


Prologue:
Setting Our Priorities
Gentrification is one of the most pressing issues
facing anarchists in the US, and one of the most
paralyzing. All around the world, people are being
forced from their homes by the rising cost of living
as development changes the character of neighbor-
hoods. We often find ourselves swept up in this
process, displacing poorer people with less racial
privilege only to be pushed out ourselves when the
next wave hits. For more and more of us, engaging
with this topic is not a choice, but a matter of survival.

Essentially, gentrification is the process of the
rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer em-
bodied in real estate. It's produced in part by the
asymmetrical dynamics between race and class-for
example, when poor white people pave the way for
middle-class white people in formerly non-white
neighborhoods, though, the same dynamics can play
out between other demographics. Gentrification is
polarizing because it can reveal real differences in
goals and strategy about the most controversial issues
of our time: race and class, leadership and autonomy.

One common response is a sort of consumer poli-
tics: we blame those who move into neighborhoods
that are "not theirs." But this focuses on the last stage
of the process, not the forces driving it. What do we
expect renters to do if they can't afford to stay in
their previous neighborhoods? Should poor white
gentrifiers work higher-paying jobs so they can af-
ford to stay in predominantly white neighborhoods?
Setting aside the question ofwhether that would be
desirable, it often isn't even possible.
'Much anti-gentrification rhetoric implies a static

notion of community, something monolithic and
changeless. But not even the ecosystems that were
here before the' first cities were static. A narrative
of mere conservation is reactive and doomed to
fail, especially in our era of maximum fluidity and
circulation. Change is inevitable, and categories of
who belongs and who doesn't should be anathema
to us. We need a more precise way of framing what
is destructive about imposed development, and to
juxtapose a trans formative narrative of our own.

In short, we can't halt the effectsof capitalismsimply
by pitting moral imperatives against economic pres-
sures. To'put a stop to gentrification, wewould have to
abolish capitalism itself. Instead, let's begin by asking
what we hope to get out of gentrification struggles, in
hopes of formulating a strategy that is offensive rather
than defensive. Here are some possible goals around
which an anti-gentrification struggle might cohere.

We might seek:

To memorialize what is being destroyed-for
example, by creating "memory projects" or muse-
ums about the former inhabitants and character
of the neighborhood. Frequently adopted by non-
confrontational initiatives, this approach at least ac-
knowledges gentrification; but without an emphasis
on ongoing struggles, it can promote resignation
rather than resistance.

For people with comparative racial and class
privilege to support the initiatives of those who
have less. This often takes the problematic form
.of accepting the leadership of recognized "commu-
nity leaders" who don't necessarily have the same
interests as less influential locals. Supporting the
initiatives of those who are not positioned as "com-
munity leaders" can bring all sorts of messy internal
conflicts to the surface-which may be a good thing.

To prevent the displacement of the most vulner-
able inhabitants-or else the "original" ones, who
may not be the most vulnerable.

To slow or freeze development. This could dic-
tate a legalistic strategy or a confrontational one,
according to circumstances and the politics of the
participants. Like the former goal, this is comparable
to environmentalists trying to save specific areas of
wilderness: with a great deal of effort and leverage,
it is sometimes possible to win concessions from
corporations or the state, though these are usually
temporary and the consequence is often that devel-
opment simply intensifies elsewhere.

To get revenge upon developers as an end in itself.,
To build ties on the basis of the struggle against
gentrification. This is worthwhile, although there
are obvious structural challenges in seeking to found
connections on the very process that is breaking up
and dispersing a community.

To connect struggles over housing and land to
other struggles relating to work, environment, or
public spa,ce.This could mean intensifying the gen-
eral hostility towards policing and surveillance in
embattled neighborhoods, or fostering hostility to
developers and landowners in such away as to build
support for autonomous spaces and infrastructure
such as occupied gardens, social centers, or hous-
ing complexes.
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To set precedents for struggle that can be inspir-
ing wherever gentrification is taking place-such
as developing practices of autonomous communal
assembly and decision-making, or popularizing spe-
cific offensive tactics.

Selecting from and adding to this list might help
anarchists to evaluate their effectiveness and chart
a course consistent with their long-term strategies.

In the following story, told from the perspectives
of five participants, some anarchists in a gentrifying
neighborhood set out to fight the most egregious
development project by any means necessary.

\
Pyrrhic Victories
Small-Town Anarchists Take
on Green Capitalist Developers:
A Story in Five Voices *1-., "f

Chapel Hill is a medium-sized college town nestled
between bigger cities in the central piedmont of
North Carolina. It has always had a modest reputa-
tion for radical politics, and over the past decade it
has become a local hub of anarchist activity. Mean-
while, facilitated by the influx of student loan money,
property values have risen more quickly in Chapel
Hill than the surrounding areas, steadily forcing out
the town's poor and black populations. The follow-
ing story was just one in a series of space-oriented
conflicts in which anarchists have participated; it
was preceded by a multi-year showdown with town
officials over use of the so-called Town Commons
for monthly Really Really Free Markets (see Rolling
Thunder #4), and followed by high-profile build-
ing occupations around the Occupy movement of
2011-2012. The Northside neighborhood, in which
the action takes place, is less than a mile from the
university, across the main commercial street.

I wake up to strangers' voices. Someone is
in our house. It's the people from the rental
company-they're showing it to potential
buyers. They didn't warn us, didn't knock,
just let themselves in.

I have no recourse; my name isn't on the
lease, and we're over permitted occupancy. I* should be driving them out, and instead I'm
trying to figure out how to hide the fucking

cat food bowl without being seen. My ex and I were
already kicked out of one apartment complex in this
town for being one tenant too many. Like so many
other poor people in this country, I can't afford to
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invoke my legal rights. Most of the other renters I
knew on this street are already gone, forced out by
landlords eager to take advantage of soaring real
estate values. The first ones to go were the black
families; now poor households of predominantly
white folks are disappearing.

This neighborhood is called Northside. It was
built a century ago, primarily to house black service
workers at the nearby university. During segrega-
tion, it was a center of black culture and economy.
I'm told James Brown and Ella Fitzgerald performed
here, a block from my house.

