. Essentially, her argument is that architects and planners 

strive to create a City of Spectacle that is heavily based on cultural production and 

consumption. Particularly after the 1970s, these professions sought to commodify the 

image of the city and encourage private interests to co-opt the public sphere for the 

purposes of “selling fictional styles of life and imaginary behaviors” (Boyer, 1994, p. 4). 

In the form of public-private partnerships to establish historic districts, heritage 

museums, and tourist kiosks, the City of Spectacle caters to the consumer’s desires for a 

sense of cohesion in an abbreviated but digestible past. Tourist attractions, such as Ellis 
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Island in New York City suggest a unified collective memory that never existed, but is 

especially useful for marketing the city. The goal is therefore to take the fragmented 

pieces of the past and reconstruct them in a way that creates a seemingly cohesive place.  

 Similarly, Norman Klein (1997)’s analysis of the erasure of memory in the ethnic 

neighborhoods west of downtown Los Angeles contributes to this idea of a fictional built 

environment. Klein defines the ‘social imaginary’ as a collective memory of an event or 

place that never occurred but is constructed regardless. He gives an example of the tourist 

destination of Count Dracula’s castle in Romania (p. 10). He continues to argue that: 

 
Nearly all forms of urban planning involve a social imagery… Nostalgia 
convinces the viewer because the actual events of the past have been forgotten. In 
fact, the past is not the issue at all; it serves merely as a “rosy” container for the 
anxieties of the present. (p. 11) 

 

In this way, both Boyer and Klein suggest that political ideology and urban planning, in 

which one informs the other, have a role in shaping collective memory. Often times, this 

manifests in the built environment and as a fragmented, fictional past that never existed. 

From this discussion of memory, I summarize my assumptions. First, memory is 

constructed on two levels: first at the individual level in a social context and then at a 

public or collective level, such as within the architecture and urban planning professions. 

Two lessons emerge from the literature: 1) memory is selectively created from 

fragmented pieces of the past and presented as a newly constructed whole, and 2) this 

fragmentation occurs due a variety of reasons, which may range from an individual’s 

desire to escape the confinements of the present or the planning professions’ goals to 

generate revenues by selling the ‘City of Spectacle’ to tourists and willing consumers. 
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Amnesia and the Eviction of “Memory” 

Given that memory is a fabrication, we must question amnesia as simply the loss 

of memory in the recollection of actual events. I suggest that amnesia is a state of 

paralysis where Lower East Side residents find themselves at a crossroads in the 

construction of memory. To this end, I refer to Klein’s application of the term 

“distraction” in cognitive psychology to suggest that “in order to remember, something 

must be forgotten” (1997, p. 301). Essentially, amnesia is the simultaneous act of 

forgetting and remembering, as one memory will simply displace and distort another: 

 
Memory is afflicted simultaneously by forgetting. It does not disappear merely 
through disuse, but through interference, either retroactive or proactive, through 
distraction…No memory is released, or stored, without some degree of erasure 
(Klein, 1997, p. 306). 

 

In many ways, I believe that the residents of the Lower East Side are afflicted by 

a similar sense of amnesia. They are stuck at a juncture: on one hand, they attempt to 

generate an individual level of memory where they rely on their social context. On the 

other hand, there are broader institutional forces acting upon the collective memory of 

that very same context. Perhaps it is no longer possible for the individual to refer to the 

same context in which their original memory was constructed, or that the new social 

context conflicts with the prior social context. Amnesia is therefore paralysis: in the act 

of trying to remember on the individual level, the residents also struggle with the act of 

forgetting because a collective memory is imposed upon them and their social context. 

This collective memory can take multiple forms, but I am more interested in 

institutions that focus on creating a dominant public memory of the neighborhood. 

Examples of institutional efforts to instill collective or public memory include museums 
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and the designation of historic districts and landmarks. These efforts often fall under the 

city government’s desire to sell the neighborhood under a dominant narrative to 

encourage tourism or real estate development. As Boyer (1994) explains, tourism thrives 

on packaging and selling fictional lifestyles, and this is why I will later turn to a broader 

discussion of tourism and its impact on the memories of Lower East Side residents. 

If amnesia is a state of paralysis, or inability to move forward with memory 

creation, then the eviction of their “memory” is when residents choose to define their 

personal experiences according to the dominant narrative of the neighborhood.  In effect, 

the collective memory triumphs over individual memory. This memory suddenly has 

nothing to do with the lifespan of the individual, and the individual is deemed irrelevant. 

As in the example of the resident who chose the Lower East Side Tenement Museum to 

represent his life, I would argue that this is eviction of “memory” at work. The individual 

ceases to be relevant, and he has chosen to define his life according to the collective 

memory that the planning professions have packaged for primarily tourist consumption. 

 

Post-9/11 and the Intensification of Tourism 

In this section, I will discuss how the concepts of memory, amnesia, and the 

eviction of “memory” serve as a framework to evaluate the prospects of community 

mobilization in the post-9/11 era. The underlying argument is that tourism imposes a 

dominant narrative upon the residents and these “taken for granted” messages weaken 

community mobilization in struggles against gentrification and residential displacement. 

Efforts to create a collective memory framework in Lower Manhattan have been 

ongoing, especially with a growing interest in ethnic and cultural history in the late 1980s 
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and 1990s. In particular, the South Street Seaport, the Lower East Side Tenement 

Museum, the Chinatown Museum Project, similar projects coincide with growing interest 

in preserving the history of neighborhoods and the experiences of its diverse populations. 

However, the post-9/11 era saw an intensification of tourism as the main impetus for 

regenerating economic vitality in the neighborhood after the garment industry collapsed. 

Suddenly, those institutions—the museums, the public landmarks—became the primary 

means to spread a dominant narrative of the neighborhood and generate tourist revenues. 

 Funding to these institutions as part of 9/11 redevelopment and disaster recovery 

serves as one way to evaluate the growing importance of museums and public landmarks. 

For example, the Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA) received a healthy injection 

of monies after 9/11 consisting of two grants from the September 11th Fund, including 

$1.7 million for the first grant and $500,000 for the second grant. In addition, the 

museum received piece-meal grants including $1 million from the mayor’s office, $1 

million from City Council, $250,000 from Borough President Scott Stringer, and 

$200,000 from the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation (Idiculla, 2006). The 

availability of funding to these particular institutions of memory is indicative of the city’s 

efforts to concentrate its priorities on public memory and history of the neighborhood. 

The city’s effort to make the Lower East Side and Chinatown more amenable to 

tourism after 9/11 is painfully apparent to the lifelong residents in the neighborhood. 

Many saw the tours as encouraging newcomers from stereotypically white suburban 

communities to “discover” the neighborhood. Residents often appear cynical and 

resentful towards efforts to turn their neighborhood into a tourist destination. In my 
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interview with Rachel, a 24-year old biracial female who grew up in the Lower East Side 

and now lives with her family in an owner-occupied house in New Jersey, she says: 

 
Rachel: I’m very blunt, and I’ll just ask somebody where they come from. And a 
lot of them said, “Well, I went to school at NYU or Columbia, but I came from 
Ohio or I came from Boston.” And then I’m like, “So why did you decide to live 
here?” I mean, but they got offended of course because I’m asking why they’re 
here, but you know, I really want to know. And they’re like, “Well we heard this 
place was trendy.” And I’m like, “Well who told you that?” “Well, we read this 
article about this really cute boutique down here and we decided to come here 
down here with a tour.” You know how they have tours randomly?  So that’s how 
they also found out about the neighborhood and they heard about all the history, 
‘cause that’s all they talk about on the Lower East Side, like the history of the 
Lower East Side, especially during the Depression. So then they find it so 
fascinating that they have to live in this area with this history. But at the same 
time, the history is going slowly because everything’s being developed. 

 

In another interview, I spoke with Sophia, a 25-year old Chinese-American female who 

lived in a public housing project in the Lower East Side until she moved out to attend 

college. She now lives in the Sunset area in Brooklyn. She begins the interview with 

symptoms of amnesia when I asked her to recall how the neighborhood changed: 

 
Sophia: I don’t remember.  I don’t remember what I was thinking in high school.  
So, mostly what I saw, or became more aware of—became more apparent was 
because I was in college and then the only time I’d come back was during breaks.  
And then it became so much more clear, the transition, or the changes.  9/11 was a 
big impact—yeah, I actually think 9/11, because there was a huge investment to 
make Lower East Side/Chinatown like a playground, and so in many ways when I 
come, or when I’m here and I see like tons of tourists, I think of it. 

 
Deland: 9/11? 

Sophia: Yeah, it’s really disturbing.  It’s become like an economic franchise, or 
enterprise.  An economic—a place for economic development, but not thinking 
about it as a place where people live.  And I think that’s, to me, it’s really scary, 
because it doesn’t involve the people in this area, the people, the development in 
this area is not for the people who live here.  And so the way it’s being marketed, 
it’s like a tourist trap.  Like people come to eat food, walk around… [pause]  I 
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mean even this place we’re in (a new Chinatown cafe) is like a post 9/11 
development. 

 

She continues to describe her role as a former employee of the Museum of Chinese in 

America (MOCA) and how those institutions contribute to promoting a certain narrative 

of the neighborhood. Perhaps what is most interesting is her own role and internal 

conflict in her awareness that she was appealing to tourist consumption as a tour guide: 

 
Deland: Hmm, why do you think that there is a difference between people who 
want to live here versus, you know, people who visit and leave for the day?  At 
what point did it become more like people wanting to live here? 

 
Sophia: I think it’s simultaneous and synonymous, because I think it’s connected 
to this way in which Chinatown and Lower East Side is being marketed as a… 
[pause] place to come to for fun, and so tourists come.  But it’s also—at the same 
time, people see it as a place to enjoy, people want to live there.  And also 
because we’re close to all these bars and, like a…[pause] like a trendy, it’s trendy.  
And Pearl River moved to Broadway, and all these ways in which Chinatown is 
being marketed.  Even in one single act, that Pearl River exists on Broadway, it 
attracted all this attention, and so I think people also make that connection with 
Chinatown.  What even Pearl River and how that has an effect.  Or even MOCA 
(the Museum of Chinese in America), like doing tours… so many visiting people 
and it’s weird to me that I became a part of this process of marketing, and even 
though I was very conscious of the content of my tour, the fact that I was 
catering—or that MOCA was catering to this audience, I mean, also created an 
image of Chinatown. 
 

In this way, the intensification of tourism post-9/11 is more than an annoyance in 

the neighborhood. It relies on the acquiesce of lifelong residents who participate in 

creating te collective memory of the neighborhood for the main purposes of tourism. 

Clearly, not all residents become actual tour guides for the neighborhood, but residents 

participate in other ways by internalizing the dominant narrative of the neighborhood and 

failing to question the existence of certain assumptions and “taken for granted” truths. 
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Messages of the Dominant Narrative 

Although collective memory or a dominant narrative of the neighborhood are 

inherently alarming in itself, another alarming factor is that these messages become 

“taken for granted” truths that turn residents into passive consumers of a nonexistent 

history. In this way, the current dominant narrative as presented within the framework of 

tourism sends three messages. First, it presents the neighborhood as a historical moment 

frozen in time, much like the ideal of the unified immigrant enclave. Second, it glorifies 

the role of a benign city government in establishing a path of progress and economic 

prosperity. Lastly, it encourages individual rather than collective consumption. The two 

case studies of the Lower East Side Tenement Museum and the new Visitor Kiosk in 

Chinatown both demonstrate these messages. Both sites received grants for expansion 

and construction post-9/11 with government recovery funds, and they both disseminate 

certain unquestionable messages underlying the dominant narrative of the neighborhood. 

 
Lower East Side Tenement Museum 

Ruth Abram and Anita Jacobson founded the Tenement Museum in 1988 after 

years of searching for the site to house a museum about America’s immigrants. They 

thought that a tenement was the appropriate site to represent the first homes of thousands 

of immigrants. In particular, they found 97 Orchard Street in extremely well-preserved 

condition since the building had been abandoned for fifty years. According to Jackson, "It 

was as though people had just picked up and left-- It was a little time capsule...I called 

Ruth and said 'We have got to have this building.' It was perfect." (Tenement Museum, 

2009). In 1992, the museum opened the first restored apartment, the 1878 home of the 

German-Jewish Gumpertz family, and there are currently six apartments on exhibit. In 
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1998, President Clinton and Congress designated the Museum a National Historic Site 

affiliated with the National Park Service. That same year, 97 Orchard Street became the 

20th property of the National Trust for Historic Preservation. The Tenement Museum 

now occupies nearly an entire city block after its expansion of a visitor’s center in 2007. 

The museum has an annual budget of $4 million, which comes from grants, public and 

corporate donations, ticket and merchandise sales, and city funding. Government funding 

is essential, as Raymond T. O’Keefe, the museum’s chairman and a former commercial 

real estate broker, says: “The city is very, very generous to us” (Estock, 2005). 

Since its inception, the museum exemplifies the image of the immigrant enclave, 

the American Dream, and the bootstrapping ideal. The museum offers various public 

programs that aim to take the visitor back to a frozen historical moment in time and allow 

them to experience the lives of the 7,000 immigrants who once lived there from 1863 to 

1935. One exhibit is the Confino Family Program, described as a "living history" 

apartment. The year is 1916, and a costumed interpreter with a thick accent plays Victoria 

Confino, a fourteen year-old Sephardic-Jewish immigrant, who guides the visitors as 

though they were new arrivals seeking information about life on the Lower East Side. 

Victoria will help the visitors “start [their] new life as an American”, with “new life” 

emphatically mentioned several times throughout the introductory video. The tour also 

discusses issues of assimilation, cultural identity, and the role of community. The ideals 

of assimilation and upward mobility are repeatedly underscored. For example, in the 

exhibit about the story of the Gumpertz family, the wife finally closes her garment shop 

and moves to what would become a German neighborhood on the Upper East Side. 
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Another exhibit is the restored Irish Moore’s family apartment. The main features 

of the exhibit are objects that “provid[e] a window into the experiences of the Moores as 

19th century Irish immigrants in New York” (Tenement Museum, 2009). Many of the 

objects in the apartment were neither found in 97 Orchard nor owned by the Moore 

family, but each object dates back to a similar historical period of time and serves to 

represent the family’s transient lifestyle, their limited employment opportunities (work in 

a saloon, restaurant or hotel), religious beliefs, and health problems. The story of the 

immigrant is a familiar one of suffering and hardship, but the visitor already knows how 

the story ends: with time, the immigrants’ children will assimilate into American culture 

and move out of the tenement in the Lower East Side. This connection is made clearer by 

the exhibit’s references to current immigrants in the neighborhood—the Irish have 

disappeared from the neighborhood and thus have been replaced by the Chinese. The 

assumption is such that the Chinese will also move away with time and upward mobility. 

