
UC San Diego
UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Spirits in a material world : representations of gentrification in U.S. urban centers

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5m06682t

Author
Arancibia, Adrián E.

Publication Date
2012
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5m06682t
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO 

 

 

Spirits in a Material World: 

Representations of Gentrification in U.S. Urban Centers 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements for the degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

in 

 

 

 

Literature 

 

 

 

by 

 

 

 

Adrián E. Arancibia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Committee in Charge: 

 

Professor Rosaura Sánchez, Chair 

Professor Luis Alvarez 

Professor Jaime Concha 

Professor Stephanie Jed 

Professor Marta Sánchez 

 

 

 

2012



 

 

 



 

iii 
 

Signature Page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dissertation of Adrián E. Arancibia is approved and it is acceptable in quality and 

form for publication on microfilm and electronically: 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 Chair 

 

 

 

University of California, San Diego 

 

2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

iv 
 

DEDICATION 

I dedicate this dissertation to my family. I am especially indebted to my wife Delia 

Arancibia and my parents Adrián and Victoria Arancibia, for they have sacrificed to 

help me accomplish my dreams. Lastly, I would like to thank my friend and colleague 

Carlton Floyd, whose support and guidance has helped me finish this project. 

  



 

v 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Signature Page ........................................................................................................................... iii 

Dedication ................................................................................................................................. iv 

Table of Contents ....................................................................................................................... v 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................................... vi 

Vita ........................................................................................................................................... vii 

Abstract of the Dissertation ..................................................................................................... viii 

Chapter I: Spirits In a Material World - Introduction................................................................. 1 

Chapter II: Spirits In a Material World - New York ................................................................ 15 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 15 

New York - Lower East Side and Spanish Harlem .......................................................... 16 

Analysis of Texts .............................................................................................................. 37 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 48 

Chapter III: Spirits In a Material World - Chicago .................................................................. 50 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 50 

Chicago - West Side, Austin, Humboldt Park .................................................................. 53 

Analysis of Texts .............................................................................................................. 69 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 80 

Chapter IV: Spirits In a Material World - San Francisco ......................................................... 84 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 84 

San Francisco – Fillmore District, Manilatown, Mission District .................................... 86 

Analysis of Texts ............................................................................................................ 109 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 118 

Chapter V: Spirits in a Material World - Los Angeles ........................................................... 123 

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 123 

Los Angeles – Chavez Ravine, Echo Park, Downtown ................................................. 125 

Analysis of Texts ............................................................................................................ 151 

Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 166 

Chapter VI: Spirits In a Material World - Conclusion ........................................................... 171 

Work Cited ............................................................................................................................. 184 

 



 

vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1: An aerial photograph as a palimpsest. Dodger Stadium and the neighborhood it 

erased. ..................................................................................................................................... 155 
 

Figure 2: The faceless paletero.. ............................................................................................ 162 
 

Figure 3: A faceless, homeless denizen. ................................................................................. 162 

  



 

vii 
 

VITA 

1994 Bachelor of Arts, University of California, San Diego 

2000-2004 Teaching Assistant, Department of Literature 

2002 Master of Arts, University of California, San Diego 

2005 Professor, San Diego Miramar College 

2012 Doctor of Philosophy, University of San Diego 

 

 

 

AWARDS 

2002 Research Fellowship Center for International and Latin American 

Studies  

 

 

 

 

FIELDS OF STUDY 

Studies in Twentieth Century Latin American Literature 

 

Studies in Twentieth Century Ethnic American Literature 

 

Studies in Creative Writing 

 

Studies in U.S. Latino Literature 

 

Studies in Race Theory and Ethnic Studies 



 

viii 
 

ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

 

Spirits in a Material World: 

Representations of Gentrification in U.S. Urban Centers 

 

 

 

by 

 

 

 

Adrián E. Arancibia 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Literature 

 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2012 

 

 

Professor Rosaura Sánchez, Chair 

 

 

 

This dissertation proposes that literary texts can capture and reflect how 

representational spaces are conjured up by authors to inscribe a hidden past. This 

hidden past is often subsumed from the official narratives approved by redevelopment 

agencies and the state. This dissertation also argues that it is imperative to see these 

inscriptions of the past as haunting reminders demanding that we remember the people 

and spaces removed from gentrified neighborhoods. These specters of history leave us 
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ill at ease, wondering what can and should be done in the future to address the 

inequities of dislocation and relocation that result from gentrification. These specters 

permit a recuperation of “subjugated knowledge” where the violence of the past 

permits itself to be seen through the inscription of a historical past to neighborhoods 

facing gentrification. They inscribe a past so as to develop an oppositional narrative 

that defers resistance into the future so as to change the desire of residents. That is, the 

texts examined here ask longtime residents to challenge future encroachments of 

gentrification while asking newer residents to understand the subjugated histories of 

the neighborhood and to understand that their existence within a neighborhood carries 

real, and sometimes, unintended consequences into a neighborhood. For these reasons, 

this dissertation examines texts from New York, Chicago, San Francisco and Los 

Angeles in order to excavate these histories. The dissertation thus offers examples of 

how to face and challenge gentrification in the United States.
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Chapter I: Spirits In a Material World - Introduction 

In the early 1990s, I began what I now recognize as my apprenticeship as an 

artist in San Diego’s South Bay suburban neighborhoods. I remember with some sense 

of nostalgia really hearing Adolfo Guzmán López’s piece “A Taco Shop Canto for 

War-Town San Diego” for the first time in the now defunct El Campo Ruse artspace 

in the old Carnation Milk building on 10
th

 and J Street in downtown San Diego. 

Land grants no more 

Boom Town No More 

The war is no more 

San Diego, war city no more 

There’s no need for the great wall of factories 

From Pacific Highway to Kearny Mesa (35) 

 

The first stanza of this piece describes the changing face of San Diego, from a war 

town reliant on the military industrial complex, to that of a pseudo-urban metropolis. 

In the poem, Adolfo traces the old downtown San Diego spaces he frequented on his 

bus rides with his mother on her way to work as a domestic in La Jolla, re-inscribing 

these no longer existing spaces, the nameless working class faces, the lives erased into 

this landscape. For me at least, this piece was perhaps the first treatise on the city’s 

nascent gentrification that forced me to reflect on this urban space’s transformation.1  

Downtown San Diego was once the playground for newly inducted members 

of the armed forces, and home for poor, older, single men with nowhere else to live 

other than this area’s single room occupancy hotels. This downtown San Diego space 

was slowly giving way to a new chic urban space, where it was increasingly common 

                                                        
1 In Gentrification and the City, Political Geographer Neil Smith defines gentrification as “the 

rehabilitation of working-class and derelict housing and the consequent transformation of an area into a 

middle-class neighborhood” (1). I rely on this definition here. 
2 Neil Smith and Joshua Hackworth, as well as David Harvey, note these three moments as significantly 
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to see the working poor evicted from their homes, at least five to ten industrial 

construction cranes kneeling over the city, amidst vacant condos and commercial 

buildings waiting for the next real estate boom. Touring other metropolitan cities with 

the Taco Shop Poets during these years, New York, San Francisco, Seattle and 

Chicago, I saw similar transformations taking place. In each city, in the path of this 

encroaching, changing topography, stood communities that lacked the skilled 

community organizers and powerful advocates who might stop, revise, or negotiate 

some way of staunching the tide of urban renewal that more often than not also meant 

a corresponding response of urban removal, displacing the living spaces of current 

inhabitants. It became increasingly clear to me that this process of gentrification, and 

the many cultural, social, economic, and psychological upheavals it brings (the 

downside of urban renewal) had not yet been adequately addressed comparatively in 

literary forms of cultural production.  

Despite the differences in localized issues, literary representations of the 

downside of gentrification share certain affinities. The authors of these texts are often 

writers of color. Their texts usually attempt to reread and re-present gentrified or 

gentrifying social space, inscribe a history in it, and, perhaps most tellingly, they are 

suffused with spectral characters, apparitions, that function as direct, albeit ephemeral 

links to the past, reminders of what Avery Gordon calls “the lingering trouble.” That 

is, these apparitions reveal the violence and despair of displacement -- the urban 

removal of urban renewal -- that gentrification carries. What follows offers a 
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comparative analysis of gentrification in literary forms of cultural production, with a 

focus on four urban centers, and their development between 1940 and 2010.2  

The literary forms of cultural production examined grow out of a postmodern 

urban reality (one of working-class people, many of them of color, adapting to and 

existing in gentrifying urban spaces) that began to transform many major urban cities 

sometime around the late 1960s, as David Harvey notes in, The Condition of 

Postmodernity. Additionally, and ironically he notes that although this gentrification is 

viewed by systems of power as an “outstanding success …[, its positive] impact upon 

city poverty, homelessness, health care, education provision, has been negligible and 

perhaps even negative” (90). Literature resulting from such contested urban spaces 

offers representations of spaces that are themselves spaces of representation that 

humanizes these largely dehumanized spaces.3 It does so in large part through what 

Harvey calls “place-identity,” which is a focus on spaces of individuation (a body, a 

room, a home, a shaping community, a nation and similar places or locations) that 

shape identity. Place identity tells us ‘our place’ in the shifting collage of urban 

landscapes, and in a place where no one “‘knows their place,’” or, more aptly, in 

which one’s place has been replaced, Harvey suggests, a secure place-identity or 

associated social order cannot be “fashioned or sustained,” as the cultural productions 

                                                        
2 Neil Smith and Joshua Hackworth, as well as David Harvey, note these three moments as significantly 

vested with evidence of gentrification in multiple urban spaces (Hackworth and Smith 467).  
3  In The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre defines spaces of representation as those spaces shaped 

by capital driven interests who “identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived” 

(38). Spaces of representation are the envisioning, enacting, and regulating public spaces that function 

in the interests of capital. Lefebvre contrasts spaces of representation against representational spaces, 

which he describes as lived-in (inhabited, albeit symbolically, ultimately, and thus passively) spaces of 

representation dominated by the interests of capital (39). 
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we examine will show (Harvey 302). These cultural productions hold much 

importance for us at the onset of the new millennium. They reflect the lives of the 

marginalized in a transforming social space. They ask that we make sense of the 

emotional ties that people have to space, that we engage the physical and emotional 

toll of gentrification, which is at once the creation of a spatial presence which is yet 

and still a symbolic absence, on or in the place of a now physically absent but 

symbolically evident presence.  

One need only look back to the piece by Guzmán López to see the presence of 

this reflection, these requests, and the effort to imagine a space out of its absence. 