I've been connected to this neighborhood since I
was ten; mymother enrolled me in the swim team at
the community center here. We used to race against
teams from the middle-class swimming pools-one of
them was actually called Country Club. That's not to
say I shared the same reality asyoung black folkswho
lived around here; the one I knew best in elementary
school was shot to death at the McDonald's up the
street, something unthinkable for awhite kid likeme.
A decade and a half later, in the 1990S, I moved

here with my partner, after the fiasco in which we
were kicked out ofher apartment. Wewere right next
to the projects; our neighbors would come over to
use our landline to order pizza or call their families.
When white students moved in across the street, the
neighborhood kids hassled them and took stuff off
their porch; but one night I left my computer in the
front yard-my onlyvaluable possession-and it was
still there the next day. It was nice to feel welcome.
Another decade and a half has passed since then.

Now the houses of the neighbors who used our phone
have been flattened and replaced with fancy pop-up
condominiums full of white students. The church
and the .Ethiopian restaurant have been flattened,
too, along with a whole block of the former black
business district. In their place, casting its shadow
across my present house and the remnants of what
was a multiethnic working class neighborhood, is a
ten-story green capitalist monstrosity: Greenbridge.
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Long before this story begins, when North-
side was still predominantly black, the Cha-
pel Hill police carried out a SWAT team
attack against it under the name "Operation
Ready-Rock." In Lockdown America: Police
and Prisons in the Age of Crisis, Christian
Parenti describes this as one of the most
egregious fishing expeditions of its era. The
warrant allowed the police to search every
person and vehicle on a full block; as the
warrant request put it, "Webelieve that there
are no 'innocent' people at this place."



Map of the neighborhood from 1944, circulated by Hidden VOicesIn their multimedia
perfonnance narrating local block history, "Because We're Still Here (and MovlI1g)"

Dressed in combat boots, green camouflage battle
uniforms, body armor, hoods, masks, goggles, and
. Kevlar helmets, 45 officers armed with awide array
of weapons stormed the block from all directions,
cutting off every path of escape and combing the
area with drug-sniffing dogs. Whites were allowed
to leave, while more than a hundred black people
were searched. SWATcommandos smashed in the
front door of a pool hall and forced the occupants
to the floor at gunpoint. While the captives were
-searched and interrogated, the bar was ransacked.
The commotion left one elderly man trembling on
the floor in a pool of his own urine.
The raid netted thirteen arrests for minor drug

possession. Some of those who had been terrorized
and humiliated filed a class action suit, but no of-
ficers were ever so much as reprimanded.
A decade and a half later, developers bought the

land that had been the site of that raid in order to
build Greenbridge, what they hoped would be a

pioneering beacon of green capitalist profit and sus-
tainability. In this sequence, it's easy to see the direct
connection between the so-called War on Drugs
targeting black communities and the gentrification
subsequently displacing them. In the end, the illegal
drug dealing that had made the neighborhood an
unattractive target ~ordevelopers may have disrupted
the community less than the development facilitated
by invasive efforts to "clean it up."

We moved into that house around the
same time the developers were buying up
the block at the end of the street. We took
over renting from a white couple in grad
school; they were getting married and mov-
ing somewhere "nicer." As a household of
local anarchists who had already been living
together, we were excited to find a house
we could afford in a multiethnic working
class neighborhood. We knew it was being
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gentrified, but we didn't think it would help for
us to leave the house to another pair of grad stu-
dents. Instead, we intended to make our presence
cost developers more than it benefitted them. We
can't always choose the positions we occupy in the
economy, but we can choose how we occupy them.
We got to know our neighbors swiftly. Three

houses were occupied by families recently arrived
from a small town in central Mexico; one of the
young men sometimes slept on our couch when he
came back too late. On the other side of us was a
ninety-year-old African-American woman who had
lived there since the first houses were built in the
neighborhood; her sister and cousin still lived on the
street. She generously shar~d stories with us on her
front porch, recounting her youth in the countryside
picking cotton and the neighborhood's early days.
Across the street, there were two houses occupied

by a revolving cast of students, who passed through
too quickly to be worth trying to get to know, and
one house occupied by black renters. Likeour house
and the households from Guanajuato, their house
always had a crowd hanging out in front. First the
kids came out to join us when we played badminton
in the road; eventually, we became friends with the
older folks, who would have us watch the youngest
when there was trouble.

There was a police substation at the end of the
street, part of their efforts to colonize and subdue
the neighborhood-but when a conflict escalated to
gunfire in front of our neighbors' house one night, the
police took more than half an hour to show up. On
the other hand, one morning I got into it with some
officerswho were groundlessly frisking and insulting
a young black man on our street. When they let him
go in order to fuckwith me, he stuck around to record
it on his phone. We didn't know each other, but in
moments like that, the neighborhood felt cohesive.
I was the only one in our house who had actually

grown up in town-not unusual, in a region seeing so
much change. Someof the language criticizing gentri-
fication centered on the displacement oflocals, but I
thought that was the wrong narrative- I didn't want
to risk givinganyone ammunition to delegitimize our
Mexican neighbors' right to be there, for example. For
me, the most important thing was the working class
character of the neighborhood-affordability and
solidarity-not some static notion ofwho belonged.
Then we learned that the formerly black-owned

business district at the end of our street was going to
be leveled. Agroup fronted by a dot-com millionaire
named Tim Toben had received the go-ahead to build
a $56 million "sustainable" condominium complex
with units between $300,000 and $4 million apiece.
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Overthe following months, the implications of this
set in.Rents that had already been rising would soar;
more people would lose their homes. At the same
time, the development gave us a clear target to focus
on-aD the more egregious in that it framed envi-
ronmental responsibility as a selling point for the
wealthy, offering the narrative of sustainability to
help rich people feel good about themselves as they
profited at the expense of those who could not afford
million-dollar "green" condominiums.
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Once a week, we pulled an aluminum bi-
cycle cart loaded with boxes of produce,
bread, cheese, and other groceries through
the neighborhood, distributing for free what
we acquired by skimming off the top of con-
sumer society. It was a way to meet neigh-
bors, hear stories about the area, and initiate
conversations about police, landlords, and
the impending development, Greenbridge.
I often conversed with an ex-Panther who
had done time in Terre-Haute; other locals
talked about rent prices or everyday work

shit. Whenever we met a family with members in
prison, we'd connect them with the anti-prison group
that operated out of our garage so they could get
books and other resources in to their relatives. One
day,we learned that a household down the way that
had taken groceries from us for months was get-
ting evicted; two weeks later, we heard from guys
painting the outside that the cops had contacted the
landlord and asked him to the replace the previous
tenants with "college types."
Other families brought similar stories of anger

and frustration. Those face-to-face interactions
later became the basis for efforts to fight the devel-
opment. The groceries themselves were arbitrary;
when they were perceived as charity, they may have
even been an obstacle to connecting with people.
The important thing was to open a direct avenue
of communication with our neighbors that allowed
us to bypass the representational and conservative
politics of the existing institutions.
Yearslater, the church ran the onlyfooddistribution

in the neighborhood. We had become too busy with
other struggles to compete with their program, which
receivedaboveboardthe donations fromgrocery stores
that we had previously obtained on the sly.They did
goodwork, feedinghundreds ofpeople, includingmany
anarchists; but it's possible that ifwe had maintained
another program, maybe focusing on something else,
it could have served as the basis for a more collective
and confrontational response to gentrification than
anything the church would have countenanced.