The presence of government is apparent throughout the Tenement Museum, but it 

is usually that of a benign and helpful force. Overcrowding, disease, and poor working 

conditions are mentioned throughout the exhibits, but they do not question why or how 

those conditions came to be—simply that they exist, and that the immigrants must deal 

with them on an individual rather than structural basis. The New York City government 

is mentioned as having a role in passing legislation in 1867 to improve conditions in 

tenements, which led the landlord at the time to install gas lines, running water and 

interior flush toilets. In another exhibit entitled “Getting By”, the government was 

supposedly responsible for providing benefits to the Gumpertz family who lived through 

the Panic of 1873, and then the Baldizzi family during the Great Depression. According 
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to the museum, many of the immigrants living in the tenement subsisted on the Home 

Relief Program of 1934, which included rent money, clothing allowance, and food crates. 

When the government’s role became less than benign, the museum softens the 

blow. In particular, all of the residents in the tenement faced eviction in 1935 when the 

landlord decided to shut down the building, which remained that way for the next fifty 

years. The museum attributes the evictions to Mayor LaGuardia’s housing program, 

which required tenements to meet sanitation and building codes. Many landlords did not 

have the economic incentive to comply with the regulations and simply evicted their 

residents and closed their buildings. On its website, the museum justified Mayor 

LaGuardia’s actions in the following ways: 

 
Evictions and displacement were hardly what Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia 
envisioned when he spearheaded the housing regulations. Rather, he hoped to aid 
low-income tenants like the Baldizzis by upgrading dilapidated tenements and 
building a new generation of public housing. 
 
LaGuardia made cleaning the city's slums one of his first priorities after taking 
office in 1934. He established the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) 
to deal with these neighborhoods. NYCHA looked to the notoriously distressed 
Lower East Side to set up its first public housing facilities and institute legislation 
for safer, more sanitary conditions. Before improvements were made, more than 
50% of the residential buildings in the area lacked central heating and toilets in 
the apartments, and one in six had no hot water 
 
All too often, though, landlords didn't or simply couldn't comply with the 
regulations. The decline in immigration coupled with increased subway service to 
the outer boroughs sapped the neighborhood's population. And, with the country 
still mired in the Great Depression, many landlords didn't have the means to make 
the costly improvements to their buildings. 
 
Faced with these conditions, thousands of landlords, including the owner of 97 
Orchard Street, shuttered their buildings and evicted tenants. 97 Orchard Street 
was hardly a unique case: in two years, 10,000 decrepit tenements were boarded 
up, removing 40,000 rental units from the market. Other landlords did upgrade 
their buildings, only to raise their rents and effectively remove another 30,000 
units from the low-rent market. 
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Though LaGuardia's plan to erect public housing facilities was a success, the new 
regulations often resulted in displacement and homelessness for New York's most 
disadvantaged citizens. Fortunately, the Baldizzis eventually escaped this fate and 
found a home in Brooklyn. 

 

The underlying message of the government’s actions was that the city needed to 

ensure that the “slums” and its tenements were safe for occupation, even at the expense of 

evicting low-income tenants. The museum also noted that despite facing homelessness 

and displacement, the family on exhibit was able to find housing elsewhere. Therefore, 

evictions and displacement became part of the rhetoric of progress. The idea is that some 

families may suffer, but in the end, the city keeps its residents’ interests in mind, and it 

was able to successfully meet its goal for more public housing. History ends here without 

a discussion about the “success” of the living conditions in those housing projects—some 

of whom were later demolished again under the urban renewal initiatives in the 1960s. 

Throughout my interviews, many residents expressed a similar sense of 

displacement as inevitable and necessary. Progress was decidedly a good thing, and 

change was therefore part of the natural evolution of neighborhoods. According to 

Jimmy, a 24-year old Chinese-American male and lifelong resident of Chinatown: 

 
Jimmy: History… I mean, it matters to me, but some part of Chinatown you just 
can’t take out, so it’s like, fish market I think is always going to be there, people 
don’t want to live around there because it smells.  But, um, there are thriving 
areas here and, you know it’s… most of my childhood memories is derived from 
my friendships, people I made throughout my childhood.  And mostly Chinese 
people, but you know.  If you want to have that kind of lifestyle where you have 
your child grow up in that kind of environment, it’s possible, just go to Brooklyn 
or Queens.  But, you know…ehh, it’s… I still walk around the neighborhood, go 
back to nostalgic memories, and I still remember where the store was, the J & L 
store that’s across the street from PS 42.  That will still be in my memory, I can 
still remember it there, and I have pictures of it. I mean, it’s a little sad, I would 
say, but you know… you have to think of the neighborhood and also think about 
the community, think about the other people as well.  I’m sure all these people 
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moving in are having a blast, but, you know, for the people that are left, the old 
residents… yeah, they’re sad, they’re disappointed, but… I guess I… you know, 
it’s just part of society, part of economic forces, and… it’s just the way it is. 
 
 
I bring up the case study of the Tenement Museum—not to challenge the 

importance of historical preservation or the museum’s contribution to the 

neighborhood—but to provide a critical analysis of the messages underlying the exhibits. 

By presenting the neighborhood as frozen in time and unchangeable, the museum 

reinforces the myth of the immigrant enclave that perhaps never existed, as I will explain 

in Chapter 2.  The exhibits also fail to adequately challenge the government’s role in the 

lives of immigrants, and thus the government is seen as a paternal agent that ensures the 

best for its residents even though they may need to induce temporary suffering. In many 

ways, these depoliticized messages translate into passivity and blind acceptance on the 

part of residents who think that such actions are inevitable in the pursuit of progress. 

 

Individual Consumption Versus Collective Assets 

While “taken for granted” truths in the dominant narrative suppress community 

mobilization by preventing residents from remembering a community worth fighting for, 

community mobilization is also threatened by residents’ tendency to categorize their 

losses and gains in terms of individual consumption, rather than the collective assets of 

the neighborhood. In part, the dominant narrative of the neighborhood encourages the 

City of Spectacle, where the urban experience is based on a profit-making motive. 

Residents are more likely to base their daily experiences as paying customers, rather than 

view themselves as equal participants in a community. Throughout my interviews, 

individual consumption often appeared in the forefront when younger residents traced the 
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trajectory of the neighborhood through the opening and closing of various businesses. 

Older residents, however, were more likely to discuss broader systematic issues such as 

government intervention and social justice. Essentially, the city’s emphasis on tourism 

encouraged the erasure of collective memory at the expense of individual consumption. 

 
Explore Chinatown Visitors Kiosk   
 

In 2004, the NYC & Company– New York City's tourism marketing 

organization— launched a  $1 million initiative with the Lower Manhattan Development 

Corporation (LMDC) and September 11th Fund for the  “Explore Chinatown” marketing 

campaign.  According to Cristyne Nicholas, President & CEO of NYC & Company, this 

campaign would enable Chinatown to tap into the city’s $21 billion tourism industry—

much needed revenue after the post-9/11 economic downturn. This campaign printed 

“Explore Chinatown” tourist maps for distribution throughout the city and at the 

information kiosk to highlight information about Chinatown's cultural and community 

activities, as well as dining, entertainment and shopping suggestions. As one respondent 

notes, the kiosk confirms the city’s intent to re-make the neighborhood for tourism: 

 
Ellen: The post 9/11 government got so much money to rebuild Chinatown, and it 
hasn’t really gone to helping Chinatown… [pause] it’s catered more to tourists, 
rather than the community itself.  So, like… yeah, so like they’d rather see a 
kiosk, you know, the kiosk in Chinatown, than like, that area being utilized.  Like 
I always walk through there, and I always—I’m just like, “Alright, there’s a 
random triangle here, I wonder what was here before that.”  And the kiosk really 
is useless. I see—like, no one in the Chinese community.  Mostly like, tourists.  
White or black families. Yeah.  And there’s no one manning it. You just go there 
and pick up some flyers.  But really, what’s it there for, like are you going to find 
directions to restaurants, because you can find a restaurant every block, there’s at 
least two or three on every block, what do you need a map for?   
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The respondent’s negative disregard of the tourist kiosk points to the fundamental 

difference between long-term residents and tourists’ constructed memory of the 

neighborhood. When asked to describe the Chinatown tourist map, the respondent went 

on to say that she did not have a real connection to the so-called “historical” and 

“important” sites on map. Residents’ inability to confirm their memories in the official 

mapping of the neighborhood is significant. First, it suggests the city’s goal to preserve 

some aspects of the neighborhood’s identity at the expense of others—particularly the 

high-revenue generating sites that will encourage tourism. Second, it disregards how 

residents remember their neighborhood, such as the lower-revenue generating sites that 

have greater personal significance for their memory of the neighborhood.  

The tourist map also serves to primarily map out the neighborhood for 

consumption, rather than the neighborhood as a site of community struggle. In this way, 

community assets simply “disappear” off the map because they do not serve the city’s 

profit-making motive.  In effect, the city had a choice between presenting the 

neighborhood as a shopping haven or the “less desirable” truths of the neighborhood, 

such as the fact that initial Chinatown residents were unable to settle anywhere else in the 

city due to violent racial discrimination.  The city thus presents the Chinatown experience 

as a landscape of individual consumption rather than collective action against many of its 

pressing problems, such as residential displacement, dilapidated housing, labor abuses, 

and so forth. With Chinatown becoming merely a place for consumption, residents are 

more likely to associate their memory of the neighborhood with stores that they used to 

frequent as individual consumers. As a result, residents are less likely to come together as 

a community in order to protect the cultural identity and assets of the neighborhood. 
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Prospects For Community Mobilization 

 As this chapter argues, amnesia and the eviction of “memory” have dramatically 

transformed the prospects of community mobilization in the Lower East Side and 

Chinatown. Memory has a profound effect on identity and can define the extent to which 

residents are willing to claim a common background that is necessary for community-

based struggles against gentrification and displacement. As Halbwachs (1992) writes:  

 
We preserve memories of each epoch in our lives, and these are continually 
reproduced; through them, as by a continual relationship, a sense of our identity is 
perpetuated. (p. 47) 

 

 In effect, the dominant narrative of the neighborhood results in a skewed sense of 

memory, which then complicates residents’ sense of identity. If memory shapes identity, 

then the eviction of “memory” suggests that residents choose the dominant narrative of 

the neighborhood over their personal memory to represent their identity. The lack of 

group affinity makes it increasingly difficult to participate in community organizing.  

 The chapter suggests that the state has played a significant role in encouraging a 

dominant narrative of the neighborhood through intensified tourism especially after 9/11. 

Tourism relies on a unified dominant narrative of the neighborhood to appropriately 

package and sell the neighborhood for consumption. In part, the city’s profit-making 

motive came at an opportune time when Chinatown in particular was experiencing the 

hemorrhaging of revenues following the collapse of the garment industry. The dominant 

narrative of the neighborhood is problematic for several reasons. First, this framework 

assumes that the neighborhood is a unified immigrant enclave that is frozen in time and 

immutable. In reality, community relations are highly factional, as I will explore in 
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Chapter 2. Second, the dominant framework encourages “taken for granted” truths that 

encourage residents to blindly accept the benign role of the city in ensuring progress and 

economic prosperity. Finally, the dominant narrative encourages individuals to think of 

themselves as consumers, rather than members of a community facing similar struggles.  

 In this way, the dominant framework weakens community organizing since 

residents are less likely to mourn for a community-level loss that they can no longer 

remember. Also, residents are less likely to fight gentrification and displacement if they 

believe that the arrival of condominiums and upscale boutiques is inevitable or beneficial 

for the progress of the neighborhood. Finally, residents who identify themselves as 

consumers are more likely to categorize their losses and gains in terms of individual 

consumption, rather than the collective assets of the neighborhood.  

While this chapter has focused on how the state’s emphasis on tourism serves to 

weaken the prospects of community organizing, the state has participates in other 

seemingly paradoxical ways. The following chapter will explore popular notions of the 

Lower East Side and Chinatown as an immigrant enclave, which does not accurately 

describe the state of the neighborhood as a fragmented enclave. In part, the state also 

encouraged the fragmentation of the neighborhood through the uneven allocation of 9/11 

recovery funds, which serves as another way to weaken the prospects of community 

mobilization. On one hand, the state simultaneously encourages a dominant narrative of 

the neighborhood as a unified immigrant enclave for the purposes of tourism. On the 

other hand, it also systematically divides the community through competition for funding. 

In the end, the outcomes are similar: the transformation of the Lower East Side and 

Chinatown as a new site of contestation where community mobilization is weakened.  
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Chapter 2: Welcome to the Fragmented Enclave 
 

“It’s a terrible way of putting it, but you know, the amount of money you make represents 
the type of people that live there, which represents the culture of the entire neighborhood 
as a whole of the people that live there.”— Jack, Age 24, Lower East Side 
 

 
* * * 

 

Shortly after the events of 9/11, New York City received $24.1 billion in federal 

aid to assist with emergency disaster response and recovery tasks. The Lower Manhattan 

Development Corporation (LMDC), one of the public-private entities in charge of 

allocating those funds, gave $2.7 billion to redevelop Ground Zero and the surrounding 

neighborhood, while all of Chinatown received $39.6 million in Community 

Development Block Grants (Kates, 2006). The uneven allocation of recovery funds left 

many Chinatown-based community organizations disgruntled, but only a modest effort 

was made to bring these allocation decisions to the attention of state or city-level 

government officials. Instead, the scarcity of funding resulted in increased animosity 

among community organizations, in which the “winners” stood to gain substantially from 

the funds, while the “losers” were those who were left entirely out of the budget. 

As Chapter 1 explains, the state has participated in efforts to impose a dominant 

narrative of public memory on the neighborhood, mainly through tourism, to categorize 

the neighborhood as an immigrant enclave of ethnic and racial divisions. The myth of the 

enclave—which encourages perceptions of a fragmentation of the neighborhood that 

perhaps never existed— views the immigrant enclave as racially and ethnically divided 
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among a uniform working-class population. This study finds that the Lower East Side and 

Chinatown exists as a fragmented enclave despite popular notions that assume otherwise.  

The myth of the enclave also neglects to explain why major historical incidents of 

ethnic-based labor organizing have focused largely on class identity to address housing 

struggles. In particular, this study examines the rent strikes of 1904 and 1908 and finds 

that class-based affinity, rather than ethnicity, was the primary form of organization. 

Furthermore, Tompkins Square was also an important location for class-based riots, first 

in the riots of 1857, 1874, and later in 1988. Rather than mobilizing on the behalf of 

ethnic and racial identification, these movements gained momentum on the basis of class 

identification and labor relations. Many of these movements were indeed successful and 

resulted in substantial gains for the protesters’ housing conditions and support base. 