Written in 1995, this piece became a staple of the Taco Shop Poets repertoire at the 

onset of the group’s existence.4 The intended audience for this piece and others were 

precisely the San Diegans, including young Chicanos and Latinos of the region, who 

had experienced the effects of gentrification firsthand. This audience understood how 

spaces like downtown San Diego and Golden Hill in this Navy town where they lived 

were being transformed into livable spaces for the gentry, in the face of a waning 

military industrial complex, and subsequent base closures. For these reasons, 

General Dynamics 

Solar Turbines 

Jet hangars 

Recruitment depots 

Will all become artist lofts 

Will all become free clinics 

                                                        
4 Guzmán López founded the group in 1994, and performed this self-published piece with it in San 

Diego and Tijuana area taco shops. This particular piece appears in the self-published in an anthology 

by the Taco Shop Poets and the self-produced compact disc titled after the group. The group’s do-it-

yourself ethos, political and social engagement with broader communities permitted an avenue of 

dissemination not often permitted within literary circles and presses. 



5 

 

 

Or maquiladoras 

[…] 

Now Emerald Shapery 
Oz-like beacon 

For new industry 

Has Godzilla stomped 

The strip bars into the underground. (35) 

 

This space which once catered to the military and working class people has now been 

rewritten and reconfigured for new industries, redevelopment, urban renewal, 

commercial and urban homes. In this way, Guzmán López’s poem re-presents physical 

space as a palimpsest of a period of twenty years, with the new industry destroying 

and burying the old. The old spatial configurations give way to a new rendering of 

space dictated by capital and urban renewal, or what Lefebvre has termed spaces of 

representation. 

It is important to note that the tenses within this piece also provide a 

perspective of what has happened along with what is/has been promised and, in their 

place, become a cruel reality. What is deferred towards the future are “artist lofts” or 

“free clinics” promised to the poor. The subsequent line provides a more realistic 

explanation of what will land in that new urban space, “maquiladoras”. Yet this 

metaphor of the U.S. “maquiladora” promising better inner city spaces and increasing 

the chance for employment, rings as hollow as the NAFTA trade agreements 

promising to better the lives of working class Mexican subjects. In this case, the 

promise of urban maquiladoras is lost on the Mexican immigrants and abject poor that 

live in the city center. 
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Secondly, the Emerald Shapery, highlighting the neon green hexagons on the 

San Diego skyline, is seen as the “Oz –like beacon for new industry”. Here, the 

reference to the Wizard of Oz recalls the imagined city that the Wizard of Oz 

controlled and ruled. Recalling Benedict Anderson’s description of the nation-state, 

this neighborhood had become a cultural “artefact of a particular kind”. In fact, a 

purely imagined space that exists only with the help of special effects and props. For 

in the end, the poor continue to reside in such spaces until forced to move by civic 

policies beyond their control. That is, while capital seeks to physically mark the San 

Diego skyline as a space where “new industry” is welcomed, the inferred “old 

industry” of “strip bars” is stomped into the ground, indeed, stamped or written into 

the ground, by Godzilla. In this case, this “old industry” is regulated out by police and 

politicians who work on the behalf of capital. Thus for old residents like the narrator 

of “A Taco Shop Canto,” the search into the past is a search into an imagined past 

hidden in the palimpsest of spatial overlays. 

Yet the poem also relates the haunting of the past, for from the past: 

Now navy-town grunge 

Oozes from sidewalk cracks 

Onto marble floored lobbies 

Grabbing tourists by their ankles 

Dragging them 

Into the ground waters of free speech 

And wobbly water cannon tolerance (35) 

 

For as much as the city attempts to sanitize San Diego’s present and past, the “navy 

town grunge” like a specter from 1950s B movie, breaks the pavement, rising like a 

monster to abduct tourists. These tourists are taken from the “master narrative” of the 
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official history, and, instead, are drowned in the suppressed history of San Diego. The 

ground waters, the wells, the springs of free speech have always found attack in this 

city. Over the course of San Diego history, this free speech has consistently met with a 

“water cannon tolerance”; that is, a state-sanctioned violence. The reference to 

“wobbly” water cannon tolerance is one that recalls Free Speech Fights in San Diego 

during 1912 and 1913 where members of the Industrial Workers of the World (the 

Wobblies) fought for free speech and were subsequently attacked by vigilantes and 

later jailed by police for advocating free speech in the Stingaree neighborhood. This 

site had been historically home to the city’s undesirables. Ironically, the site today 

holds one San Diego’s most exclusive restaurant bars named The Stingaree. 

Also, now on: 

Fifth and Broadway 
Grand central station for soultagged teens 

Those who left their mark 

On the shelled-out Walker Scott 

Glass screen 

To my first fantasies of Christmas consumerism 

A world size window now empty (36) 

 

These ghosts of once existing inhabitants have disappeared from the city core. They 

reference lived experiences, reminders of and remainders from the days when Guzmán 

López rode alongside his mother to the houses she cleaned as a domestic worker; and 

of places, as in the images of the now empty Walker Scott store. This past contains the 

dreams that once existed in the windows there. These windows are now the canvas of 

taggers who etch “Sueño/ Sek/ Tmk” on them. And, further, this haunting appears 

through “The ghost of stockmarket Icarus” that: 
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Falls from First National Trust 

At exactly nine a.m.  

He falls on the Tijuana maid 

Bound for La Jolla rows of mansion street 

Two blocks off the route 30 

 

Stock Market Icarus 
Wipes the speculation from his wings 

Begs pardon from la señora 

And looks progress in the face (36) 

 

The ghost of the “good times,” of the “Stock Market Icarus,” falls and strikes the 

working class cleaning lady, quite literally impacting her life, the lives of the many 

like her, and their families. Here, the past (the ghost), present (cleaning lady), and the 

future (progress) are all present in the same space. Gordon speaks of this kind of 

temporal rearrangement in Ghostly Matters, when she notes that “abusive systems of 

power” elicit a kind of “haunting [that] raises specters, [...] alters the experience of 

being in time, the way we separate the past, present, and the future” (xvi). Further, she 

asserts that “[h]aunting and the appearance of specters or ghosts is one way… we are 

notified that what’s been concealed is very much alive and present, interfering 

precisely with those always incomplete forms of containment and repression 

ceaselessly directed toward us” (ibid.).5  

Through these lines, Guzmán López accomplishes precisely what Chambers 

describes as a kind of seduction that seduces: 

                                                        
5 He continues by pointing out that this haunting appears “when the people who are meant to be 

invisible show up without any sign of leaving, when disturbed feelings cannot be put away, when 

something else, something different from before, seems like it must be done. It is this sociopolitical-

psychological state to which haunting referred”(ibid.). Gordon builds on and cites Herbert Marcuse’s 

description of possible “historical alternatives which haunt the established society as subversive 

tendencies and forces… [and that] the values attached to these alternatives… become facts when they 

are translated into reality by… practice” (Marcuse qtd. in Gordon xvii).  
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the reading subject away from the subject position produced in the text 

as that of the narratee – the position of power – towards that of 

interpretive subject, a position that manifests the dependency of 

identity on otherness… [thus it is] an oppositional response to 

alienation… a way… of turning the alienating other from attitudes that 

are oppressive (including self-oppressive) to a more sympathetic 

“understanding.” (17) 

 

Thus, while providing readers with a more nuanced understanding of the material 

situations in such literary representations, the texts also force readers to engage and, in 

turn, be seduced by the “otherness” represented by the texts. Indeed the call for the 

reader to turn into an interpretive subject is resonant, explicit, in the shift of the 

position from which the narrator speaks and sees, from omniscient to first-person 

observer, both present in the same frame. Note this turn into or turn toward is not a 

displacement of one by or in the other but a same-placement, if you will, of both 

within the same space: 

I, so-called heir apparent to the great Acosta 
See all 

Be all 

Furiously type away 

I type away the fears of my mortality 

I type away the application to the pages of history 

A paragraph slopped on my headstone (36) 

 

In this passage, Guzmán López positions the hidden history of urban working-class 

Chicanos and Latinos. This is not a history meted out in history books, but instead in 

“empty lots” by “The so-called heir apparent to the great Acosta” who like community 

activists and alter-historians like Oscar Zeta Acosta read and report on the 

neighborhood changes. They record everything by “furiously typing away” the 

memories that function as oppositional discourses to the gentrification already at hand. 
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Instead, the culture posited for readers to engage, is not highbrow, validated by presses 

and museums, but instead by a taco shop culture which permits everyone entry and an 

opportunity to record these histories. This culture, more importantly, gives back to 

those who listen, who have the capacity to see the history from the underclass; the 

history subsumed by official registries. It is this culture that names the changing 

names of the assumed unnamed. It remembers and re-inscribes the forgotten, registers 

the transitions, re-places the replaced, and renders the newly transient as also ever 

present. These are the stable, longstanding residents, whose voices still are vibrantly 

present and are re-called into existence: 

Call me Chintolas Jones 

Nomad of Aztlan 

No man 

No Mad Aztlan 

Empty lots 

No cars 

Where local grunge rockers 

Perform private bum-aid 

For soup line empresarios gone bad 

The new meeting places for push cart culture 

War-Town San Diego 

Now Cultural Mecca in Aztlan 

Has become crossroads for mestizo tonguefire 

Has become crossroads for taco shop culture (37) 

 

The closing lines reiterate not only the place where past, present, and future meet, but 

also, in the use of the term crossroads, a place in and at which choices need to be 

made. In this case, for mestizo tonguefire and taco shop culture; what will they do? 

Which direction will they go? These questions are themselves haunting self-critical 

reflections of the question my chair posed to me when I began this project. What does 

this literature, these cultural productions that afford us a glimpse of the path of 
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gentrification called progress, do? And, also where does it go? What did you 

accomplish with the Taco Shop Poets? 

My answer reflects what Chambers proposes. That is, through literature that 

offered an oppositional discourse, the Taco Shop Poets changed the desire for a public 

sensing a transformation of San Diego. Through books first published and printed in 

Tijuana and later in the U.S., through a compact disc recorded in an El Cajon 

warehouse recording studio, and through the hundreds of performances, Guzmán 

López provided the growing mexicano/Chicano/Latino population of San Diego, a 

chance to recognize the past’s transitions of space. These transitions, though part of 

the history of the city, should not be taken or read lightly. For the past still haunts the 

readers. It still asks us to make note of the spaces we engaged while growing up. It 

asks that we read these changes to urban topography as something avoidable and in 

need of reflection and challenge. For in affecting mexicano/Chicano/Latino subject 

positions, gentrification needs to be addressed by future populations facing and 

challenging the forces of urban renewal and gentrification. 

Although evident, it remains important to point out that my considerations of 

the cultural materials within this work is focused on what, where, and how they 

participate in the discourses of gentrification. My concern is also with how and 

whether texts like this one and others I examine offer what Gordon might call a 

method for rendering and “nourishing cultures of resistance.”. As may also be evident, 

I follow Ross Chambers’ way of reading the literary pieces of cultural production 

presented here, in that, like Chambers, in Room for Maneuver: Reading the 
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Oppositional in Narrative: “My concern is not with what literature is, but with what it 

can do, and beyond that with the conditions of possibility that constrain what it can do. 