11 I attended a neighborhood association meet-
~ ing soon after I moved into Northside. I
,-- hoped to learn more about the power dy-
f'...) namics of my new home. ~8 And I did. In a historically black neighbor-
-.J hood with thousands of residents, largely

working class and many living on pensions0, or social security, the only people at the
meeting were four cops-two white and

two black-one older black homeowner, and two
paid black staff members of a local homeowners' or-
ganization, one of whom was a landlord who rented
out multiple homes. The entire meeting was given
over to these three black landowners pointing out
households in the neighborhood that they believed
were involved in crime. Fear of black youth was
palpable from both black and white participants. I
didn't utter a word, hoping to make my face forget-
table for the four cops in the room.

The point of the meeting was for homeowners to
serve as police informants. Years later, this home-
owners' organization was accorded a respected role
in negotiations with Greenbridge's developers, giving
authority to the minority of neighbors who finan-
cially benefited from rising property costs.

The landlord behind the nonprofit saw herself as
having good intentions". Her organization assisted
black families in becoming homeowners in order to
maintain an African-American presence in the area.
She wanted the neighborhood to become prosperous;
she was one of the first people to sound the alarm
when the developers first bought the property to build
Greenbridge. But from our perspective, the prosperity
she wanted could only arrive at the expense of the
poorer families of color, whose parents would lose
their homes while their teenagers ended up in jail.
In the end, neither the wealthy black neighborhood
she hoped to foster nor the ethnically diverse work-
ing class enclave we wanted to protect were realistic
outcomes; they only existed as strategic differences
between those who opposed the development.
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I went to a neighborhood meeting advertis-
ing a discussion about the development.
Out of maybe a dozen people, I was the only
renter. Most of the others were white, and
three were cops. Before the meeting, I had
wondered why none of the advertisements
were bilingual and there was no option for
Spanish/English translation when in three
of the households around mine, none of ~e.\
adults were fluent in English.

There were two college activists observ-
ing, who expressed interest in organizing around

this issue. They seemed to be connected to the one
outspoken middle-aged black woman at the meeting,
who was the only other person there who lived on my
street. She was the only person in the neighborhood I
met who thought safety could come from more police
on our block. I found out later that she supported the
proposed condominiums because she was on staff of
the homeowner's organization in the neighborhood
that stood to benefit from the neighborhood gaining
economic and social status; and at that time, the de-
velopers' promises of affordable housing units hadn't
yet proved false. All the other homeowners at that
meeting were opposed to the condominiums; they
were living on fixed incomes and couldn't afford an
increase in their property taxes.

Neighbors I spoke with elsewhere either opposed
the development or hadn't heard of it at all. Many
were already feeling the effects of gentrification-
increased police violence, landlords evicting black
families to rent to white college students, African
and African-American business owners losing their
buildings. The college activists who wanted to or-
ganize around gentrification did their "work in the
community" at neighborhood meetings like the one I
described and at a popular black church on the next
block. Along with activists from other parts of town,
the college kids kept telling me that there was no
consensus from "the black community" about the
development-especially because the minister of the
church was initially in favor of it-so they couldn't
organize against the'proposed condominiums, they
could only do education about it.

They began leveling buildings, including the
old hotel and a house on the property across
the street from the planned condominiums.
Anti-gentrification banners appeared on
both of these-some of the first indications
of the struggle that was to play out outside
the formal n~ighborhood structures.

The developers held a groundbreaking
ceremony in April. The same month, a pas-
tor at the church gave a sermon identifying
the development as a form of racism and

calling on the congregation to do something about
it. Meanwhile, students found a DVD promoting
the new condominiums, in which interviews with
locals were framed in such a way that they seemed
to be promoting the development; the local media
had done the same thing in interviews with at least
one displaced business owner, editing out her anger
and frustration. The students screened the DVD at
the infoshop and on campus; some ofthe developers
showed up to do spin control, and arguments ensued.
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---------------- .........
Then, seemingly out of nowhere, a small crowd

raided the building contractor's office in a nearby
city. A dozen or more masked individuals threw
fliers in the air and carried furniture out of the of-
fice onto the lawn, chanting "We'll evict you first!"
The contractor responded by calling whomever he
thought might be connected to anarchists in the area
and telling them that next time he would respond
with armed force. This set the tone for the whole
conflict, though it took several more months for the
next round to begin.
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That April, lovely green posters appeared
announcing that the development was can-
celled. Citing a wide array of neighbors'
concerns, they purported to represent a
statement from the developers themselves.
Identical handbills also appeared on every
car and door in a five-block radius. The post-
ers provided the contact information of the
developers, who were forced to release an
embarrassing public statement disavowing
the cancellation.