Essentially, the state—in recognizing the relative success of ethnic-based labor 

organizing efforts to address housing struggles— has encouraged class fragmentation of 

organizations through the delivery structure of post-9/11 recovery funds that prioritizes 

certain ethnic organizations over others. The allocation of funds, which consisted of a 

lump sum to be distributed at the discretion of a public-private entity, is a state-led effort 

to create an additional layer of class fragmentation among local organizations of the 

Lower East Side and Chinatown already segmented by ethnic or racial identity. Class 

fragmentation at the organizational level is thus the ways in which organizations claiming 

to represent the same ethnic or racial identity further differentiate themselves by the class 

identity of their constituency. By augmenting class fragmentation within ethnic and racial 

divisions, the state provides a convenient way to ensure that community mobilization and 

opposition to its gentrification policies are increasingly difficult to organize in the future. 
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This study provides a case study of the Coalition to Protect Chinatown and Lower 

East Side’s effort to resist the Lower East Side Rezoning Plan, which was approved in 

November 2008 and represented the neighborhood’s first rezoning since 1969. This effort 

extended across the Lower East Side’s primarily Latino population to include the 

Chinatown community, therefore undermining prior assumptions of racial and ethnic 

fragmentation. The anti-zoning campaign initially grew out of organizations affiliated 

with labor organizing, but failed because of the Coalition’s unwillingness to work with 

other organizations that they consider “traitors” to their mission statement to help low-

income Chinatown residents. Interestingly, the members of the Coalition were not the 

major benefactors of the city’s explicit favoritism of certain organizations. In effect, their 

members were the “losers”—radical advocates of working class interests— who believed 

that the “winners” have essentially sold out by collaborating with business interests.  

Essentially, the fragmented enclave is a more accurate description of the Lower 

East Side today than the traditional framing of the Lower East Side as an immigrant 

enclave. The post-9/11 era further introduced economic conditions that reinforce and 

introduce challenges to community mobilization around housing issues. Since these 

struggles have always relied on the strength of labor relations, it is therefore necessary to 

examine how the post-9/11 economic climate along with state-led efforts have 

transformed the Lower East Side and Chinatown as a new site of contestation. 

 

Myth of the Immigrant Enclave 

The theoretical basis for the Lower East Side and Chinatown as an immigrant 

enclave corresponds with the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s and the 1930s, 
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which emerged as a scholarly effort to theorize patterns of urban growth and social 

relationships as a result of large-scale migration to the cities. Sociologists studied ethnic 

enclaves as conforming to the concentric zone theory defined by ecological patterns of 

invasion, survival, assimilation, adaptation, and cooperation (Park et al., 1925). In their 

view, non-native arrivals to the cities first settle down in inner-city immigrant enclaves 

since they are unable to afford to live anywhere else in the city. Over time, these 

immigrants or their native-born children achieve the economic means to move out of the 

oldest, most dilapidated housing units in the high-density districts of the inner city and 

into the wealthier commuter suburbs. The immigrant enclave was thus perceived as the 

stepping-stone towards assimilation for the successive waves of immigrants to the United 

States, and the city itself followed a pattern of spatial distribution on the basis of 

affluence and social status. Drake and Cayton (1945) describe the process as such: 

 
The two basic facts about the spatial growth of Midwest Metropolis (and of most 
American cities) are first, the tendency for people to move steadily outward from 
the center of the city as they grow more prosperous, leaving the center to business 
and industry, to the poor and vicious; and second, the tendency of the foreign-
born to settle originally in colonies near the center of the city, with individual 
families joining the outward stream as soon as they become Americanized in 
thought and relatively well-to-do. The competition for space among these various 
economic, social, and ethnic groups, and business and industry, results in strains 
and stresses.  (p. 13) 
 

The framework of an immigrant enclave makes two fundamental assumptions. 

The first assumption is that ethnic solidarity is the key mode of organization within the 

immigrant enclave. Therefore, the concentric ring model often depicted the inner city as a 

place of competition among the established immigrants and the more recent arrivals. 

Popular movies such as The Gangs of New York (2002) remain loyal to this 
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representation in that the Irish compete with the Germans, and the Germans compete with 

the Italians, but essentially each ethnic group existed as a un ified entity competing 

against other ethnic groups for limited space and economic resources. Conflict emerged 

among the competing ethnic group to protect their existing territory or to claim territory 

from others. The Chicago School attributed this competition to a type of Social 

Darwinism and the survival of the fittest, with socially advanced immigrants moving out. 

A second assumption of the immigrant enclave is that of a uniform working class. 

The model presents immigrants as having limited economic means and unable to live 

anywhere else except for the enclave. Essentially, their position in the labor structure 

provided them with an inadequate wage for the high housing costs beyond the immigrant 

enclave. Class position, as tied to ethnic identity and the time of immigration, determines 

where the immigrants could live. Since the immigrant enclave is based on inter-ethnic 

competition, the second assumption suggests that there would be a lack of collaboration 

among different racial/ethnic groups around working class interests. Since each ethnic 

group’s primary goal is to increase their economic means such that they can move out of 

the enclave, then the ethnic groups occupying the same working class position are likely 

to compete for the same jobs and paths of social mobility to escape to the suburbs. 

In the 1940s, a few Chicago School sociologists argued that the concentric zone 

model was an ideal type that did not always hold empirically. Drake and Cayton write: 

 
The pattern of the concentric city growth is not a perfect one. It is broken by 
jumps and skips as new businesses or communities based on nationality or class 
spring up in outlying areas or along arteries of transportation, to be overtaken later 
by the expanding city (1945, p. 13) 
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In part, the concentric zone model began to fall apart precisely at the moment 

when the new immigrants were no longer ethnically white, but were in fact racially 

differentiated from the older immigrant ethnic groups. Drake and Cayton (1945) wrote 

their book on the ‘Black Metropolis’ in response to the Great Migration of blacks from 

the southern United States to the industrial cities of the North. They noted a 

contradiction: more blacks were moving into the city, but even fewer were moving out to 

other parts of the city (p. 174). They explained that this bottleneck of assimilation stems 

from formal and informal social controls that led to the ghettoization of the Black Belt. In 

this way, Drake and Cayton challenged the ecological model of assimilation and 

questioned how the paths of social mobility are shaped and dependent on broader social 

and economic forces. Successful assimilation, in this way, no longer relied on a benign 

‘invisible hand’ to guide immigrants away from the inner city into the suburbs.  

Despite their critique of the concentric zone model, Drake and Cayton (1945) held 

fast to the Chicago School tenets. They still envisioned the city as divided into three 

economic groups: the wealthy few, a growing middle class, and the mass wage-earners, 

one-third of which included a million blacks.  They also saw the city as comprised of 

competing economic groups, social class, ethnic groups, and religious and secular 

associations (p. 29). The social and economic stratification of the city thus existed in 

broad categories: the wealthy native-born Americans against the poor immigrants, and so 

forth. This chapter challenges precisely this rigid notion of the immigrant enclave. 

 Empirically, the Lower East Side does not fit neatly into the framework of the 

immigrant enclave, and perhaps it never did. The neighborhood currently exists as a 

fragmented enclave, despite scholarly frameworks that present it as otherwise. This study 
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considers the neighborhood as having enclave-like characteristics for the following 

reasons. While not physically walled or separated from the rest of New York City, the 

neighborhood shares similar characteristics as an enclave in that residents often settle 

there because they cannot settle elsewhere due to racial or ethnic discrimination or lack of 

affordability. Therefore, both residents of the neighborhood and outsiders often perceive 

the neighborhood as a separate entity within the larger surrounding city. In effect, the 

fragmented enclave has the following characteristics: 1) physical fragmentation and 

functional divisions of the neighborhood, 2) increasing class differentiation within the 

neighborhood as a whole, and 3) class differentiation within a single ethnic group.  

First, one cannot empirically picture the neighborhood as a unified and bounded 

geographical entity without considering the physical fragmentation and functional 

divisions of the neighborhood. The Lower East Side consists of a huge area of urban land 

where the population and character of the northern part of the neighborhood—consisting 

of the East Village and New York University— is radically different from the areas along 

the East River and south of Houston Street consisting of a higher concentration of public 

housing projects. Janet Abu-Lughod (1994, “Welcome”) writes of the East Village: 

 
Just as physical space is fragmented—block by block, building by building, even 
apartment by apartment—into subunits which, they recur throughout the fabric of 
the neighborhood, are not necessarily contiguous, so the social space of the East 
Village is fragmented, subgroup by subgroup, differentiated by age, ethnicity, 
income, values and lifestyles. These differences create interwoven networks of 
association, identity, and loyalty that criss-cross through physical space and that 
yield a new type of neighborhood in which mutual tolerance and careful attention 
to social, physical, and temporal boundaries are required if harmony is to prevail. 
Such a neighborhood does not have an automatic set of consensual goals. (p. 28) 
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Furthermore, the Chinese immigrants who moved to the Lower East Side in the 

1970s and now constitute a major portion of the population share more commonalities 

with the neighboring Chinatown. They seek employment and conduct their daily needs, 

such as grocery shopping and Chinese-language instruction, in a familiar environment. 

The fluid boundaries between the Lower East Side and Chinatown residents suggest that 

an accurate framework of the two enclave-like neighborhoods must account for the 

fragmented nodes of different functions that exist to meet the diverse needs of residents. 

A further examination of the Lower East Side also challenges the assumptions of 

ethnic and racial competition amidst a uniform working class, as the reality of the enclave 

now consists of many different social classes living together in the same neighborhood. 

The following table describes the income and education levels of neighboring census 

tracts within the Lower East Side (see Table 1). An incredible range exists: for example, 

tract 20 has a median household income of $12,000 with 50% of families living in 

poverty—and therefore indicative of many of the residents who live in the public housing 

projects in this area—compared to tract 36.02 where the median household income is 

$45,000. The notion that the enclave consists of a uniform working class is therefore 

inaccurate, while the neighborhood is characterized by increasing class differentiation. 
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Table 1: Income and Education Attainment by Census Tract of the Lower East Side. Source: Manhattan 
District 3 Profile Report, New York City Department of Planning, 2007. 
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Another characteristic of the enclave is the increasing class fragmentation within 

a single ethnic group. For example, many Chinese immigrants who moved to the Lower 

East Side in the 1970s from Guangdong province have become upwardly mobile and 

petty entrepreneurs, such as restaurant bosses. As immigrants from Fujian province began 

to arrive in the 1990s, conflict emerged between the often-undocumented arrivals and the 

naturalized Cantonese immigrants—essentially, creating tensions within the ethnic 

Chinese community as each group now occupies a different class position. According to a 

Chinese resident who has lived in the Lower East Side for thirty-five years and once 

worked as a former restaurant owner, Cantonese restaurant owners in the 1980s would 

often take in newer Cantonese immigrants (especially those from the same village) as 

apprentices and train them to take over the business when they retire. However, 

Cantonese bosses today have little incentive in taking on Fujianese immigrants as 

apprentices and potential successors because of their assumed undocumented legal status. 

For working-class Cantonese immigrants, the arrival of Fujianese willing to work for 

very low wages has become a source of animosity. Established Cantonese immigrants 

believe that they have to settle for lower wages because undocumented workers lower the 

wage standard for everyone else and contribute to harsh labor conditions (Kwong, 1997, 

p. 102). In particular, the Cantonese have been accused of harboring xenophobic attitudes 

towards the Fujianese, whom in turn are accused of being uncouth, rude, uneducated, and 

contributing to higher crime activity. Essentially, this fragmentation within the ethnic 

community is one of the reasons why the organizations representing these diverse 

constituencies have experienced new challenges in mobilizing the Chinese community. 
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Historical Incidents of Ethnic-Based Labor Organizing 

The fragmented enclave offers a framework for analyzing the Lower East Side 

and Chinatown as a site of contestation and community mobilization. In particular, the 

myth of the enclave neglects to explain why historical incidents of ethnic-based labor 

organizing have focused largely on class identity to address housing struggles. This 

section will examine three major incidents in the neighborhood to illustrate how these 

movements gained momentum on the basis of class identification and labor relations, 

rather than mobilizing on the behalf of ethnic and racial identity. While these case studies 

should not be extrapolated to the entire history of the neighborhood, they can serve as 

tools to understand the underlying dynamics of historical housing-related struggles. 

 Around the turn of the twentieth-century, rent strikes were a common form of 

protest in the Lower East Side. In 1904, tenants consisting of mainly Jewish housewives 

picketed buildings, organized tenant unions within buildings, and recruited members by 

going from tenement to tenement (Joselit, 1986, p. 42). Shortly after, the United Hebrew 

Trades, the Workmen’s Circle, and other local organizations formed the New York Rent 

Protective Association (NYRPA) for the “immense mutual benefit society for Jewish 

tenants of the Lower East Side” (Joselit, 1986, p. 43). The 1908 “tenant uprising” was 

another major event that involved several thousand tenants in the Lower East Side, 

Harlem, and Brooklyn (Joselit, 1986, p. 45). The Eighth Assembly District, a local 

branch of Socialist party that was popular among Jewish garment workers was crucial in 

orchestrating the events. In many ways, the rent strikes were seen as the “hallmark” of 

Jewish tenant activity and were limited to the city’s Jewish neighborhoods (Joselit, 1986, 

p. 47). Prior to World War I, black residents of Harlem took other forms of protests, such 
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as forming block associations, signing petitions, and holding rallies but did not resort to 

rent strikes until they were able to achieve collective politicization (Joselit, 1986, p. 47). 

While prior community resistance for housing-related struggles may appear 

segmented by ethnicity, these struggles depend on an external organization for 

cohesion—whether a political movement or labor organization that was coincidentally 

popular within a certain ethnic group. In other words, the rent strikes were not 

exclusively a Jewish activity, but rather, the tactic existed mostly in neighborhoods that 

had a strong Communist Party base, which included Jews, Italians, Slavs, and blacks. In 

contrast, the working-class Irish-American chose to address their housing grievances 

through local political clubs rather than the Left (Naison, 1986, p. 109). In effect, 

housing-related grievances depended on class-based rather than ethnic identity. 

The riots of August 6, 1988 that resulted in nearly 100 counts of police brutality 

and the razing of squatters further contributed to Tompkins Square Park’s reputation as 

the site of community protest. Historically, the Square has hosted numerous protests that 

did not rely solely on ethnic solidarity, but gathered its momentum from class-based 

grievances and multi-racial/ethnic coalitions. The city recovered Tompkins Square from 

swamplands in 1834, and it became the site of protests particularly during times of 

economic recession. Early accounts include the bread riot of 1857 and the winter of 1873 

when 10,000 unemployed workers gathered to protest their plight and were consequently 

attacked by the police brandishing nightsticks (Reaven and Houck, 1994, p. 87).  

The riot of 1988 interpreted gentrification as a class-based rather than racial issue. 