What it can do, I suggest, is to change desire; ‘reading’ is the name of the practice that 

has the power of producing shifts in desire; and desire does not produce just ‘fantasy’ 

but reality itself” (xii). In this instance, the question is what literary works can do. 

They function as representational spaces, in its contextualization and re-presentation 

of gentrification. Do they render and nourish “cultures of resistance”? Do they offer, 

as Chambers’ might suggest, a “politics of oppositionality ... in a world where the 

violence of revolutionary reversals is less and less felt to be justified while modern 

apparatuses of social control are increasingly experienced as alienating and 

intolerable…”? (xi). Chambers argues that literary works can influence the way 

systemic problems that oppress marginalized communities today are handled, through 

instigating a change in desire. The further implication of his work is that a change in 

what people desire will eventually change what they do, which is to say that they can 

be moved, through literary means, to improve, “without violence,” social inequities 

(xii). The answers to these inquiries broached by the representational spaces I examine 

are thus far, as follows: yes, they render and nurture cultures of resistance; yes, they 

offer a politics of oppositionality in an increasingly alienating and intolerable world of 

displaced, or removed, place-identities of urban subjectivities. Can they influence this 

urban removal by impacting desire? We are still waiting for an answer. 

Until this latter question is answered, this dissertation, like the literary works it 

examines, reflects a type of oppositional discourse that records and renders visible, 
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representational spaces haunting the spaces of representation created by and through 

gentrification. Perhaps it too, can or will only defer any potential impact it may have 

on desire. As such, this deferral reflects the impact of gentrification on the fading 

inhabitants of the spaces explored here into the future. Nevertheless, my analysis may 

then participate in rendering the ghosts of the past as present. This is in itself a worthy 

endeavor, for much like the cycle plays of August Wilson, if not the full corpus of his 

work, it represents an oppositional discourse through representations of what Williams 

has called the “lived experience” or “structure of feeling” in such neighborhoods. 

Additionally, I seek to broaden the scope of gentrification’s analysis, by examining 

literary works produced in four primary or significant urban locations – San Francisco, 

San Diego, Los Angeles, and Washington D. C. – comparatively. 

For this reason, the first chapter focuses on New York city and the literary 

representations of gentrified neighborhoods of the Lower East Side and Harlem. The 

texts offered for analysis in this chapter are the novels Chango’s Fire by Eduardo 

Quiñonez and Lush Life by Richard Price. Futher, the chapter analyzes the poem 

“Reflection on the Metro North” by Willie Perdomo.  The second chapter examines 

the processes of gentrification in the areas of Humboldt Park and the Near West Side 

of Chicago. The literary representation of gentrification analyzed in this chapter are 

short novel, The Demise of Luleta Jones by Mark Allen Boone, the play “Broken 

Fences” by Steven Simoncic and “Untitled Poem” by Janeida Rivera.  The dissertation 

then shifts focus to three neighborhoods in metropolitan San Francisco. The three 

neighborhoods are the Fillmore District, Little Manila and the Mission District. The 
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texts that offer representations of this gentrification are, the novel Brown Glass 

Windows by Devorah Major, the novel I Hotel by Karen Tei Yamashita and the play, 

“You’re Gonna Cry” by Paul Flores. Lastly, the novel will focus on the gentrification 

that has taken place in Los Angeles. This fourth chapter includes the gentrification of 

Chavez Ravine as portrayed in Culture Clash’s play, Chavez Ravine. The chapter also 

examines the gentrification of Echo Park and how Brando Skyhorse’s novel, The 

Madonnas of Echo Park and its representation of this downtown suburb’s 

transformation. Lastly, this chapter examines Gary Phillips’s novella The Underbelly 

and its representation of the gentrification facing downtown Los Angeles and the 

adjacent Skid Row neighborhood. 
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Chapter II: Spirits In a Material World - New York 

Introduction 

When one visits New York City for the first time, its physical landscape can be 

both impressive and intimidating. Many newcomers to New York often are 

overwhelmed by the spatial relationship residents have with the city. As I mentioned 

in the introduction, New York served as one of the first comparative examples of 

gentrification outside of San Diego. During the Taco Shop Poets’ tours of New York 

during the late 1990s, it was not uncommon for us to do a reading and talk to longtime 

residents afterwards. It was enlightening to hear residents discuss concepts such as 

being priced out of a neighborhood, a neighborhood becoming too “hipster” or the 

concept of rent control. For those of us that lived outside of New York, the 

mechanisms of gentrification appeared as a localized phenomenon, with particularities 

that seemed bound to San Diego. With its long history of spatial transformation, New 

York offered perhaps the clearest example of how gentrification occurred and how 

residents adapted, banded together and challenged gentrification. 

This initial chapter focuses on literary representations of gentrification in two 

sites of New York City during the period of the late 20
th

 century. That is, the texts 

under analysis offer representations of gentrification in the neighborhoods of Harlem 

and the Lower East Side; two neighborhoods located in the central borough of 

Manhattan. As the dissertation’s introduction explains, it is within these literary 

representations of gentrification, that readers and critics can excavate a more nuanced 

understanding of the transformations of social space caused by gentrification. They 
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provide haunting examples of the lived experience of subjects facing gentrification. 

Thus this analysis first examines the history of the Harlem and Lower East Side 

neighborhoods and how the texts represent this subjugated history. This chapter later 

examines Eduardo Quiñonez’s novel Chango’s Fire, Richard Price’s novel Lush Life 

and Willie Perdomo’s poem “Reflection of the Metro North, 1997” in relation to the 

gentrification of Harlem and the Lower East Side and how they provide 

representational spaces for analysis of the “lived experiences” of residents facing 

gentrification. This chapter argues that in doing so, the text offer a type of haunting 

from the past and as oppositional texts provide a change in the attitudes towards 

gentrification. 

 

New York - Lower East Side and Spanish Harlem 

In order to engage the literary representations of gentrification in the Lower 

East Side and Harlem, it is necessary to trace the changes these neighborhoods have 

undergone over the course of history. The collection of critical essays, From Urban 

Village to East Village: The Battle for New York’s Lower East Side, edited by Janet 

Abu-Lughod, offers an incredibly useful analysis of the historical shifts in the Lower 

East Side’s population. In it, contributor Chien Lin points out that the first settlers in 

the area came by way of the mercantile trade from both England and Holland. The 

shipping to this neighborhood existed as part of the early economic development of 

the area. By the 1830s, Chien Lin points out,  

As land became more valuable in the expanding city, some owners 

neglected their residential properties on the assumption that they would 
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be torn down and replaced by more profitable commercial buildings. 

Three dilapidated structures served the poorest migrants, and the area 

around the filled-in Collect Pond and Five Points became the main area 

of Irish settlement by mid-century...[nearby] German immigrants had 

established a Kleindeutschland... (45) 

 

By the late 19
th

 century, the growth in manufacturing in the area established the region 

as a hub of Irish and German immigrant labor. By 1870, these groups gave way to 

growing numbers of Russian and Polish Jewish immigrants. By the 1890s, Italians had 

also become part of the working class living in the area. Chien Lin also notes that 

when the Immigrant Restriction Laws of 1917 and 1921 cut off the southern and 

eastern European immigrants as a cheap labor force in the subsequent decades, the 

area faced “[a] population decline [that] was only partially moderated in the 1940s and 

1950s by an influx of Puerto Ricans and southern blacks” (55). Following a shift into a 

postindustrial economy, Lin points out that what existed in Manhattan’s Lower East 

Side by the 1950s was, “a patchwork of ethnic ‘urban villages’ in varying stages of 

retrenchment or expansion (including Latino Loisaida, Little Italy, the Jewish quarter, 

and Chinatown...[which] occupies the bulk of the tenement zone.” (56). By the 1950s, 

owing to “liberalized immigration laws”, the Latino and Asian sections of the Lower 

East Side experienced the most growth while the Jewish and Italian urban villages 

shrunk to just a “few blocks” in the neighborhood. 

Much like the work of Abu-Lughod and Chien Lin, demographers and 

geographers like Gilbert Osofsky, Neil Smith, Francesco Cordasco and Rocco 

Galatioto have also mapped out respective transformations of the Harlem. 

Unsurprisingly, the Lower East Side and Harlem share several historical affinities. 
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From the early inception of Harlem during the late 19
th

 century, the area also began as 

a residential area for whites. Much like the Lower East Side, by the late 19
th

 century, 

poor Irish squatters began making use of Harlem’s abandoned tenements. They used 

the spaces as sites to build their homes. By the turn of the century, immigration flows 

gave way to a large influx of Eastern European Jews that began largely populating the 

area.  This influx of Jewish immigrants intermixed with the predominantly Irish and 

German residents already living in the neighborhood. Again echoing the demographic 

transitions of the Lower East Side, by the early 1900s, Italian immigrants began 

increasingly populating the area of East Harlem. 

By the 1930s, East Harlem became home to growing numbers of incoming 

Puerto Ricans. Subsequently, Italian Americans along with the few remaining Jewish 

residents, who populated the eastern sections of Harlem began moving further and 

further north to suburbs farther and farther away from Manhattan’s center (Cordasco 

and Galatioto 23). In their broader analysis of population shifts in greater Harlem, both 

Smith and Orlovsky note that by the beginning of the twentieth century, African 

American migrants from the Deep South moved in growing numbers to Harlem. This 

African American exodus from the South to areas in the northeast like Harlem 

occurred in synchronicity with the economic crisis of 1904-05. Here, Smith explains, 

“Faced with imminent ruin, numerous white landlords, owners and real estate 

companies took the unprecedented (and for them, desperate) move of opening up their 

recently built apartments and houses to black tenancy and ownership” (142). Thus 

began the influx of African Americans that would later lead to the establishment (and 
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later recognition) both culturally and politically of Harlem as the black enclave in 

greater Manhattan. This transition would also usher in an era of disinvestment in the 

area that would lead to a Harlem to be seen as an overwhelmingly marginalized, 

working class space within Manhattan. Similar to the Lower East Side, the migration 

of Puerto Ricans (and later, other Caribbean immigrants) eventually grew during the 

post-World War II era. 