Occurring shortly before construction began, this
made the company appear vulnerable in the public
eyewhile conveying that the opposition had a sense
of humor and would not be limited to traditional
political dialogue. Localmedia outlets, even the most
liberal ofwhich never came out against Greenbridge,
nonetheless ate up the hoax, and Creenbridge's awk-
ward disavowal of the apology forced them to place
the development under new scrutiny.
Meanwhile, a coalition had formed to respond to

the development. The steering committee included

religious leaders, a County Commissioner, the di-
rector of the neighborhood community center, and
local business owners; students and professors from
the nearby university were also involved. Some of
us went to the meetings. We had a great deal of
respect for some of the participants-chiefly the
ones who, like us, were there because they actually
lived in the neighborhood.
Two of us joined the coalition's action working

group. Meeting in the church's second-floor con-
ference room, we drafted a statement expressing
explicit opposition to the development itself, from
the position of both the church and Northside as a
whole. The idea was to go door to door talking with
neighbors and getting signatures in support of the
statement, which would then be published in the
local papers, undermining the developers' spin. The
hope was that this narrative would legitimize the
broad-based opposition to the development, provid-
ing a foundation fromwhich avariety of groups could
feel confident resisting the impending construction.
But when our group brought the statement to

the larger coalition, it was blocked outright. Some
participants seemed amazed we would even pro-
pose such a thing: they assumed the point of the '
coalition was to negotiate with the developers in
order to obtain more affordable housing or free
energy credits for Northside neighbors. Many had
no hope that the project could be blocked with the
lot already purchased and the permits secured. We
argued that any concessions the developers offered
would be beside the point as households were evicted
or driven out by higher rents and property taxes. A
professor who offered school credit to students who



participated in this extracurricular activity argued
that we should "work with the developers" rather
than against them. The pastor who had delivered the
fiery sermon against Greenbridge remained silent.
This should not have taken us by surprise. We

were on a different page than the people who con-
trolled the coalition. Poor renters were underrep-
resented and had little influence, especially behind
the scenes. Professors and other leaders tooktheir
roles as representatives and mediators for granted,
imposing their political assumptions as the horizon
of possibility. Local business owners could not risk
alienating the developers; when gentrification was
complete, Greenbridge residents would be their
new customers. It seemed like a losing battle. Yet
in refusing to take a concrete stand or develop tac-
tics that could hit the developers where it hurt, the
coalition gave up the opportunity to negotiate from
a position of strength.
For a while, we were dispirited and didn't do

anything. Finally, in a mixture of despair and cu-
riosity, we went door to door with the statement
by ourselves, just to see what would happen. The
results surprised us; practically everyone we spoke
to was enthusiastic about the statement. The actual
residents of the neighborhood had a very different
attitude than their would-be representatives and
supporters. We had made the classic mistake of
conflating representation with reality.

In the end, over sixty households publicly Signed
the statement identifying future residents as racist
and urging no one to buy condominiums. Webought
space to print it in the local paper ourselves, and
distributed hundreds of copies of it in poster form.

This incensed the developers, who had no recourse
against our informal initiative.
Yet in accepting our role as the marginalized op-

position, with no obvious way for people to get in-
volved beyond signing the statement, we had ceded
the ground of participatory action. From then on,
though we were never limited by reformists' hang-
ups or the hindrances of institutional transparency,
it was difficult to position ourselves so that others
could join us, even though the majority of residents
shared our opposition to the development. Without
an autonomous neighborhood assembly or some-
thing of the like, withdrawing from the coalition
was as much an acknowledgment of weakness as
a principled stand or strategic decision. Two years
later, with awave of insurrections, occupations, and
encampments sweeping the globe, this omission
became obvious.

Another slow summer afternoon staffing
the infoshop. I look up from my magazine
to see an unfamiliar man walk into the store,
eyeing the shelves only momentarily before
striding up to the counter. He sports khaki
shorts, a designer polo shirt, expensive sun-
glasses, and the falsely hearty, somewhat
distracted demeanor of the rich and busy.
I dislike him immediately, but this isn't just
a subcultural space, so I try to avoid judg-
ing solely by appearances. Perhaps he's a
wealthy liberal, here for his copy of The

Nation? But then I hear, in a nasal northeastern
accent, "I'm Michael Cucchiara. I'm one of the
partners at Greenbridge."
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Are you fucking serious? This guy is a multimil-
lionaire investor in the project we've been fighting
for the last three years. He knows this is hostile
territory; he must have some reason for being here.
I clamp on my best poker face as he launches into
a rambling story about how development is going
to become a positive force in the community, in-
cluding a litany of ill-informed or blatantly racist
remarks about the neighborhood his condos are
gentrifying. He's droning on about the different
businesses they're considering for the retail spaces
underneath the condos, and how they want to find
ones that will be "the right fit" fl\lrthe development
and the neighborhood ... when suddenly I realize
where he's going.

"And since your bookstore has strong roots in
the progressive community here, and Greenbridge
wants to work with our community partners to make
connections with other local interests, we want to
see if you'd be interested in moving into one of our
retail spaces."
With a herculean effort, I maintain a straight

face as he lays out his pitch: 1000 square feet of
brand new space, tall ceilings, free rein to build in
renovations, a 40-seat theater upstairs we can use
for film screenings, flexible-move-in terms, and
to top it all an unimaginably cheap rent, probably
half of the market value, with three years of rent
control to ensure it stays affordable for us. It's a
dream offer, the ultimate insider deal, unthinkable
in the context of skyrocketing downtown prices. He
must know that we're desperate to move out of our
cramped, frequently flooding space, but can't secure
any nearby retail space on our shoestring budget.

'e cant aHord to expand, to move, or to stay. It's a
carch-az, and here's the perfect solution.
Bmwhat does Greenbridge get out of it? He's got

some nice platitudes about how our missions are
similar-social justice, concern for the environ-
ment-but he doesn't have to say the obvious truth:
they're looking to buy off the opposition. They've
already done it with the neighborhood churches;
after meetings with the pastors and a token dona-
tion to the Boysand Girls Club, they got the leaders
to sell out their congregations and divide the feisty
resistance that neighbors had begun to mount. But
the anarchist scene around this infoshop has been
implacable. We'vehosted multiple anti-Greenbridge
discussions and organizing events, and we're known
as a beacon of intransigent opposition to develop-
ment. When a bomb threat had been called in halting
construction, prompting panic among the develop-
ers, one of them had asked in desperation, "Can't
we go talk to someone at that bookstore and get
them to stop this?"

So what better way to neutralize an enemy and
gain public legitimacy than by moving us in? And,
in contrast to the alternative proposal of a 24-hour
mini-mart, our disproportionately white project
would attract what he referred to as the "right kind
of people:' The developers were willing to sacrifice
substantial retail spaceprofit to enlist us in the process
of gentrification. In one fell swoop, they could shut
us up, appear progressive, and obtain a tax write-off
for offering below-market rent to a nonprofit orga-
nization. That's a lot of birds to kill with one stone.