In particular, the banner of the protesters read: “Gentrification is Class War” (Abu-

Lughod, 1994, “Battle”, p. 245). The protests initially consisted of a broad coalition of 
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many diverse identities: the housing reformers (mostly middle-class white women), the 

anarchists and squatters (white youth), and finally the homeless (blacks and Latinos). 

Even though this coalition eventually broke down as the housing reformers and the 

anarchists had irreconcilable differences, the squatters continued to identify with the 

homeless whom they saw as necessary actors in their quest for a class-based revolution. 

These historical moments in the neighborhood were in many ways relatively 

successful. They were temporarily able to halt rent increases or provoke media attention, 

therefore broadening its support base. Given that historical ethnic-based labor organizing 

have focused largely on class identity to address housing struggles, what are the prospects 

of using these similar techniques for community mobilization in the post-9/11 era? 

Unfortunately, the answer is less optimistic for the following reasons. First, the post-9/11 

era introduced a new climate of economic conditions that affected the nature of 

workplace organization. Second, the state encouraged a delivery structure of post-9/11 

recovery funds that resulted in an additional layer of class fragmentation among local 

organizations of the Lower East Side and Chinatown already segmented by ethnic or 

racial identity. The following section explores how these two factors have contributed to 

the transformation of the neighborhood into a new site of contestation for housing issues.  

 

Changing Nature of Workplace Organization 

“9/11 was also like a transition point to me, because my parents lost their jobs, my 
granddad died, and my mom was working in a factory, and then her factory became 
converted into a condo.  She worked there for 12-15 years.”— Sophia, Age 25, 
Chinatown 

 

* * * 
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 Sophia and many other Lower East Side and Chinatown residents cite 9/11 as a 

dramatic turning point in their personal lives and the neighborhood. After the events, the 

city enforced street closures that made it impossible for many businesses to send or 

receive deliveries for months. The garment, restaurant, and jewelry industries suffered 

incredible losses. According to the Asian American Federation (2002), the garment 

industry in Chinatown lost $500 million in the first year after 9/11, and the number of 

garment factories in the neighborhood— once employing 14,000 workers—declined from 

246 to 102 factories and cut 7,337 workers (p. 43). Although the garment industry had 

been moving overseas since the 1980s, 9/11 was a contributing factor in exacerbating the 

downward decline. Overall, 3 out of 4 Chinatown workers lost their jobs in the first two 

weeks. In the first three months, 1 out of 4 workers were still unemployed (Asian 

American Federation, 2002, p. 24). For those who were able to maintain their jobs, they 

had to endure severe wage cuts. Table 2 shows the post and pre-9/11 hourly wage 

breakdown by industry. For example, the garment industry hourly wage fell by 48% from 

$5.96 to $3.07, while the restaurant industry hourly wage fell 62% from $9.01 to $3.41. 

Table 2: Loss of Wages Before and After 9/11 By Industry in Chinatown. Source: Chinatown After 
September 11th: An Economic Impact Study”, Asian American Federation, 2002, p. 25. 
 

 Pre-9/11 Post-9/11 % Reduction 
Garment $5.96 $3.07 48% 
Garment $9.01 $3.41 62% 
Retail (not including Jewelry) $10.38 $3.87 63% 
Jewelry $10.03 $1.99 80% 

 

Some Chinatown organizations believe that the city had not given them enough 

funding to deal with these economic losses compared to other neighborhoods in Lower 

Manhattan. For example, the Lower Manhattan Development Corporation has allocated 
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$39.6 million in federal Community Development Block Grant funds to Chinatown, out 

of its total post-9/11 recovery funding of $2.7 billion from the city. Overall, less than $60 

million in loans and grants were available to business owners in Chinatown (Asian 

American Federation, 2002, p. 7). Much of this funding has contributed to boosting 

tourism in Chinatown, which the city was already been advocating prior to 9/11. 

However, the events of 9/11 provided a greater rationale for Chinatown to focus on 

tourism exclusively to replace the collapsed garment industry. The post-9/11 era 

witnessed an intensification of tourism efforts, such as the city’s Explore Chinatown 

campaign and the tourist kiosk at the divider between Canal, Baxter, and Walker Streets. 

The loss of manufacturing jobs and the city’s skewed encouragement of the 

tourism industry is likely to impact labor relations in the neighborhood and thus the 

prospects of community mobilization in the post 9/11 era. As noted before, the rent 

strikes of 1904 and 1908 depended heavily on the labor organizing efforts of the Socialist 

Party and Jewish female garment workers to gather the necessary participation in the 

workplace in order to make housing-related demands. By sharing a common workplace 

and a place of residence, this made it easier to transition from work-related to housing-

related grievances. In a similar way, the changing economic environment in the post-9/11 

era poses both challenges and opportunities for organizing around housing struggles. 

There are two major challenges. The first challenge is the loss of a common 

workplace. While garment workers would meet at a factory and would have the 

opportunity to interact with their former colleagues, many former garment workers today 

have decided to get certification to become home attendants. Their jobs now consist of 

commuting to the outer boroughs, where they may never encounter another colleague. 
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With the separation of workplace from place of residence, the nature of the home 

attendant industry provides fewer opportunities for labor organizing. Therefore, garment 

workers without a common workplace would face greater logistical constraints in terms 

of mobilizing their colleagues around issues of housing, which then becomes the 

underlying challenge in mobilizing labor-related and housing-related struggles. 

The second challenge involves the shift to tourism as exacerbating ethnic class-

based fragmentation in the neighborhood. As the neighborhood becomes a desirable 

location for hotels, Chinatown landlords perceive the increasing profitability of 

converting their buildings into hotels. This has been the case in one Chinatown single-

room occupancy (SRO) building in which a non-profit organization was working with the 

tenants to organize against the landlord in July 2008. Activists claimed that the Chinese 

landlord repeatedly tried to evict his Chinese residents to convert their apartments into 

hotel rooms. The landlord used a variety of means, such as turning off the hot water and 

heat and accusing residents of unpaid rent. When residents moved out, he painted the 

doors of the vacant hotel units blue, while keeping the doors of the older units red. This 

form of intimidation reminded the residents that they were facing constant imminent 

eviction, just like their former neighbors. This building cannot be extrapolated as the 

widespread case for all Chinatown buildings, but the city’s emphasis on tourism has 

undoubtedly created a set of incentives where landlords are seeking the more attractive 

option to evict former residents in order to generate a higher value of their buildings. As 

such, class fragmentation further divides the ethnic community, making it much more 

difficult to mobilize the support for issues in which members have diverse interests.  
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However, the new post-9/11 era can also lead to opportunities for mobilization. 

As the Tompkins Square riots of 1857, 1873, and 1988 demonstrate, class-based 

struggles are especially compelling during times of unemployment.  Residents who have 

lost their jobs and therefore cannot pay for housing are likely to come together for 

collective action. Perhaps, residents are also more inclined to fight together for a common 

cause when they are able to point to an external factor, such as 9/11 or a global recession. 

Otherwise, some residents—particularly the ethnic Chinese—are reluctant to address 

personal financial issues on a collective basis. From one of my interviews, I learned that 

Chinese residents might see displacement as an individual problem. One resident says: 

Ellen: But there is a stigma against people being evicted, because it’s like, if you 
tell someone you got evicted it’s like almost telling them that oh, your family did 
something wrong, your family didn’t pay the rent, that’s why you got evicted.  Or 
for homeless people for example, they’re drug dealers, they deserve to be on the 
street for some reason.  And like, you know…there is a stigma to it, but it’s also 
that it’s under-reported. There are a lot of residents in Chinatown who don’t know 
how to fight the situation, because they’re—they mostly keep to themselves, 
they’re just like, “Alright, if I don’t bother anyone and if I work really hard, then 
I’ll get rich and be wealthy for my family, be able to take care of them and be a 
proud Chinese citizen in America.”  So it’s basically, a lot of them are just in their 
home just working… working, working… go home, be with their family a little 
bit and then go to work again.  It’s not, like,--what was I about to say?  So, they 
don’t really take into account that there are a lot of services in the city, and it’s not 
like they’re a huge supporter of any charities or anything like that.  Like, so, when 
they finally need the help, it’s like, “Oh if I need the help, one, then one, it’ll be 
shameful because if I don’t do it myself, and I let others do my dirty work, then 
I’ll look shameful in the community. 

 

In particular, displacement as a collective versus individual problem becomes a 

taboo subject because it is essentially highlighting the dynamics of class fragmentation 

within the neighborhood. Chinese landlords have different economic incentives than their 

Chinese tenants, resulting in the difficult choice for ethnic organizations to represent one 
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side. The following section examines class fragmentation at the organizational level, in 

which ethnic organizations struggle to represent their increasingly diverse constituency. 

 

Class Fragmentation: Case Study of the LES Rezoning Plan 

 After 9/11, Chinatown received limited funding compared to its surrounding 

neighborhoods, which intensified competition among local organizations for those funds. 

The nature of how the state chose to allocate a lump sum in disaster and recovery funds 

to different organizations resulted in the greater class fragmentation among ethnic 

organizations that would otherwise find solidarity in a common working-class front. The 

state—perhaps in recognizing the potential for class fragmentation at the organizational 

level to avert future protests against housing struggles—saw the benefit of having various 

local organizations squabble amongst themselves along class identity in addition to 

existing ethnic divisions. In effect, this technique succeeded. As the case study of the 

Lower East Side Rezoning demonstrates, only a few Chinatown organizations protested 

the rezoning and lacked support from other organizations that also claim to represent the 

Chinatown community. Failure of collaboration reveals the long-standing tensions 

between the “losers”—those who did not receive 9/11 funding—and those who received 

the bulk of the funding and are perceived by others as “selling out” their mission. 

 In 2005, the NYC Department of City Planning and members of Community 

Board 3—representing the Lower East Side and the eastern portion of Chinatown— 

initiated a set of meetings regarding the recent out-of-scale development in the 

neighborhood. These discussions formed the basis of the city’s 111-block rezoning plan 

to limit building heights in mostly residential portions of the study area, while 
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encouraging higher density and development along the edge of the study area to coincide 

with the major commercial streets. When the plan began to move forward for approval, 

some community groups became concerned with the inadequacies of the rezoning plan.  

In March 2008, ten organizations joined together to form the Coalition to Protect 

Chinatown and the Lower East Side against the rezoning plan. The Coalition believed 

that the rezoning plan was “racist” in the way that the protected areas comprised of the 

residential areas occupied by the White residents of the neighborhood, while leaving 

Chinatown and the Latino portion of the neighborhood outside of the rezoning and thus 

susceptible to development (Murray, 2008).  Many of the organizers believed that the city 

was deliberately trying to encourage more luxury hotels into Chinatown to prime the 

neighborhood for tourist consumption. Consequently, the Coalition tried to stop the 

rezoning plan and engaged in tactics such as storming into public community meetings 

and rallying, coordinating a petition with 10,000 signatures, and mobilizing media 

attention. In the end, their efforts to stop the rezoning failed at every step, as the Borough 

President approved the plan in October 2008, followed by the City Planning Commission, 

and the City Council gave the final approval for the rezoning in November 2008. 

A closer inspection of the individual organizations involved in the Coalition is 

especially revealing. In particular, the Chinese Staff and Workers’ Association (CSWA) 

and the National Mobilization Against Sweatshops (NMASS) form the heart of the 

coalition. Both organizations formed in response to labor conditions in the ethnic 

economy. The CSWA was founded in the 1979 to aid Silver Palace restaurant workers 

claim unpaid wages and grievances against their co-ethnic bosses in the Chinese-owned 

restaurant. The organization had been involved with various labor campaigns, but more 
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interestingly, it has also gotten involved with housing-related issues, such as blocking a 

luxury condo development in 1984 and starting a co-op of 12 Chinese homesteaders in 

the Lower East Side. NMASS, in particular, addresses a variety of labor issues, such as 

unhealthy air quality in nail salons, work-related injuries, and the government’s failure to 

address the toxic air problems and compensate low-income minority families living in 

close proximity to the site of the former World Trade Towers after the events of 9/11.  

The Coalition’s isolation from other established Chinatown organizations was 

astounding and ironic considering its claim to represent the Chinatown community. Most, 

if not all Chinatown organizations refused to ally with the Coalition. In particular, Asian 

Americans For Equality (AAFE) submitted a public document stating that it did not agree 

with the Coalition’s militant approach, which they called “schoolyard” tactics (AAFE, 

2008).  This act was more indicative of the long history of factionalism among 

Chinatown organizations, particularly among its ethnic business elite and the working 

class (Kwong, 1997, pp. 123-131). The rezoning issue reinforced these class differences, 

and therefore requires an in-depth explanation of the many organizations in Chinatown. 

Chinatown’s organizational landscape is diverse and full of competing factions. In 

general, there is a great divide between self—identified progressive organizations 

representing working-class interests and the business-oriented community development 

organizations with government affiliations. AAFE may have started with radical Leftist 

roots in the 1960s, but the organization underwent a fundamental split with the more 

moderate leaders remaining and forming closer bonds with city officials, while the self-

identified progressive members left in the 1970s. Many organizations, including the 

CSWA, believe that AAFE has become a housing developer—albeit one of low-income 
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affordable housing— and is no longer accountable to the working-class residents in 

Chinatown. Instead, they are perceived as contributing to the city’s development agenda. 

Furthermore, Chinatown still consists of family associations that were formed initially to 

protect the interests of its business members by providing rotating credit.  Today, older 

established Cantonese family associations and newer Fujianese family associations are 

more concerned with protecting their parochial interests than collaborative efforts. 

The delivery structure of 9/11 disaster and recovery funds exacerbated these 

existing organizational tensions by singling out the “winners” and “losers” of the 

allocations. Of the $39.6 million federal assistance to Chinatown, the Lower Manhattan 

Development Corporation allocated a substantial amount to the creation of business 

partnerships and their organizational allies.  In particular, $7 million went to the creation 

of the Chinatown Partnership Local Development Corporation (LDC), which has 

spearheaded the Chinatown Clean Streets Program in order to improve the business 

climate of the neighborhood (“Renew NYC”, 2009). More specifically, the Chinatown 

Partnership LDC was formed in 2004 after a comprehensive community assessment and 

planning initiative called the Rebuild Chinatown Initiative (RCI) led by AAFE.  

Conversely, members of the Coalition to Protect Chinatown and the Lower East 

Side are less well-connected to the delivery structure of post-9/11 funds.  Perhaps due to 

this marginalization, they accuse the AAFE for catering to a pro-development business 

agenda rather than helping the “real” Chinatown residents in need—those whom are 

working-class immigrants who are experiencing the brunt of displacement and increasing 

costs in the neighborhood. Essentially, the factionalism over the LES Rezoning Plan 

surprisingly echoes the factionalism over the distribution of 9/11 funds. In this way, the 
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state has used this effective method to discourage opposition to its gentrification policies 

by exacerbating the class fragmentation that has already torn the neighborhood apart. 