By the 1970s, these two sites within New York City’s civic center, Manhattan, 

reached the breaking point of disinvestment. Harvey has noted that this was not an 

isolated occurrence. He explains, 

In US cities, urban spectacle in the 1960s was constituted out of the 

mass oppositional movements of the time. Civil rights demonstrations, 

street riots, and inner city uprisings, vast anti-war demonstrations, and 

counter-cultural events... were grist for the seething mill of urban 

discontent that whirled around the base of modernist urban renewal and 

housing projects... In the wake of the riots that erupted after the 

assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968, a small group of 

influential politicians, professionals, and business leaders got together 

to see if there was some way to bring the city together... the riots 

threatened the vitality of the downtown and the viability of investments 

already made. (90) 

 

Harvey cites a Department of Housing and Urban Development report that explained 

that there was “the necessity to arrest the fear and disuse of downtown areas caused by 

the civic unrest of the 1960s” as a rationale for redevelopment of the downtown urban 

spaces in many U.S. metropolitan centers (91). In the succeeding decades, such 

redevelopment would play a prominent role in areas like Harlem and the Lower East 

Side. 
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One cannot underscore enough the fact that by the 1970s, the disinvestment in 

Spanish Harlem and the Lower East Side had led to civic blight so extreme, property 

prices had fallen to their lowest marketable value. Ironically, this disinvestment 

occurred despite earlier plans by civic leaders to develop the neighborhood. Smith 

again highlights how re-developing areas such as the Lower East Side had been 

planned as early as 1929. He cites the 1929 “Regional Plan” proposed by civic 

authorities; the plan emphasizes the Lower East Side as a lucrative location for civic 

investment. Yet as Smith notes, “Not until a further half-century of disinvestment, 

dilapidation and decline did the 1929 vision begin to be implemented.” (21). He points 

out that by the 1970s, Harlem and the Lower East Side shared the distinction of being 

the “poorest in Manhattan” (Ibid.). This situation left the neighborhoods ripe for 

speculative land grabs. As an example, Smith explains how one tenement building in 

the Lower East Side transformed into a real estate bonanza. He writes,  

Consider the case of 270 East 10
th

 Street, a run-down but occupied 

five-storey dumbbell tenement between First Avenue and Avenue A, 

half a block west of Tompkins Square Park. In 1976, at the time of 

peak disinvestment, it was sold by a landlord who simply wanted out; 

the price was a mere $5,706 plus the assumption of unpaid property 

taxes. By the beginning of 1980, it was resold for $40,000. Eighteen 

months later it went for $130,000. In September 1981 the building was 

sold again, this time to a New Jersey real estate concern for $202,600. 

In less than two years, the building’s price multiplied five times – 

without any renovation. (22) 

 

Such exponential increase in building prices was unprecedented and increasingly 

drove investment into the neighborhood. This ability to exploit property values in such 

a short period of time during the late 1970s and early 1980s, sped increased 
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speculative investment into Manhattan neighborhoods like the Lower East Side and 

later, Harlem. 

This particular historical moment is highlighted in Eduardo Quiñonez’s novel 

Chango’s Fire. Chango’s Fire is Quiñonez’s second novel and is one of the few 

contemporary novels that centers specifically on gentrification. An Ecuadorian-

American author that grew up in Harlem, with Chango’s Fire, Quiñonez develops an 

intriguing representation of the lives and social spaces of the Harlem neighborhood he 

grew up in. This novel offers a realistic depiction of a working-class Latino subject 

struggling to subsist in a neighborhood rapidly facing gentrification. Despite this, the 

protagonist, along with friends and family strive to find a better life for themselves. 

The protagonist in Chango’s Fire is Julio Santana, a twenty-year-old longtime resident 

of Spanish Harlem. Julio’s character is conflicted between his desires to acquire a 

college education and his work as an arsonist for a neighborhood mobster. In the end, 

Julio must choose between working for the mobster and helping his family escape 

their working class background or leave the “business of arson” and return to a 

working class home in the projects. 

The novel begins with a description of how this planned arson takes place. 

Arson is explained as the first process of de-territorialization and gentrification facing 

longtime inhabitants of Spanish Harlem. Here, through an interior monologue, Julio 

Santana describes both how he burns buildings down for mobsters and the economic 

rationale for such arson. Through this description, Julio inscribes his own experiences 

while explaining how he is the last cog in a system fraught with fraud and collusion. In 
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order to escape neighborhoods that were becoming “darker” and thus less valuable 

both for their inherent and speculative value, these homeowners burn down the 

property first in order to profit from insurance payments and avoid the falling property 

prices. Thus, the owners of these houses have someone like Julio burn down their 

homes. In collaboration with both legal and illegal aspects of this process, Julio 

explains, 

it was during the decade of my childhood that my future boss, Eddie, 

and guys like him were hired. Eddie burned down half of El Barrio 

[Spanish Harlem] and most of the South Bronx. He got a cut of the 

insurance money from the property owners, including the city, which 

was also in on it by cutting down half of the fire services in 

neighborhoods like mine. It was a free-for-all. Everyone was on the 

take. Everyone saw it coming. As the influx of Puerto Ricans in the 

fifties and sixties became more intense, many Italians sold their 

businesses and split town. Many Jews followed suit, as did the Irish 

real estate owners who witnessed the neighborhood shift to a darker 

color... (6) 

 

In an echo of Neil Smith’s historical description of gentrification in Harlem, Julio’s 

explanation describes how this process took place during his youth, the 1970s. Young 

mobsters like Julio’s boss began being contracted to burn down property because of 

the declining value of homes due to the demographic shifts in the neighborhood, from 

that of a Euro-American to that of a Black and Latino neighborhood. Thus, white 

residents saw their only escape through arson and insurance scams to recoup some of 

the value of their homes. 

Julio Santana continues describing the same disinvestment that Neil Smith 

describes. He points out that during the 1970s and 1980s, these conditions clearly 

affected the Latinos and Blacks living in Harlem the most. He again explains, 
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Spanish Harlem was worthless property in the seventies and early 

eighties. Many property owners burned their own buildings down and 

handed the new immigrants a neighborhood filled with hollow walls 

and vacant lots. Urban Swiss cheese. The city would then place many 

of us in the projects, creating Latino reservations. These city blocks, 

full of project buildings on each corner were built not so much to house 

us as to corral us... as many who owned real estate burned the 

neighborhood, collected the insurance, sat on the dilapidated property 

and waited for better days. (6) 

 

Julio’s efficacy and efficiency in arson gains him a sizable income from the mobster. 

Despite this, he realizes his family’s predicament. Latino residents like Julio are seen 

as undesirables contained and relegated to the housing projects within the 

neighborhood. The physical space within the neighborhood has become “Urban swiss 

cheese” while property owners wait to sell the property when the values finally 

increase. In providing this description, Julio asks readers to recall how the 

neighborhood was once populated by stores and homes. In their stead, the forces of 

capital have physically erased such a lived experience. It is only through Julio’s 

“conjuring” up of a lost spatial reality, that current and future residents can reread the 

history of the neighborhood. 

In Chango’s Fire, only Julio’s work as an arsonist permits him the kind of 

income necessary to buy a home for his family in Spanish Harlem. Ironically, it is 

through arson Julio erases the history of the neighborhood in order to secure his own 

present and future in the neighborhood. In the narrative, when Julio often reflects on 

this irony. In later chapters, Julio realizes that although he wants to leave this type of 

work, one mistake in burning down a building ties him to his crime of arson. Because 

of this, he is forced to remain under the services of his underworld boss, Eddie. He is 
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finally confronted with the option of continuing to work for his boss or burn down the 

building in which he and his family live. This becomes the central dilemma of the text. 

It is important to note that Julio’s memory of the neighborhood in Chango’s 

Fire is an example of the past haunting the present. The past as present is seen in 

Julio’s description of the neighborhood before it was transformed into “urban swiss 

cheese”; he states that the present lacks these once existent parts of the neighborhood. 

These absent sections of the neighborhood that are recalled inscribe the past of a 

vibrant “whole” neighborhood. Thus the text forces readers to recall the homes that 

have been burnt down. Through Julio’s recollection of this “lived experience”, one 

sees the material effects of capital and speculation on Spanish Harlem. This is the 

same history that Neil Smith cites; a past becoming less and less visible in the 

gentrified Spanish Harlem in which Julio and his family now reside. For throughout 

the novel, he notes the gradual but eventually visible demographic shifts that take 

place in Spanish Harlem. 

Also notable is that though the population in both Harlem and the Lower East 

Side remained stable at redevelopment’s onset, it would gradually, but radically 

change. Smith explains that demographers and historians must understand that in 

neighborhoods like the Lower East Side and Harlem, “The gentrification frontier is 

also an ‘imperial frontier’” for, by the mid-1980s, “Not only does international capital 

flood the real estate markets that fuel the process, but international migration provides 

a workforce for many of the professional and managerial jobs associated with the new 

urban economy” (29). This meant that the demographic of inhabitants later shifted 
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radically. Abu-Lughod elucidates that in such neighborhoods, “Among the more 

noteworthy changes since 1980 have been: a decline, outside the projects, of 

minorities (blacks and Latinos); a slight increase in the ‘white’ and Asian populations; 

a not-unrelated decline in families with children; and a compensatory increase in the 

proportion of young adults.” (33). Thus the neighborhoods become a destination for 

White, single, young adults. Such transformation occurs while Black and Latino 

populations are increasingly physically marginalized to the public housing projects. 

This marginalization eliminates such subject positions from public spaces in the 

neighborhood. Such regulation and filtering of bodies and identities obviously 

transformed the neighborhood and its residents. 

Further, Smith highlights how Harlem’s gentrification sputtered early on.  The 

first wave of gentry moving into the neighborhood included only small numbers of 

Euro-Americans (and a greater number of middle and upper class African Americans) 

at the time of his study’s analysis (1996). Still, Smith notes that while “the process 

might well begin as black gentrification, ...any wholesale rehabilitation of Central 

Harlem properties would necessarily involve a considerable influx of middle- and 

upper-class whites.” (161). Eventually much like the Lower East Side, Harlem began 

facing a real demographic shift as more and more middle class Euro-American 

residents began populating the neighborhood. Such economic and demographic shifts 

in the populations within Manhattan’s public and private spaces would lead to a city 

increasingly demanding more policing of urban space, for the interaction between 

longtime residents and the recently arrived gentry was not always amicable. 
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Such demographic transformations and conflict in the Lower East Side become 

the focus of the plot in the novel, Lush Life by Richard Price. Richard Price is widely 

known for the novels he has written that have been adapted for films (Clockers, The 

Wanderers) and his work as a screenwriter for the Showtime cable series, The Wire. 

Price’s novel, Lush Life, focuses on a mugging gone horribly wrong in Manhattan’s 

Lower East Side neighborhood. In the mugging, two working class youth (a 

Nuyorican and an African American who live in the nearby housing projects), attempt 

to hold up a trio of drunken white revelers in the neighborhood. The novel continues 

explaining how the various layerings (of older residents and newer residents that are 

indicative of the processes of gentrification) in the neighborhood can lead to such 

altercations and how these altercations can result in some type of violence.  Echoing 

the historical background that both Abu-Lughod and Smith provide, Price’s novel 

notes how the longtime residents have been removed from the public spaces of the 

neighborhood and are often relegated to exist only in the defined limits of the public 

housing projects within the Lower East Side. 