I nod politely through our "conversation" as he
yammers on about the supposed affinity between
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his green capitalist development and our anarchist
info shop, culminating in an anecdote about his
recent trip to Iceland, where he spent a weekend
in a cabin with the CEO of Walmart-I swear, I
couldn't make this up-at negotiations about green
standards for consumer products. Isn't it exciting
not just to be outraged, but to be part of the solu-
tion? I don't know how much longer I can keep a
straight face. Finally, he leaves me his cell phone
number so that once I'd checked with the collective
I could call him to work out the details, proffers a
clammy handshake and plastic smile, and strides
out, not pretending to take any interest in the mer-
chandise-among which anti-gentrification stick-
ers and zines critiquing green capitalism feature
prominently. Do rich people actually think that
with enough money they can buy anything they
want, even the loyalty of people that hate them and
everything they stand for?

I had learned two important things. First, they
were so uncertain of their position-and were
having so much trouble leasing retail units-that
it was worth it to them to take a loss to placate
us. Second, it nev~r pays to behave. We were only
being offered that opportunity on account of our
uncompromising hostility. Ifwe'd played nice from
the beginning, we would have had no leverage. Only
naive liberals think that you initiate negotiations
by making concessions.
Yet even if we had wanted to cash in our white

privilege and sell out our community, doing sowould
mean losing whatever leverage we had. There was
only one path: open war.

II A tremendous crane hung over our neigh-
~ borhood: the claw of doom. I passed under
,-- it every day as I left my house. I imagined
N climbing to the top of it, dropping a banner25 about gentrification, and locking myself to
CD it. I imagined the shit-storm of controversy

that would ensue as community leaders and* millionaire investors tripped over each other
to tell the media that I didn't represent the

neighborhood. I tried to imagine where we would
go when we couldn't afford to live in our house
anymore. Later, when it was too late, I learned that
others had fantasized about doing the same thing.
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In January, vandals hit the building site;
police reported that they spray-painted 14
concrete columns, 21 walls, five doors, and
a forklift for a total of su.ooo damage. The
paint was cleaned up immediately and lo-
cal media declined to report what it said,
although one paper quoted a local who had
seen "Greenbridge is racist" painted there
the previous year. Rumor had it that the
developers' offices down the street had also
been attacked.

In February, someone called in a second bomb
threat, interrupting construction again. A local
puppet troupe reworked "Hansel and Gretel" as an
allegory about the developers. The letters section of
the local paper was full of debate. Defenders always
insisted that gentrification had been going on in
the neighborhood for decades already, as if Green-
bridge wasn't exacerbating the process. Seriously,
is it OK to kick someone just because he's down?



There was a deep cultural gulf between the IIl4J04
the developers, and the "community leaders"
wielded legitimate political power on one side and
the disillusioned, disenfranchised, and vulnerable
on the other. No one thought Greenbridge could

be stopped, let alone that stopping it would halt
gentrification; but we knew what side we were on,
and we weren't going to go quietly.

In those days, you could walk around town and
pick out "Burn Greenbridge" graffiti every few
blocks. Posters appeared regularly on the walls
decrying gentrification; there was a whole series
urging action against anyone who bought one of the
condominiums. Someposters were numbered-c'tsjz
of 1000" -perhaps after the example ofAbbie Hoff-
man, who reputedly released two pigs into a depart-
ment store painted "#1" and "#3."
We sighted men in khaki pants going around

town blacking out anti-gentrification posters and
graffiti with spray-paint. They weren't city em-
ployees; presumably the developers hired them.
Eventually, someone wrote a letter to the editor of
the local paper reporting these sightings, accusing
Greenbridge employees of vandalism. After that, the
spray-painting ceased. Instead, enormous stickers
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C=~ a view of the earth from space appeared
;-as ifwe were doing battle with yuppie

em in" fI ,!f1lralists in the cartoon version of our lives.

Every day the building inched closer to
completion. The local "independent" pa-
per wrote their first piece on the develop-
ment when it was about to open. The ar-
tide framed Greenbridge as the future and
black:and low-income residents as the past;
itclaimed that the student-community coali-
tionhad been making headway until "Talks
were derailed ... after vandals sprayed graffiti
on Greenbridge, called in a bomb threat and
plastered a flyer around town falsely claim-
ing the project was being halted."

It was clear to me that actions like that were work-
ing to delegitimize the development, but I had a hard
time explaining this to others. As a student and one
of the only anarchists who remained involved in the
coalition, I found myself struggling to translate the
impact and intent of such actions without taking
responsibility for them. Positioned as the public face
of the struggle, the coalition caught the flak for them;
Tim Toben's lawyers had sent the coalition letters
threatening prosecution for "multiple felonies," and
Toben asked the university to arrest the students
he believed were involved. (Indeed, I was arrested
soon thereafter, though for something apparently
unrelated.) The response within the coalition made
it clear how scared people were of the developers.

By summer 2010, I had finally left the coalition
myself, unable to stomach the internal power dy-
namics and liberal politics. Meanwhile, the coalition
was turning away from organizing against Green-
bridge: with the buildings nearing completion, why
continue to fight?

In some ways, everything had played out like a
caricature. On one side, a well-organized official
group had gathered large numbers to talk and talk,
making paltry requests the developers had no reason
to honor. On the other side, secretive individuals had
succeeded in ruining the development's reputation,
but failed to turn those isolated actions into momen-
tum that brought more people into the struggle.

In public, anarchists made very clear what we
were unwilling to do=-attend meetings, ask for con-
cessions, accept Greenbridge-but it was harder for
us to articulate what we were willing to do. Wanting
to stop Greenbridge seemed to many people like
wanting to prevent the tide from coming in. We
needed to make it feel worth the effort-we needed
to win something, or to be more fun, or have stronger
relationships. Because so many of our actions had
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to be covert, we could neither defend them in the
media or to other participants in the struggle, nor use
them to position ourselves as real actors in the fight.

Nonetheless, there was a strange interplay be-
tween the coalition and the other individuals op-
posing the development. The size of the coalition
and the reputation of some of its members brought
the struggle into the public view in away we might
not have been able to accomplish on our own, while
covert actions pushed the struggle further. Despite
the tensions, these forces had worked in concert.
Yetwhen I moved away from Chapel Hill, out of

my home on the block that now lay in the shadow
of Greenbridge, I felt we had lost.

"T] The building was completed that summer
~ and people began to move in. We only saw
r+: them when they went out to walk their dogs;

they mostly stayed inside their fortress. They
even had a parking garage in the basement,
so they could go directly in and out without
any danger of running into us.