As I described in Chapter 1, the city has actively promoted a dominant narrative 

of the neighborhood for purposes of consumption and tourism. In this chapter, I discuss 

how the myth of the immigrant enclave is not an accurate description of the Lower East 

Side and Chinatown today. Instead, the neighborhood represents a fragmented enclave 

where an additional layer of class-based fragmentation complicates the existing racial and 

ethnic divisions. Historical incidents—  especially of the rent strikes of 1904 and 1908, 

and the Tompkins Square riots of 1857, 1874, and later in 1988— confirm that class has 

always played a role within ethnic-based labor organizing. However, the same techniques 

of addressing housing grievances in the past are less likely to be successful in the post-

9/11 era due to the transformation of the neighborhood as a new site of contestation.  

Two factors in particular are the transformation of the workplace climate and the 

delivery structure of post-9/11 funds. In this way, the state’s encouragement of 

fragmentation at the organizational level in Chinatown weakens the prospects of 

community mobilization because organizations that would otherwise be able to mobilize 

a single ethnic group are now facing intensified pressure to represent the diverse interests 

of their constituency. As these interests primarily along class lines, I suggest that ethnic 

organizations can benefit from working together to address common issues and protect 

their susceptibility to external conditions that divide and conquer the neighborhood. 

While community organizations can serve as a powerful asset to mobilize struggles 

against gentrification, they are often underutilized. In this way, community leaders can 

search for new ways to mobilize the community that are not based on past prospects. 
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Chapter 3: Criminalization and Militarization of the City 

Under Mayor Rudolph Giuliani in the 1990s, New York City experienced an 

increase of police and security presence against crime and deviance. The events of 9/11 

introduced another phase, in which criminalization evolved into the militarization of low-

income communities of color. Militarization suggests the physical barricading of streets, 

presence of armed patrol officers, and the conversion of civilian spaces into militarized 

zones. For many residents, criminalization originated in the 1990s and symbolized the 

city’s zero-tolerance stance on crime, which resulted in policy changes and substantial 

physical transformations of the city. Neil Smith (1996) describes these policies as 

‘revanchist’ in that they are brazen, mean-spirited attempts on the part of the middle-class 

to reclaim the city from ethnic and racial communities that “stole” the city from them (p. 

211). Examples include Mayor Giuliani’s efforts to cleanse the streets of squeegee men, 

panhandlers, and the homeless, as well as his “cleaning up” of the adult entertainment 

shops in Times Square. While these issues first represented security concerns—initially 

the need for discovering and obliterating the enemies within the city (Smith, 1996, p. 

212)— the cleansing of New York City also undeniably resulted in the sanitization of the 

city’s gritty parts to better suit tourist consumption. Essentially, criminalization became 

another euphuism for profit-making, such that cleansing the city of its undesirable 

elements made it more attractive for tourists to provide substantial revenues to the city. 

Immediately after 9/11, Mayor Giuliani emerged as an international figure of 

leadership, with the media celebrating his role as “America’s Mayor” and Queen 

Elizabeth II of England bestowing him with honorary knighthood (NYC.gov, 2009). 

Recognition validated his treatment of low-income communities of color and justified the 
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intensification of this approach under Mayor Michael Bloomberg in the post-9/11 era. 

Nine years after 9/11, Lower East Side and Chinatown residents still recall this period of 

explicit militarization of their neighborhoods. While the militarized zones have largely 

disappeared, residents continue to live under the shadow of militarization to the point that 

they accept the city’s constant intervention and strong presence as a way of life. Similar 

to criminalization, militarization of the city continues to promote a profit-making motive.  

Residents identify the events of 9/11 as the precise moment when the city took a 

serious interest in transforming the neighborhood under the war on terrorism. The 

“cleaning up” of the Lower East Side and Chinatown thus meant the eradication of the 

counterfeit luxury goods trade, cleansing the neighborhood of its dilapidated buildings, 

and the Europeanization of its perceived foreign population. The city thus advocated a 

development strategy of hotels and bars to attract high-paying, non-residents who would 

descend upon the neighborhood for leisure and leave afterwards without offering any 

substantial value to the community. In effect, militarization is an advanced form of 

criminalization, in which the state can now justify its actions under the war on terrorism 

and identification of foreign-born enemies while also reaping the benefits of profit. 

The trend of militarization serves as a third way to evaluate the prospects of 

community mobilization in the post-9/11 era. For many residents, the events of 9/11 

marked the beginning of war—first, in the explicit ways in which the neighborhood was 

designated as a military zone, and second, in the subsequent attack on what they saw as 

their way of life and cultural heritage. In the first part of this chapter, I will explore the 

memories immediately after 9/11, most of which correspond to fear and uncertainty. 

These memories reveal a pattern of strong government presence in the neighborhood, 
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which has left a mark on residents’ perceptions of the government’s ability to control and 

intervene in their lives. These actions have resulted in feelings of anger, frustration, and 

fatalism. In this way, militarization of the post-9/11 era weakens community mobilization 

by lowering residents’ sense of efficacy in that they can successfully protest against the 

state-led war that consists of new types of development waged on the neighborhood. 

While militarization has instilled a sense of fatalism in some residents, it has also 

enabled some residents to consider opportunities to protest and reclaim their 

neighborhood within the trends of militarization and profit-making. New possibilities of 

community mobilization include the second-generation, college-educated Chinese-

Americans who grew up in Chinatown but now consider grassroots ways to mobilize 

against the state’s attack on the value of their neighborhoods. In part, they are motivated 

by the erasure or stripping away of their cultural roots. They believe that they can use 

empowered class status to reclaim the neighborhood, buy out buildings, partake in 

responsible stewardship, and encourage the replacement rather than displacement of the 

Chinese Diaspora. The second part of this chapter will focus on residents’ identification 

of a worthy versus unworthy resident and future prospects for community mobilization. 

 

Criminalization Under Mayor Giuliani 

In 1993, Brooklyn-born U.S. Attorney Rudolph Giuliani decided to run a second 

time for the position of New York City mayor. His campaign focused on improving 

”quality of life” issues, particularly in eradicating visible signs of urban disorder in public 

places (Greene, 1999, p. 173). Giuliani promised to reclaim New York City for so-called 

“law-abiding” citizens by cleansing the streets of squeegee men, panhandlers, prostitutes, 



 76 

the homeless, squatters, and unruly youth (Green, 1999, p. 172). By toting his record of 

4,152 convictions as US Attorney—targeting drug dealers, organized crime, government 

corruption, and white-collar crime— he won the position (NYC.gov, 2009). The newly 

elected mayor, along with William Bratton who served as Police Commissioner for the 

27 months of Giuliani’s first term, both initiated the reorganization of the New York City 

Police Department (NYPD) under the document Police Strategy No. 5 (Smith, 1998, p. 

2). What followed was a system of hyper-aggressive crime control, in which the NYPD 

deliberately pursued a zero-tolerance stance towards petty crime. Their logic was that 

disorderly behavior would only encourage criminals to commit more serious crimes. 

Therefore, it was necessary to root out any sort of deviance as a preventative measure.  

 Even though crime statistics in New York City decreased significantly from 1993 

to 1997, it is still unclear whether the reduced rates were due to NYPD’s efforts or other 

reasons that led to a nationwide decline in crime. The policy, however, earned Mayor 

Giuliani a reputation for being tough on crime—to the point that the media have 

compared him to fascist leaders, such as Mussolini and Hitler. Many city residents openly 

protested against what they perceived as the increasing power and immunity of NYPD. 

The highly publicized police shooting of Amadou Diallo and the alleged police beating 

and sodomization of Abner Louima were especially offensive to communities of color. 

Furthermore, the legal filing of new civil rights claims against the police for abusive 

conduct increased by 75 percent from 1995 to 1999 (Greene, 1999, p. 176). Whether or 

not the zero-tolerance policy actually worked, Mayor Giuliani unquestionably ushered an 

era of criminalization characterized by intensified police and law enforcement, resulting 

in the explicit targeting and directed state presence in low-income communities of color.  
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 Criminalization resulted in two major changes in the city: a shift in acceptable 

policy changes and state intervention in the physical transformation of the city. On the 

policy front, criminalization under Mayor Giuliani justified state intervention in 

identifying and targeting particular types of enemies within the city—essentially those 

that were the “enemies of public order and decency, the culprits of urban disorder”  

(Smith, 1998, p. 3).  Much of these policies have been interpreted as ‘revanchist’: 

 
Revanchism blends revenge with reaction. It represents a reaction against the 
basic assumption of liberal urban policy, namely that government bears some 
responsibility for ensuring a decent minimum level of daily life for everyone. 
That political assumption is now largely replaced by a vendetta against the most 
oppressed—workers and “welfare mothers,” immigrants and gays, people of color 
and homeless people, squatters, anyone who demonstrates in public. They are 
excoriated for having stolen New York from a white middle class that sees the 
city as its birthright. (Smith, 1998, p. 2) 
 

The notion of blaming the victim and rooting out the enemy is prominent, as seen 

in NYPD poster campaigns around the city. One such poster read: “In New York City, 

we now know where the enemy is” (Greene, 1999, p. 175).  In effect, the criminalization 

of New York justified the state’s harsh but necessary reaction against a specifically 

defined enemy. This was, in fact, an act of self-defense on the part of law-abiding citizens 

(i.e., white middle class) to reclaim the city from so-called deviant residents of the city.  

Criminalization also had the unintentional (or intentional) effect of validating 

state intervention in the physical transformation of the city. Revanchism has close ties 

with real estate development, as the state takes responsibility for reclaiming land from a 

state-defined unworthy user group and offering it to the more entitled user group (Smith, 

1998, p. 8). Mayor Giuliani’s cleansing of Times Square is an example of the physical 

transformation of the city under criminalization. In eliminating Manhattan’s central area 
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of adult entertainment shops, panhandlers, and prostitutes, Mayor Giuliani aimed to open 

valuable land for business. Times Square emerged from its reputation as a seedy, crime-

ridden and drug-infested place into a prime tourist destination that offers family-oriented 

activities, such as the MTV Studios and the Disney Store. In this way, revanchist policies 

often provided the pathway for spatial practices aimed at boosting revenues for the city. 

Under Mayor Giuliani, the criminalization of the city left a legacy for the post-

9/11 era: the disintegration of trust between NYPD and the communities that they serve 

and the sanitation of the New York’s former gritty parts for tourist consumption. As 

residents grew increasingly weary of the “The Mussolini of Manhattan” and “Gangster 

Giuliani”, the city administration found it difficult to justify its draconian actions under 

criminalization. 9/11 provided the ultimate justification, as Mayor Giuliani received 

much national and international praise for his leadership. Perhaps capitalizing on the fear 

and uncertainty of that moment, Giuliani’s approach on rooting out the enemy became 

remarkably compatible with President George W. Bush’s declaration of war on terrorism. 

 In essence, criminalization of the city later evolved into the militarization of the 

same low-income communities of color in the post-9/11 era. The same governing logic 

suggests that the state has the responsibility to identify the enemy and control deviance, 

as well as lead the physical reclamation and transformation of “damaged” land for profit. 

The following section will explore how militarization is essentially a continuation and 

intensification of this trend under the administration of Mayor Michael Bloomberg. 
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Life Under Militarization 

9/11 signaled a turning point in many residents’ lives and their perception of the 

neighborhood. For the first time, the concept of war—once relegated to distant lands— 

entered their lives as they encountered physical destruction, fear, uncertainty, and the 

conversion of their civilian spaces into militarized zones. Most residents vividly recall 

that moment, particularly in the designation of the neighborhood as a war zone: 

 
Ava: ‘Cause here was like ground zero, almost, you know. We’re so close to it. 
My brother’s windows blew out of JHS56. He was there when it happened. 

 
Daniel: Pathmark was one of the command bases where they kept food. It wasn’t 
even parking anymore, they just had, you know, military—where they kept their 
boxes. 

 
Anthony: I was here on the corner of Allen, uh—Division— Orchard, and when 
the whole thing with the buildings happened, the escape route was right on this 
corner.  People came up from the Financial District, up the, along the waterfront, 
and back up Allen.  So that was one of those escape routes—and up First and then 
continued up to escape from Lower Manhattan.  And they cut off all access on 
Canal.  So we were just one block South of Canal, so we couldn’t leave the 
building if we wanted to come back.  I remember the few times I lived on Orchard 
in 2003 full-time, and it was interesting sneaking—I didn’t have an idea at the 
time—I used to sneak back over the fence—and they were militarized zones—I 
used to sneak over the fences with a bunch of Chinese workers.  You know, we’d 
come down over on the side, and come up under fences. 
 

Although the explicit militarization of the Lower East Side and Chinatown has 

declined over time, residents still perceive a pattern of strong government presence in the 

neighborhood nearly nine years after the 9/11. In this way, militarization has evolved 

beyond the physical barricading of streets and patrolling armed officers, but includes a 

broad variety of state interventions. The rationale for militarization in its immediate and 

subsequent form calls for the same governing logic, such as the suspension of normal 

peacetime civilian liberties, the identification of foreign enemies to protect domestic 
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interests, and state involvement in the rebuilding of physically damaged or traumatized 

neighborhoods. As such, state intervention today is most apparent in the: 1) continued 

blockades of certain parts of the neighborhood, 2) unexpected police raids along Canal 

Street, and 3) aggressive state promotion of the neighborhood’s economic development. 

Through these actions, residents continue to live under the shadow of militarization and 

are subject to excessive government control and intervention in their daily lives.  

For residents of Chatham Towers, Chatham Green and Southbridge Towers in 

Chinatown, most of whom are of Chinese descent, 9/11 resulted in a blockade of the 

streets surrounding their home. For the first months after the attacks, residents tolerated 

the inconvenience of these militarized zones—in which they had to show their 

identification every time they wanted to pass through—in hopes that it was temporary. 

Eight years later, the barricades on Park Row still exist. In 2008, Park Row residents filed 

a lawsuit against the city to demonstrate their outrage at the NYPD’s plans to build a 

$13.8 million emergency command center in their backyard, which would permanently 

militarize the neighborhood and delay the reopening of Park Row (Shapiro, 2008). In this 

way, the emergency provisions for security have become a permanent way of life for 

Chinatown residents, many of whom publicly resent this outcome to this day. 