This violence described by the murder in Lush Life is indicative of the chance 

interaction that occurs between residents in the neighborhood that often don’t know or 

understand each other. This central encounter and ensuing violence is deconstructed 

by a police officer giving his superiors a recount of the altercation. Price writes,  

“Story is...” Bobby flipped opened his own pad. “Three white males, 

after a couple of hours barhopping, last stop Café Berkmann on 

Rivington and Norfolk, walking from that location west on Rivington, 

then south on Eldridge, are accosted by two males, black and/or 

Hispanic in front of Twenty-seven here, one of whom produces a gun, 

says, ‘I want all of it.’ One guy our witness, Eric Cash, hands over his 
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wallet, then steps off. The second guy, Steven Boulware”—Bobby pen-

pointed to the puker hugging himself on the stoop—“is so boxed, his 

response is to take a little power nap on the sidewalk. But the third guy, 

Isaac Marcus? He responds by stepping to the gun man, saying quote, 

‘Not tonight, my man.’”...  

“’Not tonight, my man,” Matty marveled, shaking his head. 

“Suicide by mouth...” (39) 

 

This passage offers a representation of how the demographic shifts of the Lower East 

Side leads to a chance encounter that reflects the spatial transformations of the 

neighborhood. The residents that coexist within the Lower East Side neighborhood are 

so segregated, they have no understanding of one another. On the one hand, the 

“gentry” that have recently moved into the neighborhood are usually aspiring artists 

and are often from well-to-do family backgrounds. They most often are Euro-

American and have little knowledge of urban life and longtime inhabitants within the 

Lower East Side. This gentrified view of the neighborhood comes into stark contrast 

with the working class reality of Latinos and African Americans warehoused in the 

public housing projects. These residents often come from working-class backgrounds 

with little to no access to the world beyond the boundaries of their homes. 

The novel later points out that the longtime residents of the neighborhood are 

more than euphemistically confined to the subsidized living spaces of housing projects 

in order to reside in the neighborhood. This regulation of bodies is enforced by higher 

priced rents and by police details focused strictly on marginalizing and arresting 

“unruly subjects” within the public domain of the Lower East Side. These working 

class subjects understand the segregation of the spatial changes in the neighborhood. 

Because of this marginalization they attempt to eke out a living through petty crime. 
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As the novel explains, these crimes seldom result in actual violence until both 

perpetrator and victim are both novices to such crime. In the case of Lush Life’s 

central altercation, both the mugger and the person mugged are new to crime and both 

react incorrectly. This is precisely why the murder victim is seen as a fool for 

committing “suicide by mouth”. Yet the shooter, readers learn later in the novel, is a 

first-time assailant who also acts out of fear. He attempts to intimidate his victim, 

without an understanding how this situation might turn out tragically wrong. 

In this case, the “unruly” African American and Latino subjects confined to the 

housing projects are a historical part of the neighborhood nearly erased by civic 

policies and the policing apparatus. Though they are nearly removed from public 

spaces and are enclosed in the projects, they embody the past. This is the past that 

gentrification has removed so that the gentry can live in the neighborhood. But much 

as capital, developers and civic leaders want these bodies removed, they in fact 

become the embodiment of a haunting past, they are “attached to the things, and 

places that produced them in the first place...” (Gordon xix). Thus they appear in the 

novel as a reminder of what the neighborhood once was and continues to be. They are 

stubborn reminders of the systems of inequality that brought them (and maintains 

them) in the neighborhood; what Quiñonez earlier referred to as the “reservations” for 

the poor.  

Elected in 1994, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani campaigned and was later elected on 

a platform promising to “clean up” New York City. For gentrifying neighborhoods 

(like Harlem and the Lower East Side) needing to “clean up” the undesirables living in 
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the neighborhood, Rudoloph Giuliani proved to be their answer. The aim of this 

“cleaning” was to make Manhattan attractive to citizens who had migrated to New 

York City’s outlying suburbs in the preceding decade. Thus, Giuliani’s platform (and 

later policies) functioned to lure suburbanites living outside of New York City back to 

the city center. Upon his election, Giuliani’s tactics proved ruthlessly effective in 

fulfilling his campaign promises. His administration provided the political backdrop 

for the police torture of immigrant Abner Louima and killing of immigrant Amadou 

Diallo.  By 1999 though, the political outcry in New York critical of the Giuliani 

administration’s policies had reached a fever pitch. Elected officials began publicly 

lambasting the mayor’s policies and his advocacy of urban renewal and “revanchist” 

policing tactics. The after-effects of five years of Giulani’s state sanctioned and 

enforced urban renewal left those at the economic fringes of New York barely capable 

of surviving in the reconfigured city spaces. 

At the forefront of this wave of urban renewal were “empowerment zones”. 

These empowerment zones, or City Development Corporations, worked to attract 

businesses and homebuyers to historically economically depressed sectors of the city. 

Harlem and the Lower East Side would be the sectors of the city these empowerment 

zones worked to “improve”. With the aid of federal, state and municipal funding, these 

empowerment zones often provided low interest loans to merchants willing to 

establish locales with an empowerment zone’s district. These zones also gave tax 

breaks to those willing to live and establish businesses within the zone’s boundaries. 

These zones provided the backdrop for the spatial changes that gentrification 
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engenders. For in gentrification, civic leaders attempted to recoup the spaces of the 

Lower East Side and Harlem with the intent of marketing this space to the gentry 

wanting to experience a sanitized and ahistorical urban experience. For as Neil Smith 

again argues, 

Amidst the gentrificiation frenzy... ‘the strange tenacity of the ancient 

neighborhoods’ that ‘governs New York creativity...The determinism is 

geographical... Still, suburban cool – the suburbanization of the city – is 

precisely the point of the multibillion-dollar Disney mother colony in 

Times Square. The central areas cleared of homeless people are now 

open for business. (Smith 7 “Giulani Time”) 

 

In the end, through empowerment zones, gentrification enacted the transformation of 

urban space once populated by the underclass of the city. This space succumbed to the 

demands of capital and the spaces of representation defined by developers, engineers, 

architects and civic leaders at the cost of the homeless and poor that can no longer call 

these neighborhoods home. 

Willie Perdomo’s poetry and narrative reflects the transformation of space in 

the streetscape of East Harlem during the 1990s. Reflecting many of the same issues 

Smith highlights in his historical analysis, his poetry engages the changing face of 

identity and class in this neighborhood. Two particular pieces underline these 

transitions. “Coda: Reflections on the Metro-North 1997” clearly discusses 

gentrification and is featured in Perdomo’s second collection of poems titled Smoking 

Lovely. It is a companion piece to the earlier piece titled, “Reflections on the Metro-

North Winter 1990” from his first collection of poetry Where a Nickel Costs a Dime. 

The first poem, “Reflections on the Metro-North Winter 1990” describes the aptly 

described “sensual “lure of the streets. Its narrative documents a self-described 
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“junkie” who decides not to leave the city space and instead returns to drug use and 

the neighborhood where he grew up.  The narrator does this, despite the fact that his 

writing and publications permit him the capacity to escape. In turn, this loyalty and 

engagement to his neighborhood is reflected in his representations of Spanish Harlem. 

This text reflects his “lived experience” as a longtime resident of Spanish Harlem. 

The later piece, “Coda: Reflections on the Metro-North 1997”, concludes the 

collection of poems in Smoking Lovely. This poem acts as a meditation on sobriety and 

the transformed physical space in Harlem and the greater Manhattan. Early on in the 

piece, the narrator references run-ins with the police that have led to a state-imposed 

sobriety. After the narrator is arrested, tried and convicted of using and selling drugs, 

he must report to a judge to inform him that he has completed the court-sanctioned 

sobriety. The conclusion of the piece, in contrast, offers images of an almost 

“reconfigured” city, with the poet/resident remarking on the changes of public space. 

He recognizes, critiques, and represents how gentrification has spatially changed the 

streets he once knew. He writes, 

Mad nights I spent on this train going backward... 

Had I stood on the express this would have been my 

stop. 

Corporate card has an office sitting on his lap. 

My stomach does a somersault as we creep up on a 

Bronx that used to be burnt down.  

It’s building blocks for the future now... 

We need to clean this land of smoke shops, death in hip-

hops and black justice in the hands of white cops....  

Mickey Mouse is about to open a spot on Seventh 

Avenue... 

TNT is eight deep, don’t sleep – to be aware is to 

survive 

Signals are in sync for a direct sale bust on 123
rd

 Street... 
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Next stop: Times are Square for real. 

Curbs have PG ratings. (69) 

 

The narrative voice in this piece establishes two specific time periods in relation to the 

changes taking place in the neighborhood. The first is of the narrator’s youth during 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. This existence is tainted by drug use and day-to-day 

survival within the city. The second is a time period documenting and critiquing of 

New York City’s urban renewal while remarking on the past. Yet the piece also 

signals the travel from the Bronx back through Manhattan. From the outside, the 

narrator returns to the heart of his home, yet is clearly a different space and place.  

In the passage cited, Perdomo points out that “Mickey Mouse” is now opening 

a store in the areas that once were known for their seediness. This is a clear reference 

to the establishments such as the Disney Store that open in merchant friendly districts 

provided by the empowerment zones documented by Smith. Though the transitions are 

stark and violent, the only critique Perdomo can muster is humor. Phrases like 

“Corporate Card has an office sitting on his lap”, “Curbs have PG ratings”, and “Next 

Stop Times are Square, for real” provide a humorous look at what the city space has 

become. For the narrator though, this is an uneasy humor, it is a humor contrasted with 

the seriousness of addiction and sobriety and these feeling of dislocation in his own 

home. His “home” has become a simulacrum of the space he once inhabited. His jokes 

leave readers questioning where the poor have really gone in New York while 

implicitly requiring that newer residents trace and understand these transitions. Lastly, 

Perdomo’s reference to those now gone is accomplished through the mimicry of 

Giuliani policies, “We need to clean this land of smoke shops, death in hip-hops and 
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black justice in the hands of white cops...” This passage reflects on how capital and 

developers see the historical past in Harlem and larger Manhattan. The ghost of the 

past appears from that which is no longer present. These smoke shops and black 

bodies have been regulated out of the neighborhood, so that the newly arrived gentry 

can feel safe, so that public space can be rendered “clean”. For the state must ensure 

that the poor leave the “past where it belongs”, not in the neighborhood they live in.  

For this reason, Perdomo’s poem conjures up a hidden past. That is, his poem 

brings forth the lost or subsumed identities of working class subjects of color within 

“Coda: Reflections on the Metro –North, Spring 1997”.  He continues,  

Make sure you take your personal belongings and leave 

the past where it belongs... 