Many of the black renters we'd known
were gone, but there were still a couple

houses of predominantly white anarchists left. We
had instinctively adopted a strategy of trashing that
I'd seen in other embattled neighborhoods. The idea
is that, paradoxically, the only way to protect your
neighborhood from gentrification is to wreck it.
You have to make it a place no one wealthier than
yourself-no one who had any other option-would
ever choose to live.

I've had friends who put in a lot of work into
improving a space they were renting, only to be
kicked out so the landlord could take advantage of
their improvements. Likewise, I'd lived in houses
where, for a time, we had a sort of renters' security
on account of how messed up the house was, because

the landlords knew they couldn't find anyone else
who would be willing to live in such conditions. In
the precarity imposed by classwarfare, blowing your
security deposit on wrecking your own house starts
to look more rational than spending that money on
renovating someone else's property.

Some of this was just putting a brave face on the
inevitable challenges of poverty: we had no means
of moving that broken, rusty, flat-tired van out of
our driveway anyway, so why not toss a moldy mat-
tress on its roof? This might not have gone over
so well if our neighbors hadn't already liked us. In
any case, from the gentrifiers' perspective, being an
all-white household surely canceled out the effects
of our untidiness.
The real problem with this approach is that it

applies symptomatic treatment to a systemic prob-
lem. Gentrifiers seek out neighborhoods in which
property values have dropped low enough that new
investments can turn a quick profit. Landlords some-
times use arson to clear out tenants and open the way
for more profitable development; this doesn't mean
that arson can't be turned against the subsequent
developments, but it indicates that no amount of
damage we could do to our own neighborhoods
could suffice to keep us secure once developers'
eyes are trained on them.
The property managers brought potential buyers

into my neighbor's house. He kept trying, to inter-
rupt to emphasize what poor shape the place was in.
"See this?" he would point out mournfully, pointing
to the warped floorboards or broken piping. "Bad
craftsmanship." The potential buyers just looked
right through him. They weren't interested in the
current condition of the house, but the future market
potential of the property.
That moldy mattress finally turned up on the

sidewalk in front of Greenbridge. To our surprise,



it remained there for several days; they didn't seem
to have their act together. Maybe the recession
had disoriented them. In a fulfillment of broken
window theory, we shifted to trashing their block
rather than ours.

Rumors of a competition spread around town: who
could leave the most extreme garbage in front of their
property? Every time any of us walked past Green-
bridge,wewould pull the trash bags out of the garbage
cans in front of it and empty them onto the sidewalk.
The place started to lookdownwardlymobile-with

compost, empty pizza boxes, and the occasional bro-
ken bottle contrasting with its fancy facade, I heard
a rumor that someone used wheat-paste to produce
the impression that used condoms had been slung
across its windows. Someone else apparently hauled
the eviscerated carcass of a road-killed deer up to the
doorstep, leaving a trail of blood leading back into
the neighborhood that the developers still insisted
welcomed them. All this while the developers were
scrambling to find buyers for ten stories of condo-
miniums and the economy was plunged in recession.

Despite the recession, all around us, young
white professionals and college kids were
moving into the neighborhood. Our dear
neighbors were evicted from their home with
little warning. The head of their household
was the heart of the neighborhood, with an
open door and delicious food to share; she
offered refuge for many of young people in
, the neighborhood and knew how to keep
them out of trouble. The landlord's excuse

was that the house needed to be repaired, and that
the family would be welcome to apply to rent it
afterwards, just like anyone else.
They had to move away to another city.The young-

est son was forced to switch schools just after being
accepted onto his high school football team.
The landlord did a month of negligible repairs on

the house and put it on the market. Someone repeat-
edly stole the "for sale" sign out of the yard until
the landlord had to keep it in the window. Finally,
the house was rented out at something like-double
the old rent. The nice white couple that moved in
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reported to us that the landlord had told them that
the previous tenants had died.

In March, we read in the paper that, contrary
to earlier reports, Greenbridge had filled
fewer than half of its units; the developers
owed the bank $28.7 million. For the first
time, the possibility of foreclosure loomed.
It seemed crazy: foreclosure was what hap-
pened to people like us, not to multi-million-
dollar investors. The recession had turned
the world upside down.

Someone was killing the trees planted
along the sidewalk in front of Greenbridge, pre-
sumably dosing them repeatedly with salt water.
Their dead branches looked positively funereal in
front of the empty shop fronts on the ground floor.
"Get out" was painted in glass etching solution on
the window of the sole occupied shop front, an art
boutique clearly not intended to serve the neigh-
borhood. Determined to maintain market-friendly
positive vibes, the shop-owners attempted to adjust
the graffiti to read, "Get art:'

In April, Bank of America initiated foreclosure
proceedings against Greenbridge. A deadline was
set for June for them to find new investors to keep
the project afloat. Meanwhile, the displacements
continued; my favorite neighbors had been forced
to move to Durham, alongwith several other friends
of mine, and the household of anarchists across the
street from us had just received notice that they
would have to clear out-"for repairs;' as the prop-
erty owner explained. We were certain our house
was next, and we had nowhere to go.

This was the climate in which anarchists finally
began to discuss organizing a public demonstration
against Greenbridge. The idea was to discourage
investors from rescuing the project, and also-if
the development did go bankrupt-to emphasize
that this had been the result of popular opposition,
not just the recession. The drawbacks of the purely
clandestine approach had become obvious. Now
that the coalition had shifted its focus, the only
coordinates left on the terrain were the good citi-
zens who publicly supported the development, the
silent majority that privately disapproved of it, and
secretive criminal resistance. Yet this isolation was
self-perpetuating; the demonstration was promoted
only by word of mouth.

On June 18, a week before the deadline that had
been set for foreclosure, a crowd arrived at the
gates of Greenbridge. A do~en people remained
outside holding banners: "Honk If You Can't Pay
Your Rent;' "Greenbridge is Closed," "Total War

on Gentrification." Dozens more entered the lobby,
chanting and making considerable noise, most of
them wearing masks. Twowithout masks delivered
coffee and a muffin to the employee behind the
desk, informing him that he was not in danger. Oth-
ers made barricades out of the chic furniture. The
atmosphere was charged: several years of bottled
tension were finally exploding into the open, and
the results exceeded everyone's expectations.
When the police arrived, the group withdrew

through a side door. Three people were arrested
as the rest escaped. The demonstration in front of

\
the building continued as the image of Greenbridge
surrounded by police was inscribed on the public
consciousness.