Furthermore, Chinatown has witnessed a series of police raids targeting the 

counterfeit luxury goods trade on Canal Street that further confirm the militarization of 

the neighborhood. The anti-counterfeit campaign originated in 2006 in the Garment 

District when Mayor Bloomberg intensified efforts to shut down buildings that landlords 

rent to counterfeiters. While the campaign aimed to recover lost taxes and jobs from the 

counterfeit trade, the move was also a convenient way to seize valuable property for 
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redevelopment (Barnier, 2006). In March 2008, the city began an advertising campaign 

that implicitly linked the counterfeit trade to terrorism. Pay phone booths in Times 

Square and Chinatown had the following poster advertisements with the title: “The Real 

Price of Counterfeit Goods” and subtitles: “When you buy counterfeit goods, you support 

child labor, drug trafficking, organized crime and even worse” (Lee, 2008). The anti-

counterfeit campaign coincided with the prior month’s police raid in Chinatown that 

resulted in the closing of 32 stores and seizing of goods linked to the counterfeit trade. In 

effect, the anti-counterfeit campaign is significant because it confirms the oppressive 

government presence in the neighborhood where the state has the ability to intervene in 

the residents’ lives at a whim, and it continues to marginalize Chinatown as a war zone. 

The majority of residents also perceive that the city has been actively involved in 

converting the neighborhood into a tourist playground after 9/11. While similar changes 

were already occurring in the neighborhood before 9/11, there was a visible initiative on 

the city’s part to accelerate these trends with the influx of recovery funds from the city, 

state, and federal levels. According to Anthony, a Mexican-American male resident in his 

late 40s who moved to the Lower East Side from Texas in the early 1990s, the physical 

changes have resulted in streets pockmarked with gaping holes of former buildings and 

the dramatic transformation of streets that he can no longer recognize. He says: 

 
Anthony: Because I walk more than I do anything else—I’m really aware of 
what’s there.  And now, so much is missing, there’d be like entire blocks are 
missing.  Down Canal, across from Eldridge, there was a, you know, on the 
corner of—when I first got here, there were Jewish jewelers, they were left over 
from even further back of what the neighborhood looked like, and the whole 
block was Jewish jewelers, and then it became Chinese, um, uh, jewelry, dealing 
in jade and gold and all that stuff.  And that whole block is missing. 
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Deland: So what is it now? 

 
Anthony: It’s a big hole.  It’s right off the bridge, and it’s like these three, you 
know, three large buildings of you know, a block, missing. 
 
 
Deland: Do you know what’s going to be put in its place? 

 
Anthony: I don’t know what’s going to go in there.  When I came down this last 
March, I was visiting—we had a friend that was ill—I was in Boston and I took 
one of the buses down, uh, from Boston, and I didn’t know where I was because 
the bus let me off across the street from that missing building.  And I was like, 
“Where am I?” and even though the Manhattan Bridge was behind it, I still 
couldn’t— 

 
 
Deland: You couldn’t recognize it? 

 
Anthony: I couldn’t recognize it!  It really was unrecognizable.  So then that… 
you know, walking down the way, it was just really a very weird thing.  And then 
I went, “Oh my god!” 
 

Although changes had been ongoing in the neighborhood before 9/11, residents 

note that the changes were most visible after 9/11, as it became increasingly evident that 

the changes in the neighborhood were primarily intended to benefit tourists rather than 

the existing residential population. The following quotes come from two Chinese-

American residents in their mid-20s who spent the majority of their lives in Chinatown: 

 
Tom: The bar that was near my neighbor—well, near my home, which is on 
Hester Street—It’s, uh—it opened, maybe…2003? 2002, 2003.  Around that time.  
So that’s when I definitely knew there was going to be a change coming in.  But 
before that, there was, you know.  There was new tenants coming in, but it was 
not that noticeable, but once you could see the bars, you could see, okay this is 
going to be an attraction ground for a lot of hipsters coming in.  [pause] 2002. 
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Sophia: Yeah, it’s really disturbing.  It’s become like an economic franchise, or 
enterprise.  An economic—a place for economic development, but not thinking 
about it as a place where people live.  And I think that is, to me, it’s really scary, 
because it doesn’t involve the people in this area, the people, the development in 
this area is not for the people who live here.  And so the way it’s being marketed, 
it’s like a tourist trap.  Like people come to eat food, walk around… [pause]  I 
mean even this [café] we’re in is like a post 9/11 development. 
 

Residents also believe that the city has an incentive to choose this development 

strategy because of profit-making motives. In particular, I asked two Chinese-American 

residents about the role of the city in the recent changes of the neighborhood. The 

responses were cynical, either referring to the city’s attempts to encourage profit-making 

activities or the misappropriation of 9/11 recovery funds to unnecessary activities. Most 

importantly, residents express a fundamental distrust of the city government in milking 

Chinatown as a type of cash cow for tourism at the expense of meeting residents’ needs: 

 
Jimmy: I think that the city is more for gentrification than against it, only because, 
obviously the city is looking to collect tax revenues, and there’s generally a lot—I 
mean most of these—it’s generally poor neighborhoods who’ll collect less 
revenue, only because, number 1, less lower-income, and number 2, it’s more 
cash business.  But when you have more of these gentrified businesses, you know, 
you’re more likely to collect tax revenues.  Less cash, I would assume, and more 
spending going on, too. 
 

Ellen: I’d also like the government to just acknowledge our needs as well, 
because, I don’t know, it seems like for years and years the government has relied 
on the Chinatown community to be a good tourist-y area… it seems like the 
government just expected them to be there…be there like—be a money-maker, 
but if it’s not generating enough money or something, then they’re free to go 
away and like build condos everywhere.  That’s what it feels like right now, 
because post 9/11 the government got so much money to rebuild Chinatown, and 
it hasn’t really gone to helping Chinatown, because Chinatown’s mostly 
restaurants, and then there’s the vendors on the streets, and I don’t think that was 
really effective, because the Chinatown community keeps pouring in and we’ll 
keep buying stuff, but [pause] it’s catered more to tourists, rather than the 
community itself.  So, like… yeah, so like they’d rather see a [tourist information] 
kiosk, you know, the kiosk in Chinatown, than like, that area being utilized.  Like 
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I always walk through there, and I always—I’m just like, “Alright, there’s a 
random triangle here, I wonder what was here before that.”  And the kiosk really 
is useless. 

 

To summarize, the post-9/11 era marked a period of the militarization of the 

Lower East Side and Chinatown. The state’s immediate response of explicit militarization 

resulted in the physical barricading of streets armed patrol officers, and the conversion of 

civilian spaces into militarized zones. The subsequent form of militarization was more 

subdued, but still followed an uncontested governing logic of intense state intervention in 

residents’ lives. As such, state intervention today is most apparent in the: 1) continued 

blockades of certain parts of the neighborhood, 2) unexpected police raids along Canal 

Street, and 3) aggressive state promotion of the neighborhood’s economic development. 

Much of this governing logic stems from the criminalization of the city in the 1990s, 

although militarization can be distinguished by an obsession with foreign-born enemies 

and the explicit suspension of civilian rights in an alleged perpetual state of emergency. 

 

Cultural Warfare 

While 9/11 brought about the militarization of New York City, it also had an 

effect on residents’ perceptions of a broader state-led attack on their way of life and 

cultural heritage. In the Lower East Side, residents perceive that stores that are mainly 

owned by and cater to Hispanic residents are rapidly disappearing. As a Puerto-Rican 

American in her early 30s notes, the bodega is becoming extinct because government 

officials and newcomers to the neighborhood cannot understand the need for it: 
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Amy: Sadly, we can’t get rid of all the bodegas, what are we going to do?  People 
don’t understand this.  Okay, I get it, they’re not used to bodegas, okay get rid of 
it.  No!  We neighborhood kids need our bodegas. 

 

However, the erasure of cultural identity has affected Chinatown more than the 

Lower East Side due to long-standing perceptions that the Chinese population is more 

“foreign” than African-Americans or Hispanics due to language barriers, lack of 

communication, and mutual discrimination. When prompted about how the racial groups 

in the neighborhood get along, Tom, a 23-year old Chinese-American male explains: 

 
Tom: I would say like—the Asian people have a different upbringing compared 
from African Americans and Hispanics.  Their culture’s more—they value 
education a lot more, and the Asian immigrants— a lot of them are just so used to 
living in the Chinatown community, they don’t pick up English… So African 
Americans and Hispanics, they get along because they can communicate with 
each other, they have some communication going on.  But Asians can’t 
communicate with the Blacks and Hispanics.  There’s not a lot of communication 
going on, so they still perceive a lot of Asians—there’s this perception that 
they’re just foreigners.  And I get that sometimes, in my building, around the 
neighborhood, they just say ignorant remarks like “ching chong wong” or 
something like that.  

 

Particularly after 9/11, the perceived foreignness of the Asian population was 

further accentuated. One resident recalls how Chinese business owners prominently 

displayed the American flag in their stores immediately after the attacks in order to 

discourage the wave of xenophobic vandalism in the neighborhood. Consequently, 

residents also perceive 9/11 as the beginning of anti-foreign, so-called “white-washing” 

of the neighborhood. Perceptions often came in the form of seeing more White people in 

the neighborhood than before. As Tom says, “I’ve never seen white people before 2002.” 

Other forms include the Europeanization of the foreign population within the city’s 

strategy to encourage tourism. Anthony, a Mexican-American resident, claims that in the 
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years following 9/11, he was surprised to see the expansion of Little Italy into 

Chinatown. He believes that this happened, in part, to attract tourists to the European 

portion of the neighborhood when tourists were less willing to visit Chinatown after 9/11: 

 
Anthony: Little Italy is only two blocks, it really receded in the late ‘90’s and 
early 2000’s.  And then after 9/11, Little Italy grew, and Chinatown on that side 
closed down.  It didn’t, it didn’t fade, it began to close, and that was weird to 
watch. 
 
 
Deland: What do you mean? 
 
 
Anthony: The shops, the restaurants, all the restaurants, you know.  They all 
began to change and begin—it was just a very strange thing because I think it—
when I first came here, Chinatown was accessible to the folk of Chinatown, but it 
also accessible to the tourists. Because let’s face it, people are making money.   

 
 

Deland: Yeah. 
 
 

Anthony: Um… but then also the, uh, uh, tourists weren’t going, but Little Italy 
on the other side, there were two more streets added to Mott.  It would end—I 
don’t know where it would end, somewhere like… one of those cross streets, uh, 
Little Italy would end.  But it grew, you know?  And it went into NoHo, and it 
went into the other side of Chinatown, you know the Grand Street Chinatown.  
And so it was really interesting to watch… 

 
 

Deland: Why do you think this happened? 
 
 

Anthony: You know, I think really, realistically, I think that with 9/11, I think that 
the communities of color that were under attack—and it opened this place to 
Little Italy, which was, you know, white Europeans… for me. 

 

 While the Chinese population saw the Europeanization of their ethnic spaces—

which mostly served a tourist population rather than the existing residential population—

residents perceived of a simultaneous movement to remove the historical significance of 
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Chinatown. In particular, a 20-year old Chinese-American male resident spoke about the 

razing of Music Palace, the last Chinese-language theater in New York City on the corner 

of Bowery and Hester Street. While the theater had been closed to the public since 2000 

largely due to declining popularity and the financial inability to earn profit, the exterior 

consisted of murals that celebrated Chinatown’s heritage, which were destroyed when the 

building was demolished 2005 to make room for a new retail/residential development 

(Everyday Places, 2007). This resident did not personally go to the theater often, but he 

recognizes the cultural loss for the neighborhood and future Chinatown residents: 

 
Deland: So you would rather [the theater] have stayed there? 

 

William: Yeah, I would rather because you bring back a lot of memories, like you 
know even though I went there once, I could’ve, you know, probably went there a 
second time if they, people took an interest in making it available again, but you 
know, keeping those kind of things around brings back memories for people.  Not 
only myself, but like, people that have been here before me, and I feel like it gives 
a chance—also gives a chance to other younger people that probably never seen 
it, to see it again, but you know, I guess not, not anymore.  And we lose 
everything sooner or later. 
 

 The sense of helplessness—of losing everything sooner or later—is one of the 

alarming trends of militarization. The following section will discuss how militarization 

serves as a third framework to analyze the prospects of community mobilization in the 

post-9/11 era. Strong government presence has resulted in the creation of an oppressed 

civilian population, many of whom express anger and frustration at the government, but 

also fatalistic attitudes about their ability to fight back or fear repercussions if they speak 

up. On the other hand, the militarization of the city has provoked some residents to resist 

this bullying to the extent that they seek alternative ways to salvage their cultural identity. 
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Frustration, Anger, and Fatalism 

Militarization has resulted in a variety of responses from residents, ranging from 

anger, frustration, and fatalism. The blame often is targeted at the failure of the state to 

acknowledge residents’ needs, as well as the influx of newcomers who frequent the high-

end bars and trendy boutiques in the neighborhood. The anger points to the loss of trust 

between residents and government officials. This became increasingly apparent when I 

mentioned to a resident about setting up a hypothetical meeting with an urban planner: 

 
Deland: [pause] If you were to meet with a New York City urban planner, like right 
now about this neighborhood— 

 

Anthony: I’d shoot them. 
 

Deland: —what would you… request them to do? 
 

 Many residents have less extreme reactions, but they are frustrated by the fact that 

they are no longer comfortable in their neighborhoods, especially the people who have 

lived in the Lower East Side their entire lives. This frustration stems from the influx of 

“yuppies”, many of whom are seen as young, white professionals in their 20s and 30s, 

working in the finance, accounting, and business professions on Wall Street or Midtown, 

and come to the neighborhood explicitly for the bar/lounge scene. Others describe the 

newcomers as people from outside of Manhattan, mainly from Long Island or New 

Jersey. Interactions between newcomers and long-term residents are limited, but they 

often result in negative feelings. Says Amy, a Puerto-Rican American woman in her 30s:  
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Amy:  We have a lot of bridge-and-tunnel coming this way, and it doesn’t feel… 
that they’re not my type of—not in a bad way, there’s just nothing that I have in 
common with them, so it’s not—if I’m going to go to a bar, then that’s not the bar 
that I’m going to go to, because I’m not going be comfortable with the people that 
are bridge-and—there’s nothing we have in common.  So I tend to go to where a 
little bit more—I like a mix, I like to see white people, I like to see black people, 
Hispanics, Asians, I want to go where there’s complete mix of ethnicity, and not 
just one type of person.  Because in these bars, that’s what you get in this 
neighborhood, like I said, because Lower East Side is up-and-coming, oh, 
everyone wants to move to LES, see hell of a lot of these bridge and tunnel people 
coming in which makes you feel a little—you don’t fit in. 

 

The majority of interactions are harmless, although the newcomers are often the 

butt of jokes and seen as clueless. During my group interview with Amy and Lisa, a 

Puerto Rican-American woman in her mid-20s, the following conversation took place:  

 
Amy: When you were with me, you were down by A1 Pizza Shop.  Once again, 
we had these bridge-and-tunnel people coming in, so when a girl walks in and she 
orders a pizza, and she goes, “Can I pay with my bank card?”  And I just burst out 
laughing— because I could not believe what I was hearing.  I was just, like, 
“Bank card?  Here?  Do you not look as to where you were walking into?”  It was 
just too funny.  It just shows you how people don’t—they’re clueless.  Clueless as 
to where they are and what’s going on. 
 