Remember to tell [Judge] Alderberg that today my ghost 

got arrested in front of a bodega. 

Don’t forget what Colin said during Inspirational Hour: 

Religion is for people who are afraid to go to hell; 

spirituality is for people who been there. 

Bopping back into the seed of this strange fruit I take 

out a prayer, puff on some peace and put some in the 

stash for later (Perdomo 70) 

 

He again, requires that readers (whether they are new or longtime residents of the 

Spanish Harlem) engage the history of Black and Latino working class subject 

positions within the neighborhood. For this reason, the poem maintains a dialogic 

framework while utilizing a language that inflects both African American slang and 

bilingual code switching precisely in order to establish and affirm the identities of 

those marginalized in the neighborhood. In contrast, newer residents must understand, 

“the seed of this strange fruit”. This second quote is an obvious reference to the 

histories of young black men’s lynching (yet this time by police and the state 
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apparatus) in the representational spaces they inhabit. Yet through this reference, 

Perdomo also asks newer and wealthier residents, to see the specters of the past as a 

method for understanding their future in their neighborhood. They must understand 

that bodies similar to his, those subjects of the disembodied past, those of his “ghost” 

were “arrested in front of a bodega today”. For, despite the efforts of developers and 

police, these specters will continue to populate the neighborhood. 

It cannot be overstated how much civic leaders such as Mayor Giuliani and 

developers utilized police forces to monitor and eliminate what they saw as “urban 

blight”. For them, the signs of urban blight ranged from the homeless to vandalism 

and disrepair. As one critic notes, the empowerment zones in Harlem and the Lower 

East Side viewed  

Criminality as spatialized... [For empowerment zones] Urban decline, 

street crime, and ‘signs of disorder’... are here galvanized into a single 

malady. Deep-seated fears and insecurities are enlisted to conflate 

physical and psychic safety: the symptoms were the cause. Sanitizing 

the landscape would reverse the urban decline, opening up the 

possibility of a new city on the hill... revenge against the sources of 

disorder was raised to a moral obligation.
 
(Smith “Giulani Time: The 

Revanchist 1990s”) 

 

Thus empowerment zones in the Manhattan boroughs of Harlem and the Lower East 

Side (with police cooperation) acted to cleanse the neighborhoods of the “signs of 

disorder” to “sanitize the landscape” of the sources of disorder: working-class 

subjects. To accomplish this goal, Giuliani’s administration utilized the New York  
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Police Strategy No. 5.
6
 This administration argued that the city’s urban center for too 

long housed the “undesirables” of the social order. Thus they vigorously enforced the 

policing of civic space to remove undesirable residents to specifically attract residents 

and business to the area. For, as Smith explains, “once arrested, their cases were to be 

equally vigorously prosecuted; a ‘database’ was established for tracking homeless 

people.” (Smith 7 “Giulani Time”). Such policies initiated the effort to displace the 

ethnically, socially and economically marginalized populations in these sections of the 

city in order to reconfigure urban space to meet the desires of the “returning” middle 

class residents, businesses and shoppers. 

This is precisely why Richard Price highlights the backdrop of a gentrified 

neighborhood in the novel Lush Life’s first lines. In the novel’s first lines, the police 

understand the tensions and contradictions present in such patrols. By the date of 

publication of this novel, gentrification had already occurred in the Lower East Side. 

Within the text, this is apparent through the special police details called the “Quality 

of Life” patrols that often stop and interrogate passersby who fit a specific profile. The 

people who are stopped by this patrol often are people of color who are questioned 

                                                        
6 Please see https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/Abstract.aspx?id=167807, stating that with Police 

Strategy No. 5, the “New York City Police Department is committed to the following actions: (1) give 

police precinct commanders the authority to respond to an array of disorderly conditions; (2) increase 

civil enforcement initiatives, with more attorneys to help close illegal businesses and supply proactive 

consultation to police precinct and division commanders; (3) limit the use of desk appearance tickets for 

low-level quality of life offenses; (4) create and maintain a citywide database of chronic emotionally 

disturbed persons so that repeated outbreaks of behavior that are criminal or otherwise dangerous can be 

brought to the attention of judges, prosecutors, and psychiatrists; (5) conduct a citywide campaign to 

secure public help in removing graffiti; and (6) advance a quality of life legislative agenda to enhance 

the police department's ability to respond effectively to disorderly conditions and low-grade criminal 

activity that increase public fear. Specific policies and procedures of the police department to make 

public spaces safer and to improve quality of life for New York City residents” 
 

https://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/Abstract.aspx?id=167807
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about “priors” or out of town visitors attempting to acquire drugs from locals in the 

area. Interestingly, in the novel, two of the “visitors” arrested are sons of the detective 

leading the investigation into the mugging/homicide.  

Price begins the novel with a description of the police squad used to regulate 

“undesirables” from the Lower East Side.  The first chapter of Lush Life is titled 

“Quality of Life: 11:00 P.M.” It begins by referencing the,  

The Quality of Life Task Force: four sweatshirts in a bogus taxi set up 

on the corner of Clinton Street alongside the Williamsburg Bridge off-

ramp to profile the incoming salmon run; their mantra: Dope, guns, 

overtime; their motto: Everyone’s got something to lose... The four car-

stops so far this evening have been washouts... Right turn after right 

turn after right, so many that when they finally pull someone over, and 

they will, it’ll take a minute to get their legs under them. (Price 3-5) 

 

These undercover police officers sit in their cars waiting to arrest dealers for small 

time sales of drugs or weapons. They continue patrolling precisely because this work 

affords them overtime pay and they will eventually find someone to arrest. This patrol 

though, is understood as inefficient and wasteful by both police and the community. 

They are a waste precisely because they are incapable of much more than profiling 

working class bodies. In fact, in an act that is similar to trying to catch an apparition, 

they often stop pedestrians that “look out of place” for being too ethnic or working 

class, and then interrogate and detain them in hopes of finding an offense that might 

permit an arrest. 
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Analysis of Texts 

Chango’s Fire inscribes the representational spaces of working class bodies of 

color (longtime residents) through the various instances where Quiñonez describes 

longtime residents of the neighborhood. He highlights their attempts to provide 

sanctuary for the “undesirables” left in a gentrified Harlem. For example, two 

characters that offer perhaps the clearest examples of this representational space are 

the characters of Maritza and Papelito. Both manage to provide longtime residents 

with spaces for social activism and for marginalized religious practices. Maritza, for 

example, establishes a church where issues of gentrification are addressed and where 

working class residents can find “liberation” through the church.  

As Julio’s character explains, “the First People’s Church of God in Spanish 

Harlem is the greatest collection of misfits, sinners and freaks. Christ himself couldn’t 

have put together the motley crew Maritza has” (Quiñonez 189). He later explains that 

few longtime residents attend the services, but increasingly the congregation is 

comprised of recent immigrants encountering a growing hostility in the neighborhood. 

He notes, “Most of Maritza’s congregation is made up of undocumented people. New 

immigrants from Mexico or Central America who need a kind of community that will 

take them in.” (Quiñonez 191). Though Julio’s character has grown up in the same 

churches, he does not identify with these characters or the church. Initially, he desires 

to assimilate and to enter the petite bourgeoisie through home ownership. These 

desires and his work permit Julio to distance himself from such an existence. Instead, 

he critiques Maritza for her attempts to politicize both the lumpen working class and 
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the population of undocumented working class in Spanish Harlem. In this way, her 

church highlights the contradictions and disparity between new and old residents while 

attempting to give the marginalized a visible voice and identity despite the onrush of 

gentrification that occurs in the neighborhood.  

Papelito’s character within the novel is also intriguing for he offers a resistance 

and safe haven through his botánica. This representational space draws the 

marginalized longtime residents living at the fringes of society within Spanish Harlem. 

He accomplishes this both as a practicing Santero and as the owner of a physical space 

(the botánica) where the practitioners of santería receive instruction in the ways of the 

Orishas/santeros. Julio explains that the space “also doubles as a pawn-shop.” 

(Quiñonez 71). He explains, “It has so much junk that Papelito sells milk crates full of 

bric-a-brac for three dollars.... These objects came courtesy of thieves, addicts, winos, 

and other down-and-outs who regularly arrive at San Lazaro y las Siete Vueltas to 

hock their loot.”(Ibid.). Subsequently, Papelito and his botánica become the receivers 

of many of the working class bodies of color in the neighborhood. This occurs despite 

the fact that Papelito’s character is gay.  Julio’s recalls how Papelito sees himself, 

“‘Ese Chango, he once dressed as a woman to escape, and he dwells inside a woman, 

Santa Barbara. So mira, He will choose me and accept me how I am.’” (Quiñonez 72). 

In these descriptions, characters like Papelito provide the last representational spaces 

in Spanish Harlem. They are dwindling because the neighborhood is slowly changing 

due to gentrification. Such characters contrast with the homogenizing presence of 
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newer buildings and stores and their clientele usually comprised of white upscale 

residents moving into the neighborhood. 

The inscription that Julio provides seeks to conjure up the past for the  “new 

communities” of gentry now residing in Spanish Harlem. Often this inscription occurs 

through Julio’s relationship with the Euro-American artist gallery owner, Helen. This 

relationship is fraught with contradictions, yet the couple’s dialogues offer poignant 

instances of how Julio’s description evoke the erased past from the neighborhood. For 

example, in describing the impossibility of their relationship, Julio comments,  

I know, all neighborhoods must change, but if you are Puerto Rican and 

need to learn where you came from and who you are, you need to start 

in Spanish Harlem. The spiritual landmarks are still here, in El Barrio. 

Helen’s people don’t seem to have mystical places like ours. They 

don’t have a sacred Harlem, an East L.A., a South Central. They don’t 

have poor, holy places that speak to your soul, vibrant streets that tell 

you about those who came before you. All they have are small towns 

that either die or stay the same. Small towns they don’t care to 

romanticize. Small towns they try to kill inside themselves when they 

leave for New York City... and not look back. (53) 

 

In this comparison of Helen’s hometown to Harlem, Julio develops situates and 

foregrounds an earlier history to his changing neighborhood. The “poor, holy spaces” 

are historical markers that provide a subsumed history of “those that came before”. 

This is a history that still is embodied yet also demarcated by people like Julio. In 

doing so, the narrative provides a nascent understanding of the representational spaces 

Spanish Harlem provides for longtime residents. 