Iwas one of the arrestees. The police took us to the
police station for processing, then to the .county jail.
Wewere charged with felony riot and a couple counts
of property destruction. They put me in a cell with
white supremacists who told me they were waiting
to go to trial for homicide. Harold and Kumar Escape
from Guantanamo Bay came on the TV; we were
dressed in orange jumpsuits, watching prisoners
dressed in orange jumpsuits on television. America.
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The next day, the sun rose to reveal fresh
on the development. Posters blanketed the walls rza
claiming "Greenbridge: Total Fail:' Police circled
neighborhood. The whole town was tense. Whetha:
you were a developer or a protester, anything associ-
ated with Greenbridge felt toxic.

A local liberal blog, the first news source to repon
on the incident, alleged all sorts of nonsense-indud-

I

ing, hilariously, that the participants "were armed
with an anvil." Imagine us lugging an anvil into the
lobby-with which to do what, precisely? As best as
anyone could make it out, the blogger, who was not
present, must have misheard the word "handbill:'
The corporate media followed suit, plastering our
faces on the front page with the words "vandalism"
and "riot" in every article; further articles appeared
throughout the week, in which the developers' per-
spective was reprinted verbatim (with one of them
falsely asserting that protesters had broken windows)
and the mayor promised to inflict the worst possible
consequences. After the papers printed my address,
vigilantes from the development showed up looking
for me there and at the local radical bookstore. They
didn't find me, but they made threats to anyone who
would listen. Like I said, it was tense.
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-handed response completed the pro-
p::::==ntly associating Greenbridge with

outcry, and misfortune. In bringing
,ot:.~e=-~:;a::;:~::_Ct!~ to bear on demonizing the protest-

'--.-~- secured the cement blocks of
a525:~'Z:::;JC:X: their feet. They were sunk.

same network staged another dem-
ocs;;:;;;:dr:n.g:- edeselopment. This one was widely

ffiea:ftermath ofthe previous protest
re:imidating that there were practically

,....,.'"""...,-~,.."""...~ a large contingent of police and
CDC:lieI-protesters to give quips to the

'=",,=rl~~ this demonstration served to
~ that the opposition to Green-

- few secretive criminals who could
silence by a crackdown.

protest had been effectively mar-
W2S more neighborhood support
feared in the paranoid days im-

eCiizIl~ ioIlmring the arrests. Many residents
people would go in and "tear up"

~p!r~iL _.\II African-American family liv-
ing • across the street from Greenbridge
~in cnnwersation that they would be happy
to see somenne blow it up, so long as the wreckage
didn't fz!l them.

I spoke wirll my public defender about my case.
Since I had not been masked, and had done noth-
ing more than reassure the concierge (''I'm not
in danger:.= he had reported on the 911 recording;
"they're beingvery polite to me"), could they make
the charges of vandalism and riot stick? She ex-
plained to me that. per North Carolina law, any
participant in a demonstration can be found guilty
of damages committed by any other participant. In
moving fu:mit:ure. other protesters had apparently
scuffed the Hoor and broken a vase; Greenbridge had
assessed the costs at $3400, well over the minimum
to qualify as a felony. You could run around our house
with a baseball bat for ten minutes without doing
enough damage to make it a felony.

11 The foreclosure sale, set for September 15,
~ was delayed to November 7. The bank didn't
r-- want to be responsible for the property, ei-
N ther. It was a liability for everyone.
~ In October, a group of out-of-town in-
f--l vestors bought Greenbridge from the bank.* The mayor had been scrambling all sum-

mer to arrange a solution. With two thirds
of the units empty, a lien on the property

blocked further sales; only the cheapest units in
the building had sold out. Tim Toben appeared in
the papers acknowledging that he and his partners



partners

had lost everything. The building contractors lost
$6 million, too.
The official narrative was that Greenbridge failed

on account of the recession., but everyone knows
there was more to it. The climate of opposition
punctuated byprotest and vandalism rendered every-
thing associated with the development toxic. No one
who could afford to buy an expensive condominium
wanted to live in such a controversial space.

The student coalition had already moved on to
other things. A group of them came by my house
one day. The oldest one explained that they were
campaigning for an ordinance that would penalize
renters for having too many vehicles parked on their
property. This was their idea of helping out in the
neighborhood.

I walked him a few feet down the street. "Look,"
I said, pointing at the house my Mexican neigh-
bors rented next door, out of which they ran their
painting business. "How many vehicles do you see
parked there?"

"Six... seven;' he admitted, waving the younger
volunteers on so they wouldn't hear our conversation.

"And who do YOlL think that ordinance is' going
to be used against if you get it passed? Just white
students?"
He mumbled something about how it wasn't per-

fect, but it was important to help locals with their
initiatives. Motherfucker didn't even live in our
neighborhood.

Greenbridge sat dark and empty at the end
of our block, a hulking monument to hubris
and failure, something out of Shelley'S"Ozy-
mandias." The dead trees planted in front of
it had been cut down, leaving only stumps.

I was the last of our original household
left. The other household of anarchists
had been pushed out "for repairs;' like the
black renters I had known, their houses
all reopened without significant changes
but drastically more expensive. The only

survivors of the neighborhood that preceded our
arrival were black homeowners like my neighbor,
who was over ninety and wouldn't be there much
longer; the neighborhood only looked like its old
self when all the former residents returned to the
church for funerals.

Our long war with Tim Toben ended with a surreal
twist. On December 1, the bankrupted millionaire
ran an editorial in the local paper entitled "Time to
Take Direct Action." After the failure of his green
development scheme, he had read Derrick Jensen's
book Deep Green Resistance and changed his tune:

I agree with Jensen that all options must be on the
table. The mainstream environmental movement
has failed to slow the industrial juggernaut that
puts our planet and the children of all species in
peril. .. It is time for direct action of every type,
and it's encouraging to see more and creative uses



of civil disobedience. We are in financial. socia1

and ecological crisis, and I'm grateful to allwho zre

willing to take risks of every sort to fundamentall<-

alter America's direction.