Lisa: That was funny, it really was.  She was like, “Huh.  Really?”  And she was 
like, “I’ll be right back, I have to run across the street.” 
 

Deland: And she was white? 
 

Amy: Yeah, yeah.  But she was like blonde, it was such a stereotype, we’re just 
like, with our pizza in our hands at eleven thirty at night, we’re just like, 
“Really?” 
 

While most people seem to have limited experiences with the newcomers that are 

relatively harmless and reveal a general lack of communication, some experiences are 

distinctly negative. For Jimmy, a Chinese-American male resident in his mid-20s who 
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grew up in Chinatown and now works in the finance industry, he distinctly noted his past 

experiences in which he experienced racial discrimination from the newcomers: 

 
Jimmy: I know a lot of these yuppies— I mean, I don’t really hang out with these 
types of people, because I find them very, uh… very offensive to Chinese people.  
I’ve actually had some experiences where these strong guys just come out and 
start heckling Chinese slurs. 

 

A third type of reaction is a sense of fatalism, particularly in the perceived ability 

of the neighborhood to defend itself against the rapid changes. Lisa is a Puerto Rican-

American female resident in her mid-20s who spent her childhood and continues to live 

in the project-based Section 8 Grand Street Guild. It was apparent from the interview that 

gentrification presented a tremendous anxiety regarding the future affordability of public 

housing, especially since the building’s Section 8 contract will expire in 2014. When I 

asked whether she believed the Tenant Association could make a difference in protecting 

residents, Lisa doubted the association’s ability to fight back in face of major obstacles:  

 
Lisa: Well, I mean for our—for the Grand Street Guild, it’s become a big, big 
issue, because as you know—I mean, it’s been sort of, the whispered secret 
amongst the tenants for years now, but it seems slowly but surely, probably by 
2011, it’s going to be a big issue, because market rate, housing is going up, um, 
the rent itself is supposed to be doubling by 2011, and I’m—I really, really think 
that between 2009 and 2012 we’re going to see a really big changeover in the 
Grand Street Guild buildings, because they’re just not protected.  The Section 8, 
it’s going to run out…we’re all going to have big, big issues if we can’t afford—
we can’t help our parents afford their new apartments. 

 

Deland: On a scale of zero to five, how worried are you that you can’t stay in the 
neighborhood? 
 

Lisa: Four and a half?  I mean, honestly, by then I will hopefully, if not be done 
with, my master’s, and at least have a full-time job and help my mother out in 
affording the rent, maybe we can just buy the apartment ourselves.  But I mean, 
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it’s just—it’s going to—I just feel like there’s going to be a big fight going on… 
the Tenant Association can only protect people so much, you know? 
 

[…] And I mean, what’s going to happen to those residents once they move out?  
I mean, more than likely they’ll all get vouchers, but where can you use those 
vouchers, I mean, it’s going to be somewhere in the middle of Queens, you know 
somewhere far off in Brooklyn or the Bronx, you know.  You’re not going to be 
able to find anything in Manhattan. I mean, a lot of these residents have lived here 
since the buildings opened, which is the late 70’s.  Around… a couple years after 
you were born.  So, yeah.  It’s just… it’s going to be scary, and then we’re going 
to see what happens.  I know it’s going to be a bit of a fight, and I know a lot of 
residents aren’t going to give up their homes without a really good battle, but… I 
don’t know if you can ever really win. 

 

To summarize, residents’ reactions present a mixed baggage in terms of analyzing 

the prospects of community mobilization. On one hand, the changes have stirred a certain 

level of outrage, but this manifests more strongly worded “talk” than productive action. 

For example, the antagonism towards government officials suggest an unwillingness to 

dialogue with urban planners, often perceived as the enemy who have waged war on 

residents’ way of life and cultural identity. Other frustrations are directed at newcomers, 

whom may be perceived as rude and ignorant, but they are still consumers of the new 

amenities. I do not mean to absolve the newcomers of their responsibilities for provoking 

the antagonism of residents, but it does seem as though the residents themselves have 

misplaced the root of the problem, which are the public and private entities that provide 

necessary capital to make these amenities possible. Lastly, militarization has produced a 

sense of fatalism that one would often associate with an oppressed civilian population—

one in which residents feel that efforts to fight back against the state would only result in 

automatic suppression or minor gains that eventually lead to insignificant results. 
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Uprooting and the Loss of Home 

While it may initially appear that militarization has weakened community 

mobilization, some residents have responded by seeking alternative options to resist the 

destruction of their neighborhood and salvage what is left of their cultural spaces. The 

strongest motivation for alternative options stem from the ways in which residents 

maintain a strong sense of “home” when they discuss the value of their neighborhood and 

their persistent fear in the sudden erasure or stripping away of their cultural roots. While 

these alternative options—largely unfulfilled at this point—suggest residents’ desire to 

maintain the ethniciziation of the neighborhood, especially for Chinese-Americans, I do 

not imply that the future of community mobilization lies in ethnic organizing. As I 

explain in Chapter 2, class and race have a complicated relationship that is difficult to 

disentangle one from the other. In effect, Chinese-Americans have responded to the 

cultural warfare of their neighborhoods by expressing a desire for homeownership and 

more explicitly the idea of using empowered class status to reclaim the neighborhood. 

Throughout my interviews, I found that residents often identify with their 

neighborhood as a unique home that they cannot replicate anywhere else in the city. 

Home is home, in part, because they maintain strong social networks, and they see the 

neighborhood as a place where they can associate with people from similar backgrounds.  

Furthermore, home is also a place where they are able to escape racial discrimination 

from the rest of the city and where they can learn more about their cultural heritage. This 

was immediately apparent when I asked residents to describe their neighborhood to me:  

 
Lisa: This neighborhood is all about just living and coping and coming back from 
your crappy workday and just being home.  This is home.  People try to turn it 
into something that it’s not, they’re trying to turn it into some stuffy, stiff 
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neighborhood where people don’t speak and don’t communicate, it’s annoying.  
It’s really annoying.  It’s like, I’m sorry, but I hate to be in a place where they try 
to make you feel uncomfortable, or if you have to feel like you have to have some 
sort of coldness about you.  It’s like… it’s not cool and it’s not welcomed. 

 

Jimmy: I’ve always viewed—the way I’ve always wanted to view Chinatown, or 
view Chinatown is more like… it’s like a home for just Chinese people…But I 
think it’s mostly for people who want to understand themselves, people who 
really want to feel at home…But my definition of home is just Chinatown.  It’s a 
place where I’ve learned to identify—really learned about myself, my culture.  
It’s a place where I really feel comfortable, where I’m not out in the streets where 
people are heckling slurs at me, you know… No one’s going to make fun of you 
when you go to school, at least not, making fun of you in terms of racial slurs or 
anything.  So that’s how I really hope to view Chinatown, as a place where you 
can learn about yourself.  History, culture, you know.  A place where you can just 
feel comfortable around your friends, and that’s what I really ideally hope to see.  
And one way to accomplish that is that you need, like—the main thing is how do 
you support the Chinese economy?  You really—like you said—people moving 
into Chinatown, they’re like middle-class, middle-upper—well, just middle-class 
Chinese, who are more towards this end of the spectrum, who really respect the 
culture, who really want to learn from it, who really, you know, they’re not just 
there just to live and eat, and just to party, but people who expect to volunteer, 
put—really help out the community.  I think that’s really going to help maintain 
the sense of what Chinatown should be. 

 

While residents value this neighborhood as their home within the large city, it is 

also a concept that is slowly being phased out in the midst of upscale bars and boutiques. 

Residents talk about their community with a sense of pride, but they also acknowledge a 

sense of being rooted out of their homes. My interviews revealed countless stories of 

friends of friends whose landlord had offered their families sums of $25,000-$50,000 to 

vacant their apartments, but refused to do so because it was the home that they have 

always known. Others were less fortunate and face the dilemma of moving to another 

place—most likely in Brooklyn or Queens—or paying the significant rent increase. 

One fear is the idea that the Lower East Side will become like another other place 

in the city, which residents associate with racial and class homogeneity, mainly of the 
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white middle-to-upper class. Jack is a 23-year old Chinese-American who lived in the 

Lower East Side for his entire life until he was 18.  When asked to identify the most 

concerning aspect of the changes in the neighborhood, he mentioned the loss of diversity 

such that it would look like the rest of Manhattan and perhaps the rest of the country: 

 
Jack: You got called names, you know, you got called chink sometimes, you got 
called squinty eyes. But you know, you become stronger because of it. If you 
grew up in the Upper West Side and all you saw were white people— this is 
assuming I’m white— if all you saw were white people and stuff like that, and 
you grew up, and you went to school with all white people, you went to, you went 
to a church with all white people or something like that, or you went to everything 
you do with all white people, [pause] how is that different— how is growing up in 
Manhattan— how is growing up different with all those conditions and all those 
assumptions— how is growing up in Manhattan different from growing up in 
New Jersey? Or Pennsylvania? I’m scared of the day that it becomes not different. 
Because that’s [pause], it’s ridiculous. That’s a scary, scary thought. 

 

For Amy, a Hispanic-American female in her early 30s who spent most of her life 

in a public housing project similar to Jack on the Lower East Side, the feeling of losing 

that deep connection to home and being uprooted from the neighborhood is explicit: 

 
Amy: I remember dodging bullets on Avenue D, going—I was with my mother—
and it’s like, even though those things happen, this is still my neighborhood, 
there’s a lot of positive stuff going on here.  I love my church—you know, 
looking out the window at what I’m seeing, and it’s like, I want to give back, and 
I want to be here, this is where I want to be.  And it’s sad that people who feel that 
connection to this neighborhood and are ready to move out of their parents’ 
houses are not going to be able to do that because of what’s happening here.  And 
this is where our roots are, and we’re being… we’re being yanked out. 

 

 In this way, the notion of being uprooted from home and the dying cultural 

identity of the neighborhood has led residents to search for alternative ways to fight back. 

At the brink of losing their place, they have expressed the desire for homeownership as a 

way to secure their home and to reclaim the neighborhood. This option has been largely 
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unfulfilled at this point among my interview respondents, but the articulation of this 

desire presents an interesting possibility for the future of community mobilization. 

 

Homeownership as Maintaining Roots 

 Contrary to the perception that many residents of low-income neighborhood 

simply want to move out of their humble neighborhoods when they acquire the means to 

do so, many residents expressed a desire to live and stay in the neighborhood where they 

have spent their lives. This desire is strong among residents whose parents have been 

primarily renters and view the new changes in the neighborhood as a threat to their roots.   

For some residents, the idea of participating in the real estate market and owning 

property in the neighborhood is appealing, not merely for the sake of turning a profit, but 

allowing existing residents in the neighborhood to stay. A typical response is my 

interview with Jimmy, a 25-year old Chinese-American resident of Chinatown: 

 
Jimmy: Well, actually, me and my friends are hoping to buy out buildings and, 
like—this is an idea that I hope to see long term—me and my group of friends and 
another group of friends are going to buy a building and rent it—well, not rent it 
out, but actually live there.  Just a bunch of friends living in one entire building.  
Everybody you know… you know, people that I grew up with.  I mean, the only 
thing is, if they don’t mind it being so crowded, you know, they can raise their 
family—I honestly want to get a second—a two—two-bedroom, three-bedroom 
condo here, and that’s what I’ve been aiming at for the past three, four years.   
 

For some residents, homeownership also presented the opportunity to reclaim the 

cultural heritage of the neighborhood. My interview with William, a 20-year old Chinese-

American who spent his childhood in a privately-owned building by Gouverneur Hospital 

at the border of Chinatown and the Lower East Side, revealed his idea of establishing an 

“Asian Building” exclusively for low-income Chinese immigrants. Part of his rationale is 
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to offer the building to people who need it most, but he also expressed the belief that 

higher-income and low-income residents are fundamentally unable to mingle together: 

 
William: Um… I always—me and my cousin always talk about having a plan, 
which is save a lot of money or get a lot of money and make a building that’s 
affordable, an Asian building.  Probably like for other communities, too, but like, 
affordable that, to a certain point that makes sense, and I’m also profiting a little 
bit, but I’m not also profiting a lot.  So it’s just like… also like, improving—like I 
did a project on my engineering part, where—about, uh, green buildings. 

 
Deland: What do you mean when you say Asians only? 

 
William: Um… Let’s just say that was my first idea when I first thought about it. 

 
Deland: Is it because it’s in Chinatown? 

 
William: In Chinatown and I see like… like grandmas and grandpas whatever 
picking up cans, because they can’t afford rent.  I know that… they probably been 
here for food, they’ve probably been here for whatever, because I know that some 
of them are immigrants, they probably can’t get, help of aid from the government, 
probably.  I don’t know, probably.  That’s what I’m thinking.  But you know, they 
can’t afford rent, probably, or food.  I guess that’s the reason why I want a low 
income housing with low rent, so they’re affordable.  And that was my first 
thought, only Asians… think about if I bring other communities like, you know, 
upper class with the lower class, they probably can’t—I don’t know if they could 
mingle, but they’re probably like… the upper class would probably feel like it’s 
unfair for them that they’re paying more compared to the lower class people.  And 
I was thinking like, you know, why not just keep it an Asian community that can’t 
afford homes— 

 

 When I asked William about whether this hypothetical building would be 

available to low-income residents of other racial and ethnic groups, I received an 

interesting answer that makes a clear distinction between worthy and unworthy residents. 

Worthy residents are those who are productive workers and do not take a “freebie”: 
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Deland: What about, like low-income Latinos and African Americans? 

 
William: Like I said, it was a first thought.  It probably could go into Latino 
communities, or any other communities, as long as like, you know, you don’t 
break the building, but you know, um… yeah, I probably think about that, like, 
I’ll let them in, it’s just that I don’t want like, too… I guess, my first thought for 
like whoever should be living in those green buildings were like, the elderly 
immigrant people because I see them picking up cans along the way.  That’s kind 
of like, you know, sad.  You know, I feel bad for them, because you see them on 
streets even in the day, in the sun, and they’re picking up cans, carrying sticks and 
old bags.  Like they can’t afford rent.  So I feel like, you know, those are our first 
priorities to go first, or even other people, other communities, as long as you 
know, they, you know, are doing something, not just like feel like there’s a 
freebie.  But like… I feel like that should be what the green buildings are for, 
first, and then the upper class is a different story.  Probably like they get a 
different building or whatever.  That’s what I want to go first priority. 