In acquiring a home through arson, Julio recognizes that he has established a 

difference between himself and other longtime residents. Though he often recalls his 

family’s early life in the projects and the people he grew up with, Julio recognizes his 



40 

 

 

capacity to leave. He demarcates this difference when realizing that others cannot 

leave. At no point is this clearer than when he describes the workers at the 

construction and demolition plant that he works at. This is a company owned by the 

mobster, Eddie. He notes how many of these workers are Mexican and Central 

American immigrants. Despite this, these workers are often the hidden labor of 

Harlem. These undocumented workers often use the identities of others to work at the 

site. Julio explains that at the place that he works, many Americans charge these 

migrant workers for taking on their identities so as to work illegally in the country. He 

explains,  

Just then the real owners of those names start trickling in. They drive 

their cars by the construction site. Out-of-towners entering Spanish 

Harlem, nothing new these days. Some stay in their cars, some park. 

The Mexican workers hand their checks over to the owners of the 

names, the owners of those social security numbers. And the owners of 

the names hand the Mexicans cash... It’s all profit, really. These union 

jobs pay sixteen dollars an hour, the Mexican is given five, the owner 

of the name takes eleven. The undocumented worker is making more 

money than he ever imagined, the average wage in Mexico being four 

bucks a day, other parts of Latin American even less. (Quiñonez 28) 

 

After explaining this process, Julio notes how he and his co-worker Mario differ from 

such day laborers. Here, the ghosts of the neighborhood are clearly the Mexican 

workers. These are the workers that do not have the comfort of living outside the 

neighborhood. They instead live within Harlem tenements. They live cramped in small 

apartments often with a dozen roommates. They lack union representation and often 

subsist at the margins of Harlem at the behest of capital and developers that in turn, 

regulate them out of public spaces. These are the specters that Quiñonez forces from 

the shadows, from the construction sites of Harlem in Chango’s Fire. They act as 
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reminders of the unsettling exploitation and marginalization always and at once 

occluded in the gentrified neighborhood.   

Ironically, by the end of the novel, Julio must work at a restaurant job in order 

to help his family survive the burning down of their home. While working, he is 

positioned as an undocumented worker. A local asks him if he is interested in using 

someone else’s social security number to work construction. In turning down this 

offer, he both recognizes how there is no difference between him and the 

undocumented workers. He notes how this type of “con” will only lead him back to a 

position of both subservience and risk with another mobster. He intimates that while 

he does not “need” the work, he now identifies more with the plight of migrant 

workers that are exploited in the neighborhood. Thus he has come to grips with his 

identity as a working class person of color at the margins of the “formal” economy 

gentrifying Harlem. 

As can be expected, the novel Lush Life offers few reflections from long-time 

residents. Instead, the text focuses on the lead investigator Matty Clark. Yet through 

Clark’s interrogations of characters in differing spaces within the Lower East Side, the 

novel does provide an interesting aperture into the transitions of public space. These 

images do not function as the focus of the novel, but instead are provided as impulses 

that reflect on the changing topography of areas like the Lower East Side of 

Manhattan. For example, one bar owner Clark highlights the problems with such 

changes. The bar owner in the novel, Steele, explains, 

“The whites. The, the ‘pioneers’... The Latinos? The Chinese? The ones 

been living here since the Flood? Couldn’t be nicer. Happy for the jobs. 
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The thing is, the complainers? They’re the ones that started all this. We 

just follow them. Always have, always will. Come down here buy some 

smack squat from the city, do a little fix-up, have a nice big studio, rent 

out the extra space, mix it up with the ethnics, feel all good and 

politically righteous about yourself. But those lofts now? Those 

buildings? Twenty-five hundred square feet, fourth floor, no elevator, 

Orchard and Broome. Two point four mill just last week... (124) 

 

Here, Steele explains the speculative land grabs that take place in the neighborhood. In 

the end, as he points out, the poor have no recourse for they cannot leave. They are 

simply happy for the work that gentrification has brought. He also notes that the critics 

of gentrification are the,  

“Bunch of middle-aged, talentless artistes and armchair socialists 

complaining about the very people who made them rich. Sitting there 

saying they have a right to perfect peace and quiet in their own 

neighborhoods... No. You don’t. This is New York. You have a right to 

reasonable peace and quiet. 

“I mean I live here too. I live with the noise, the drunks, the tour buses. 

It’s called revitalization. 

“Do you remember it down here when we first opened? A hellhole. A 

dope souk. You guys were suiting up like you were in Baghdad.” 

(Ibid.) 

 

If offered by establishment owners, such a representation of gentrification provides 

particularly damning evidence of how the spatial relations between existing residents 

and the new inhabitants have become fraught with contradictions. The passage also 

relates how the space has been transformed from a space where residents constructed 

their own idealized space that is, representational space. The passage further identifies 

how the pressures of spaces of representation have become more and more difficult to 

negotiate with regard to the existence of the new residents. Price provides characters 

like Steele in order to discuss how these transitions affect longtime inhabitants. In a 

telling note, such characters do not eviscerate the difficulties inhabitants face with 
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regard to dislocation and scrutiny from the police. Instead, the character is a merchant 

who wishes that the transitions could only make the situation more profitable.  

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of this novel is the incapability of long-time 

inhabitants to escape their homes and engage the neighborhood. They have no method 

for re-inscribing their existence in the novel. Therefore, the inter-ethnic/inter-

community dialogues are constrained by the forced isolation working-class subjects of 

color experience in their neighborhood. It is within this isolation that readers glimpse 

the representational spaces residents reside in and utilize for their own purposes. 

Unfortunately, the representational spaces where the working class struggles of 

Chinese laborers, African, African American and Latino residents are corralled into 

often appear through commentaries provided by police. These commentaries 

sometimes evoke a pedantic attitude. While the travails of the Euro-American father of 

the Isaac Marcus (the murder victim) is described meticulously and with some 

annoyance, the existence of an elderly Chinese couple living in fear of neighborhood 

crime, is dismissed as an uninhabitable space for anyone other than the couple. Price 

writes, “[The couple] lived in one and a half rooms with his wife, the half tub in the 

kitchen covered with a wooden board to double as a dining table... seats on a bedsheet-

covered couch half-piled with Chinese newspapers.” (207) The poor must make due 

with the spaces they are left with in a neighborhood that no longer wants them there. 

Instead, the neighborhood caters exclusively to the gentry. Thus, these representational 

spaces are kept out of sight. And only appears to detectives dredging up the past in 

order to solve a crime. 



44 

 

 

Further, the plight of undocumented Chinese workers is also described briefly 

when Price describes an interrogation in a tenement apartment. In this passage, Matty 

Clark stumbles upon a squatter flat where various undocumented Chinese workers 

reside. He writes,  

The place was a modified railroad flat, basically a long central corridor 

flanked by rooms, most of which had been divided and divided again 

with Sheetrock into cells, each with a foam mattress topped by a twist 

of sheets, save for two larger rooms, one on either side of the hallway, 

both bare of furniture other than what looked like extrawide 

bookshelves bracketed into the walls in vertical stacks of three. (179) 

 

Price describes how the protagonist Matty Clark, seeing a “fish tank holding a single 

carp” where the detective thinks that the “fucking thing must have lost its mind years 

ago” (179) Yet the fish in the tank, function as a metaphor for the lives working class 

immigrants as trapped in these representational spaces. These are the only spaces left 

for the poor in the neighborhood. Yet the protagonist’s disdain for this reality facing 

working class subject positions, become implicit critiques of their marginality but not 

the capitalist system exploiting them. 

Unsurprisingly, precisely because this novel does not provide extensive 

dialogues from working class residents, Lush Life also fails to provide an extensive 

rendering of representational spaces. In fact, the brief moments when detectives enter 

housing projects are the minor passages where such representations appear. Ironically, 

the pushback of marginalized bodies of color is, of course, the central event around 

which the novel centers. The only method for working class bodies of color to reaffirm 

their existence is through violence precisely because they are confined to abject 

poverty in public housing projects. This violence is effectively a reaction of the 
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marginal class positions of inhabitants. Despite this, the police patrols still attempt to 

control such bodies through patrols like the “Quality of Life” patrol seeking to relegate 

the marginalized further into the margins of the Lower East Side.  

Though one could read Isaac Marcus as a specter since his death is 

memorialized to the point of nausea in the novel, the true haunting comes from the 

murder suspect, Tristan Acevedo. A young Nuyorican teen without a home life, 

Tristan’s life is dominated by writing rhymes for imagined hip-hop songs. These lyrics 

populate the novel as transitions signaling the change of focus to Tristan’s 

whereabouts and clues about his life. Readers learn that Tristan lives with his mother 

and a stepfather whom he avoids at all costs. He tries to avoid his abusive stepfather 

because he has already hospitalized Tristan because of drunken beatings. 

Subsequently, Tristan lives an imagined life with friends in hidden spaces in and 

around the housing projects where his family lives. Further, since he is the youngest 

and smallest in his social circle, Tristan is often picked on by bigger boys in his crew 

of friends.  

During his arrest and interrogation, readers come to understand that Tristan is 

no more than a boy that does not understand the gravity of murder.  When Matty 

Clark’s partner interrogates him, she finds him to be,  

unbreakable; as in, broken so many times there was nothing left to 

break; coming off as if he were sitting in the back row of a meaningless 

class, barely interested in his own lying answers as to where he had 

been that night, as to how he came upon the gun found under his 

mattress; indifferent to the point of boredom to all the contradictions 

pointed out to him in his narrative; indifferent to his own fate. (Price 

435) 
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Yet he in the end admits to killing Isaac Marcus, stating “He started to like, step to me, 

and I flexed. Bap... I shot him... I miss my grandmother” (Price 438).  This passage 

brings to mind how senseless the murder was and yet how predictable it was. Tristan’s 

character is a longtime resident of the Lower East Side. He is an “unruly subject” that 

haunts the neighborhood. His marginalization is foreign to the new arrivals into the 

neighborhood that fail to see the history of the neighborhood. He appears for only a 

brief moment to remind readers and residents in the Lower East Side of the 

neighborhood’s forgotten history that can come back affect the present and future. He 

is the closest and articulated tie to the past. 

Ironically, the other haunting or apparition in the novel takes place in a public 

space and is a minor occurrence in the narrative established by the novel. It clearly 

appears after the apparition of an image that resembles the Virgin Mary takes place in 

a local convenience store. This apparition becomes the focal point of the neighborhood 

for an entire day until the murder victim destroys it the day he is killed. As Price 

describes, the people waiting to see the apparition are not the gentry but instead, “the 

people were overwhelmingly Latino, most likely from the unrehabbed walk-ups below 

Delancey and the half-dozen immortal housing projects that cradled this, the creamy 

golden center of the Lower East Side, like a jai alai paddle.” (16). This is important 

because it reveals en masse the forgotten members of the community, those of the 

working class bodies of color outside their homes in tenements or public housing 

projects. Here, the working class Latino residents are able to make the journey outside 

their buildings in order to see the apparition of the Virgin Mary. Yet again, the conflict 
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between space is notable, for in their attempts to see the Virgin Mary, the working 

class bodies of color cause havoc for bar and restaurant owners that only service the 

gentry. 