Anarchists read this in disbelief, some still dealing
with the legal repercussions of engaging in direct
action against the gentrification of Northside, for
which Toben remained unapologetic. But it was no
fluke; a year and a half later, in a newspaper inter-
view beginning with the words, "Tim Toben says
the anarchists had a point;' he argued that anarchists
were right to assert that there was no capitalist solu-
tion for ecological crisis.

What are we to conclude from this? One way to
understand Toben's conversion is that it was the ef-
fect of being drawn into dialogue, albeit a dialogue of
pure force. He who does battle with monsters should
take care lest he become a monster, as Nietzsche
put it. Something similar arguably happened to the
liberal journalist Chris Hedges, whose vituperative
attacks on "black bloc anarchists" in the waning days
of the Occupy movement occasioned a great deal of
outrage; a year later, he was approvingly publishing
quotations from Alexander Berkman, the anarchist
revolutionary who tried to kill industrialist Henry
Clay Frick. Neither Toben nor Hedges are comrades,
but in shifting their positions they contribute to
shifting the public discourse, which changes the
social terrain on which we engage. If social conflict
intensifies on a large scale, we can expect more of
these ambiguous defections from the enemy camp.

Perhaps the lesson is that we can change the hearts
and minds of our enemies, but only if we beat them.
Had Toben's development succeeded, he would never
have had any incentive to reconsider his politics.

last week on the block, as I was lugging
out into the U-Haul, people from

me neighborhood kept coming by to tell
ree bow much they would miss having me
a::mond. That felt good. We'd made a lot of
enemies during our years there, but only
- high places.

_~ the rental agency forced us out of
(J(I!" house, they cut down the last trees on
the property. They cut another driveway
into the front yard so the soil where our
passionflowers had grown was replaced by

remem They tore down the blackberry bushes that
had grown from the garden bed to fill our blender
with fruit every summer. They tore down the garage
in bock, where we had mailed books to prisoners for
balfadecade. leaving only a stark concrete platform.
Iwent bym see it once and could hardly bear to look.

The condominiums at the top of the street were
stillempty. along with the shop fronts at street level,
and the empty lot the developers had purchased on
the other side of the street. Neither the "community
plaza" the developers had promised nor the "edu-
cation center" preserving Northside's history ever
materialized. Everyone had lost-the developers, the
building contractors, the protesters, the renters, the
original fixed-income homeowners. As bad as it was,
it was a better outcome than I'd seen in other anti-
gentrification struggles around the country. Usually
capitalists can stearnroll over a neighborhood with
no consequences at all. It's not easy fighting against
the. economy itself.

Over the next two years, several more gigantic
mixed-use buildings were completed downtown,
with a lot less resistance. The last affordable apart-
ment complexes in the area were sold to companies

--'



that jacked up the prices to force out the poor. There
were a couple well-attended protest marches, and
fake advertisements appeared promoting the new
owners in terms that made their racism explicit,
but nothing comparable to the furor around the
construction of Creenbridge, In bankrupting that
development, we'd won an unlikely victory, but we
hadn't laid a sufficient foundation for a broader
struggle against gentrification.

Afterwards

Yearslater,myoId housemates and I argued about how
to represent the story of the struggle for Northside.

"I worry that people will read the account as pre-
senting a binary choice between 'let them lead' and
'go rogue."

"I'm not trying to promote 'going rogue,' exactly,
though I think it's important for us to act from our
real beliefs and conditions. If you want to support
the initiatives of those with less leverage, don't start
with 'community leaders,' start with those who are
most overlooked."

"That reminds me- Iwish you'd talked about the
listening projects. When you ask people to consider
their histories anew, they become people with sto-
ries, people whose stories matter, which can actually
promote activity for people disenfranchised from
history. Asking each other where we came from can
help reveal where we might want to go together.
You hinted that it can be a way of burying the past
struggles, but it could also be away of staking claim
toa place."

"If we could do everything over again, my dear-
est wish would be to 'start some kind of assembly
with other disenfranchised renters, like A---'sfamily
across the street. Even though we were separated by
race, they were the ones I felt closest to. I doubt it
could have been something formal- I imagine they
were used to being marginalized by every formal
process, including the ones in the neighborhood."

"I agree, but you have to admit that if we had
gotten an assembly of poor renters going, it would
have caused some serious blowback. Some of those
renters were in 'houses owned by black families
from Northside who had a totally different take
on Greenbridge and everything else. Like, one of
the ways I played my position on that block was by

representing the problems A---'sfamily faced to L---'s
family in the best light, since there were connections
between L---'sfamily and the folks who owned the
house A---'s family rented. When the pigs were all
up in A---'sdriveway, I had to go explain that it was
because someone had a taillight out. That was me
being a 'white ally.'L---'sdaughters trusted me more
than A---'s family-isn't that some shit! My point
is that if we'd been rolling with the other renters,
you can be sure that not just the deve\opers and the
police but also the local homeowners would have
pulled out all the stops to divide and criminalize us."

"Andit could have gone really badly for our neigh-
bors if they were associated with some of the things
we did."

"Yeah. There were all sorts of obstacles."
"But when y'all went door to door with that state-

ment against the development, everyone signed it. I
think there was awindow when we could have done
our own public organizing even ifwe didn't want to
work with the other organizations."

"I wonder ifwe had been in dialogue with people
who didn't share our politics, what if we felt so re-
sponsible to them that some of the spikier things
wouldn't have happened? What if we were able to
do our part to drive Greenbridge into bankruptcy
because we weren't working with other people?"

"But our goal wasn't just to stop one develop-
ment! Remember how they always repeated that
gentrification had been going on for decades, and
it wasn't just about Greenbridge? That should have
been our line! They shouldn't have been able to use
that against us."

"That's classic. When we focus on the symptom,
they point to the cause. When we.focus on the cause,
they point to the symptoms!"

"We shouldn't have limited it to one target. We
should have had a longer-term strategy based on our
analysis. This is the situation you always talk about,
where we win something unexpectedly without any
larger game plan."

"What would the alternative be? To take on the
whole rental market?"

"What if we had? What would that have looked
like?We can fantasize about a rent strike or whatev-
er, but seriously, what would the intermediate steps'
have been? We could have advertised an autonomous
neighborhood assembly, like you say-no cops, poli-
ticians, developers, or landlords allowed. The worst
that could have happened would have been a meet-
ing of a few local radicals; trying wouldn't have cost
us anything. You're right that it would have been
controversial-but getting those conflicts out in the
open is just as important as taking on the developers."
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