 

 Essentially, homeownership provides an alternative option in which residents can 

defend themselves against the changes in the neighborhood that are stripping away their 

cultural roots. While William and Jimmy are two males in their early to mid-20s and have 

not had the opportunity to accumulate enough wealth to fulfill their plans, the older 

generation in their 30s are already taking steps to achieve this goal. In particular, Lisa has 

recently purchased an apartment in one of the Lower East Side co-op housing 

developments. Her rationale illustrates the strong sense of pride in the neighborhood, 

which translates into a desire to establish roots by partaking in homeownership: 

 
Lisa: The only reason that I was able to purchase the apartment that I got was 
because I’m very lucky that my father was able to help me do it.  If it wasn’t for 
him, there’s no way that I could’ve moved into my own neighborhood and be able 
to stay, and I think that’s going to be a problem for a lot of the kids—well, not the 
kids, but the adults that are—teenagers that have grown up here and want to 
remain in the neighborhood, want to contribute to this neighborhood, and are not 
going to be able to do so because of what’s happening here.  I look at, uh—I’ve 
just been lucky, that’s how I see it.  I’ve been really lucky.  If it was not for my 
father and his frugal ways, there’s no way that this would have been able to 
happen.  Because I work in this neighborhood as well, and I give back to it, I do 
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what I can for my neighborhood, I feel very connected to this place.  Everyone 
always says, “I want to move, I want to get out,” but that’s not my feeling.  I grew 
up here, I love the Lower East Side, I will always love it. 

 

 The question of Asian-only, as hinted by William, deserves further analysis. 

Residents have clearly developed a system for defining worthy and unworthy residents of 

the neighborhood in which they evaluate to whom the neighborhood should belong. 

These beliefs may seem exclusive and implicitly racist, but it is important to consider 

these views within the larger context of the situation. Chinatown residents—in expressing 

that their neighborhood has been stripped of their cultural identity—are not suggesting 

that they prefer to live in a segregated neighborhood only for the Chinese.  Instead, they 

call for self-defense, stewardship, and respect for the existing neighborhood, which can 

be achieved by residents regardless of their racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds.  

 

Who Belongs to the Neighborhood? 

 Residents often see newcomers as young, white professionals who take advantage 

of the bar and lounge scene, but offer nothing to the neighborhood in return. Most of 

these individuals do not live in the neighborhood. Furthermore, popular concepts about 

gentrification often assume that the invasion of affluent white classes into low-income 

minority neighborhoods. This is not the case in New York City’s Chinatown, where 

developers of luxury condominiums, such as Hester Gardens, have deliberately targeted 

the affluent Asian population who wish to live in a culturally familiar environment. When 

I asked Chinatown residents whether they view this phenomenon as part of gentrification 

and displacement, I received a variety of responses that further confirm the notion of a 

worthy resident. According to Jimmy, there is a distinction between displacement and 
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replacement, in which the latter refers to the replenishing of Chinese people in 

Chinatown, while displacement refers to outsiders taking the place of Chinese people: 

 
Jimmy: Um… I guess I look at [displacement and replacement] as two different 
things.  I mean, gentrification is something I don’t like, but this other types of 
displacement, where it’s—like I said, you know, lower-income moving out, 
higher—new immigrants moving in.  I wouldn’t really call that displacement, 
relative to Chinatown, but because of displacement in Chinatown where you have 
Chinatown residents moving in, you have, uh, more influx of—you have a lower 
number of Chinese people, that’s what I would consider gentrification.  If you 
define displacement in terms of gentrification, then uh… then in that perspective, 
that’s displacement.  That would probably be what you mean by displacement.  
But I don’t look at displacement as Chinese people moving in and out.  Chinese 
people moving out, and Chinese people moving in to replace them.  So it’s more 
like replacement, as opposed to displacement. 

 

 Later, Jimmy revealed that one of his childhood friends— a Chinese-American 

female who grew up in Chinatown— recently purchased a condo in Chinatown with the 

help of her parents. I asked whether he saw a difference between his friend purchasing 

the apartment as opposed to an affluent white person purchasing the same condo. His 

response was that his friend possessed cultural awareness that distinguishes her from the 

other newcomers. As such, Jimmy has a highly defined criteria for defining worth: 

 
Jimmy: Well, I mean, it depends.  If you’re looking at it from a displacement 
perspective, again, which end of the spectrum are they, you know.  If you’re at 
this end, you come to Chinatown and you’re just thinking exotic chicken feet… 
when you come in you just have your fun and you leave.  Or you live here for 
awhile and then you leave.  However, when you’re here, you’re more learning 
about the culture if you’re more towards the middle.  Or you’re like… you’re 
there to redefine the culture.  You know, from a younger generation perspective. 

 

 From Jimmy’s perspective, the distinguishing factor between a worthy and 

unworthy resident is not necessarily their race, but their intentions. If they see Chinatown 

as “exotic chicken feet” and a place for leisure and entertainment, then they are 
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unworthy. However, if they are willing to learn about the culture and contribute to the 

community—such as volunteering—  then they earn their worth this way. Similarly, 

“white-washed” Chinese-Americans can surrender their worth to the neighborhood: 

 
Jimmy: Well… I mean… again, I always look at it from a spectrum, of like, you 
know, the pure Asian person and the person who’s maybe like a fifth 
generation… I mean obviously, if you’re a new immigrant, you’re the one who’s 
most aware of Chinese culture.  And then there’s probably someone who’s an 
Asian American who’s first, second generation… and I’m more towards this side 
than I am towards this side… I guess if you’re more towards this side, what I call 
white-washed, that’s more like displacement, you know.  But if you’re more 
towards this side then it’s more replacement.  So ideally, what I hope to see of 
Chinatown is more people on this end of the spectrum moving in because I mean, 
once you’re around my age, between the ages of like 22 to like 30, before you 
have a family… that’s when I—and that’s more towards this end of the 
spectrum— 

 

Deland: So what would be some of the activities to demonstrate that you are more 
on that side of the spectrum? 

 

Jimmy: Well, one thing… I mean… since I’ve done a lot of the activities which I 
consider redefining a lot of how younger people can help define the culture of 
Chinatown, just like a lot of volunteering, a lot of these, like activities where 
you’re really helping out the community, and at the same time… I’m actually 
talking to clients, I’m getting an understanding of their needs, wants, some of the 
things they just talk to you about.  Sometimes they’re just looking for people to 
talk to, and I’ve worked with kids as well, I’ve worked with parents… and, um, 
you really learn about some of the more traditional things—the mindset of people 
in Chinatown, it’s more like a survive—they’re trying to survive, you know.  
They can’t really think of anything else but surviving, they’re just trying to make 
it and they’re trying to pay their rent, trying to put food on the table.  
 
[…] I know volunteering I’ve learned a lot about just Chinese in general, I was 
thinking more about Chinatown, it also spurred my interest in learning about the 
Chinese culture in general—not Chinese American, but the Chinese culture.  It 
really helps you to kind of figure out your own identity—where do you fall in the 
spectrum?  I still think a lot of Asian Americans—Chinese Americans—well, 
Asian Americans, not just Chinese Americans—they don’t know where they fall 
within the spectrum.  So, I’ve learned to kind of define myself somewhere here.  
Not even in the middle, but here, and I’ve made the effort to go out and learn 
Chinese on my own, and a lot of my friends have tried to do the same thing, 
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because they’ve been involved, they understand the needs of the Chinese 
community, they see—they’re able to identify with them. 

  

While Jimmy’s personal views cannot be extrapolated to all Chinatown residents, 

it is a useful way to understand the future of community mobilizing in the post 9/11 era. 

William and Jimmy express views that may appear exclusive or even racist, but it is 

important to note that they do not wish to endorse segregation or the insulation of a 

Chinese-only enclave. Their reactions should be viewed in the broader context of self-

defense and protecting what is already existing but threatened under militarization. The 

neighborhood, in their view, should belong to residents who are prepared to undertake 

stewardship of the neighborhood. In this case, certain racial and class identifications may 

be conducive to this stewardship, but as Jimmy notes, individuals with a low-income and 

Chinese background do not automatically claim this privilege. Instead, they must earn 

their worth. Moreover, stewardship suggests that residents are expected, whenever and 

however they can, to leverage their empowered class status to reclaim the neighborhood. 

These trends suggest that the landscape for community mobilization have distinct 

characteristics in the post-9/11 era. As Chapter 2 describes, the class fragmentation 

within ethnic groups often acts as an obstacle in weakening possibilities for ethnic 

solidarity and collaboration against housing-related struggles. When the ethnic group’s 

identity is perceived as under attack, however, residents emphasize ethnic identity as the 

goal and leverage class privilege in order to protect these interests. Essentially, the 

relationship between class and race/ethnic divisions becomes difficult to disentangle. 

While the state has encouraged a situation of class fragmentation that pit different classes 

within ethnic groups to compete with one another, it has also created a situation through 
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the militarization of the city in which residents seek solidarity through ethnicity. Thus, 

the future of community mobilization involves striking a balance between these two 

competing forces, and in particular, finding the mode of solidarity that is most persuasive. 
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Conclusion: In Solidarity (Tomorrow?) 

 

When I returned to New York City in December 2008, I took a walk down 

Orchard Street with Jack—a 23-year old Chinese-American who has lived in the Lower 

East Side for the first eighteen years of his life. Passing store after store, we stopped in 

front of a storefront that caught my eye. Inside, the storeowners had divided the space 

into what often seems to be the neighborhood’s two quintessential functions: a bar on one 

end of the store and a clothing boutique on the other end of the store. Jack wandered over 

to the bar, where he noticed a collection of framed screen-printed T-shirts on the wall. 

Among the images included artistic renditions of past and present distinctive Lower East 

Side buildings, such as the Forward Building, Sol Moscot Opticians, Katz’s Deli, Seward 

Park, Ideal Hosiery, and the Blue Building. The artist had chosen to depict Tschumi’s 

building—the bruise of the Lower East Side—along with the Essex Street Market. A 

store attendant noticed Jack admiring the T-shirts and came over. “How much for this T-

shirt,” Jack asked, pointing to the Forward Building. “35 dollars” was the reply. Jack 

nodded and then made a subtle gesture to me with his head to exit the store. I followed. 

When we were outside, Jack exploded: “35 dollars for yuppies to walk around and parade 

the Lower East Side on their backs? Great! What has the neighborhood become?” 

In partaking in this study, I sought to answer that very question: what has the 

neighborhood become? Ask a resident about recent changes in the neighborhood, and you 

will hear a variety of answers. Many residents perceive that gentrification has accelerated 

particularly after 9/11 in the proliferation of upscale bars and boutiques, the tearing down 

of historic buildings for new condominiums and hotels, the influx of white professionals, 
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the enormous Whole Foods, the occasional display of a Chinese family waiting on the 

curb with their belongings as a moving truck comes by whisk them away. Given these 

highly visible signs, how can residents begin to make sense of these changes? What do 

these embedded meanings hold for the future of the neighborhood? 

One cannot ask what the neighborhood has become without asking for whom. 

New York City is in a constant state of flux, and in a city of perpetual movement, it is 

difficult to answer why the changes in the Lower East Side and Chinatown in the post-

9/11 era are unique. The majority of respondents for this study either moved the Lower 

East Side in the 1990s or were young children in that decade. Much of what they 

experienced and remember about their neighborhood could be perceived as “change” to 

the prior generation—for those arriving in the neighborhood or born in the 1980s. Thus, 

the “authenticity” of a neighborhood at a certain moment is perhaps the gentrification of 

the prior decade. The cycle is endless.  In this way, gentrification in the post-9/11 era is 

part of broader trends that have been ongoing in the city for at least a decade, if not more. 

The perception of change thus depends on the length of experiences for a particular 

resident and how he or she identifies the timeframe of the neighborhood. The longer this 

period of comparison, the less dramatic the changes in the post-9/11 era may appear. 

While gentrification has long coexisted uncomfortably with the Lower East Side, 

the characteristics of gentrification in the 1990s have had time to unfold and imprint itself 

firmly in this generation’s residents. This has become most visible in the prospects of 

community mobilization in the post 9/11 era. Class fragmentation, amnesia of memory, 

and criminalization of the city have affected the neighborhood for the past decade, thus 

laying the foundation for this current moment. What is significantly different about the 
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post-9/11 era is subtler and less obvious than dramatic physical changes: it is the 

transformation of the Lower East Side and Chinatown as a new site of contestation. 

The purpose of this study has been to examine this site of contestation and to 

provide three frameworks in which to examine the prospects of community mobilization. 

All of these frameworks point to the common thread of state-led interventions to weaken 

the ability of residents to respond effectively to perceived threats in their neighborhood. 

Whether it is the delivery structure of post-recovery funds that intensified class 

fragmentation, or the imposing of a dominant narrative that induces amnesia among 

residents, or the militarization of the neighborhood that results in an oppressed civilian 

population, these variables have reacted simultaneously to produce the current 

environment. As I describe in my interviews and case studies of recent events and 

existing institutions in the neighborhood, these techniques have successfully thwarted or 

suppressed the extent to which residents have mobilized to speak up against the state. 

If I were to conclude the narrative of my thesis here as a story devoid of hope, 

then perhaps I too have been a victim of these state-led techniques of fatalism. Despite 

the limited circumference of action that the state has left to the residents, the possibilities 

and opportunities for community mobilization still exist. In part, I implore community 

activists to confront their personal biases and vendettas—and most importantly, to form 

strong coalitions with organizations that may be fighting the same battles instead of 

fighting the battle with each other. In part, the state delights in the fragmentation of 

communities; it is much easier to divide and conquer a marginalized population that way. 

Second, I encourage residents to question their memories more critically and to resist the 

passive consumption of the memory of the neighborhood. Consider the ways in which 
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some memories are missing from the dominant narrative and the possibilities of asserting 

these memories in its place. Community activists and institutions of public memory could 

also draw upon residents’ participation in shaping the memory of the neighborhood.  

Lastly, the resurgence of ethnicity has taken the forefront as an indication of solidarity, 

especially in Chinatown and the perceived war on cultural heritage. As such, an 

opportunity exists for communities of color, especially in the post-9/11 era, to mobilize 

around issues of self-defense to protect and reclaim the neighborhood. Local 

organizations can also help to establish opportunities for native residents who have deep 

ties to the community and wish to remain as responsible stewards of the neighborhood. 

The act of envisioning what the Lower East Side and Chinatown might look like 

in the next twenty or thirty years can be—admittedly—depressing. In my thesis, I have 

captured one particular moment in the trajectory of the neighborhood, consisting of my 

generation of youth who were born and raised in the mid-1980s/early 1990s and therefore 

compare this period to the post-9/11 era. What remain to be seen is what the next 

generation born after 9/11—most of whom have experienced nothing else but the post-

9/11 city—will have to say about the prospects of community mobilization in their cycle. 

My hope is that in exposing the different possibilities that affect the Lower East Side and 

Chinatown as a site of contestation, we will also have the ability to develop stronger 

bonds with each other once we are able to realize and identify the obstacles in the way. 
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