In “Reflection of the Metro North, 1997”, Perdomo’s narrator offers concrete 

descriptions of the undesirables of the city and how their bodies are slowly but surely 

regulated out of the public spaces of the city. As mentioned earlier, Perdomo writes in 

a feigned irony that imitates the dominant discourse offered by politicians like 

Giuliani, “We need to clean this land of smoke shops, death in hip-hops and black 

justice in the hands of white cops.” Within this line, the drug users and the youth that 

listen to hip-hop (we can read these as Latino and Black bodies) are all counter-posed 

with the image of “black justice in the hands of white cops.” Yet this line also re-

inscribes the existence of working class bodies of color within the city space, despite 

the attempts of the police apparatus to eradicate these subject positions. Perdomo 

mocks and inverts the discourse of power in order to offer a critique but more 

importantly to inscribe his experiences in the cityscape. Still the line references and 

represents how the state apparatus (the police and the mayor) with the help of 

empowerment zones deal with the undesirables through state sponsored methods of 

violence and incarceration. In this process, the state acts to dislocate the undesirable 

inhabitants of the city.  

While positioning the narrator in two periods, the narrative requires the future 

to recall or recast the past. Thus creating a metaphoric dialogue between the Harlem’s 

history and its future. The narrator’s earlier experiences reference and represent part of 
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the ‘undesirable order’ of people within this urban space. In a mixed metaphor, 

Perdomo embodies the pressures of redevelopment in the city’s core. His drug 

addiction, subsequent health deterioration and incarceration all reflect the time period 

before the redevelopment. They also reflect the material reality many youth like 

Perdomo faced growing up in Harlem. As the poem responds, the narrator must “leave 

the past where it belongs.” The narrative must construct a new beginning only by 

understanding his “ghost”; the ghost of the past. Now forced out of the 

representational space he once inhabited, the narrator must plot out a new 

representational space within his Harlem and within his poetry. This, in turn, permits 

readers to understand as another metaphorical dialogue between those new inhabitants 

of Spanish Harlem and the longtime residents of the neighborhood. This is a dialogue 

that requires an acknowledgement of past residents and their history within the 

neighborhood. 

 

Conclusion 

The texts analyzed offer salient examples of how gentrification affected the 

working class residents of color in the areas of Spanish Harlem and the Lower East 

Side of Manhattan. The texts, Chango’s Fire by Eduardo Quiñonez, Lush Life by 

Richard Price and “Reflection of the Metro North, 1997” by Willie Perdomo offer an 

important aperture to the process of gentrification in New York’s Spanish Harlem and 

Lower East Side. Through a historical understanding of the process of gentrification 

and a methodology for reading these texts, one can understand how such 
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representations are important for understanding how representational spaces can be 

read in literature. This analysis points out how the texts describe the dislocation of 

subjects within these spaces while also inscribing their experiences into the landscape 

portrayed by the literary work. This analysis notes how the histories of the 

communities are re-presented for readers as a form of haunting that conjures up lost or 

hidden subject positions and physical spaces. These representations also function as 

oppositional texts necessitating an historical engagement with the community. In 

locating these hauntings, this analysis establishes how literary work can offer an 

affirmation of the “lived experiences” of working class bodies of color facing the 

transitions enforced by urban renewal/gentrification. 

Perhaps most importantly, this project now develops a framework to proceed 

on to literature that represents such gentrification in other cities such as Chicago, San 

Francisco and Los Angeles. If, as Harvey posits, urban planners and city politicians 

saw redevelopment as a method for, “imaging a city through the organization of 

spectacular urban spaces [as] a means to attract capital and people (of the right sort) in 

a period (since 1973)”, can we see the literary production as a necessary and insightful 

response to such a vision. How can we “read” the representational spaces offered to us 

by writers from places such as Chicago, San Francisco and Los Angeles? How are 

these works responses to the spaces of representation that urban planners have set into 

place since the early 1970s? These seem to me, the salient questions that this project 

addresses. 
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Chapter III: Spirits In a Material World - Chicago 

Introduction 

This section of my dissertation shifts the analytical focus from that of the city 

of New York to that of the city of Chicago. My first forays with Chicago happened 

during the beginning of the new millennium. It was in 2001 that the National Mexican 

Museum had invited the Taco Shop Poets to perform and work as artists in residence 

for their youth programming. Struck by my first encounter with the second largest 

Mexican population in the United States, for the first time, I understood the meaning 

of agricultural circuits that brought many migrant workers to Chicago. It was not 

uncommon to hear of a panadería that had been a family business for three or four 

generations. What also struck me were the beautiful brownstone buildings that 

appeared on many of the city blocks in working class neighborhoods like Pilsen, Little 

Village and Humboldt Park. In working with students that lived in these 

neighborhoods, we began to hear how many of the working class residents of color in 

the city increasingly felt the brunt of gentrification. They explained how these 

brownstone houses were being purchased by residents that traditionally lived in the 

northwestern suburbs of Chicago. For this reason, sites in metropolitan Chicago were 

undergoing radical demographic shifts. During this residency, we learned none was 

more poignant than that of Humboldt Park. As I began to do more research on the city, 

the results of my research were startling. 

In this research, it became apparent that by the middle of the first decade in the 

new millennium, Chicago residents faced growing pressures due to gentrification. 
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Since the great migrations of African Americans from the Deep South at the beginning 

of the 20
th

 century, Chicago has become home to countless African Americans. This 

migration led to the establishment of the largest African American community outside 

of Harlem. This wave of migrants from the Deep South has been documented by noted 

African American writers such as Gwendolyn Brooks and Richard Wright. Though 

this African American migration is well known, little is known in the popular 

consciousness about the Mexican and Puerto Rican immigrants who have also 

migrated there and established enclaves in Chicago’s urban landscape.  

In response to the growth of communities of color in the center of metropolitan 

Chicago, many upwardly mobile white Chicago residents came to view this area as an 

undesirable place to live. Thus, during the 1960s, whites began an exodus to outlying 

suburban areas such as Evanston, Rockridge, Arlington Heights and Skokie, Illinois. 

Interestingly, over the past twenty years, the city has encountered yet another 

demographic shift engendered by the gentrification of areas both west and south of 

downtown Chicago. The very same affluent Euro-Americans who had once escaped to 

the suburbs today comprise Chicago’s newest inner-city migrants. They have sought 

to purchase inexpensive homes in neighborhoods that are rapidly changing. And, in an 

ironic twist, they have now begun displacing African Americans, Mexicans, and 

Puerto Ricans that had once made these areas their home. 

This gentrification has taken place in two areas traditionally considered 

African American and Puerto Rican enclaves, the West Side of Chicago and areas in 

the South Side of Chicago. Yet this analysis focuses on the gentrification of the West 
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Side of Chicago. The West Side of Chicago contains neighborhoods such as Humboldt 

Park, the Near West Side, Austin and West and East Garfield. These sections of 

Chicago contain growing numbers of luxury loft-style homes and condominiums sold 

at ever-increasing prices. This growth in homes no longer economically accessible to 

the city’s middle and working class residents reflects the pressures African American 

and Puerto Rican inhabitants face in a gentrified West Side. For this reason, Chicago’s 

greater West Side is the central focus of this chapter. 

What follows then is a historical background of Chicago’s West Side since the 

mid-1800s. The chapter then examines how three literary texts offer textual 

representations of this area’s most recent transitions while documenting the hidden 

histories of residents living in the neighborhood. The lived experiences of these 

residents make clear how this hidden history populated with representational spaces 

still haunts these gentrified neighborhoods and polemicizes the transformation of 

social space in these neighborhoods. Thus the literary representations provided by 

“Untitled Poem” by Janeida Rivera, “Broken Fences” by playwright Steve Simoncic, 

and “The Demise of Luleta Jones” by Mark Allen Boone permit a broader 

understanding of the representational spaces that permit an understanding of the “lived 

experience” of residents. These texts offer apertures into the daily lives of long-term 

residents facing the displacement that gentrification engenders. The texts thus reveal 

how such histories haunt these subjectivities while also operating as oppositional texts 

to change perspectives about gentrification. Such an analysis will be useful in 
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establishing affinities and perhaps underscore how gentrification can be renewal or 

revitalization for some, and also loss and dislocation for others. 

 

Chicago - West Side, Austin, Humboldt Park
7
 

As noted earlier, the West Side’s white, “racial” homogeneity first faced a 

small but growing population of African Americans migrating north from southern 

states during World War I in what has come to be called the first Great Migration. 

Perhaps a more pronounced migration by African Americans to the Chicago’s West 

Side occurred in the period following World War II. Amanda Seligman documented 

this second great migration in her important book Block by block: neighborhoods and 

public policy on Chicago's West Side. In it, Seligman notes that in “the decades after 

World War II, the populations of East Garfield Park, North Lawndale, West Garfield 

Park, and finally Austin [all Near West Side neighborhoods] changed from white to 

black. The revival of the Great Migration after World War II brought hundreds of 

thousands of southern black migrants to Chicago and accounted for many of those 

who found their way to the West Side” (31). Seligman also notes that despite their 

                                                        
7
 The West Side of Chicago has faced a series of demographic transitions over the past 275 years. 

Though the city was initially established in the 1700s, by the 1800s, the city itself began to grow in a 

north-south strip along the coast of Lake Michigan. The area just west of this strip where the West Side 

of Chicago exists today remained, for the most part, a wooded area that did not encounter much 

construction or development until after the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. By the 1870s, the area had 

become a desirable place to live for German and Irish immigrants who wanted to live in close proximity 

to the manufacturing and meatpacking businesses where they worked that had burgeoned in the city. 

Polish and Czech immigrants would soon join the German and Irish immigrants populating the area. As 

large business interests such as the national base for Sears, Roebuck and Company established 

themselves in the area, the city responded by developing the Garfield Elevated rail line. The line was 

developed in order to meet the demands of both residents and workers to traverse Chicago from the 

city’s west side. By the late 1920s, Russian Jews began populating the area and in some neighborhoods, 

like Lawndale, their numbers reached over sixty percent of the population (Seligman 21).  
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growing numbers, the West Side’s traditional lack of political clout (when white 

residents predominated) remained even during later attempts by African American 

aldermen to challenge the political establishment of Chicago in order to better 

represent the new constituents’ demographics. Thus the community, in becoming 

predominantly African American in its ethnic composition, also continued on as a 

politically weak section of the city. This weakness can be attributed to the earlier void 

of political clout, but it also owed much to the lack of experienced political 

mobilization of new African-American communities as their numbers soon made 

African Americans a majority in Chicago’s West Side. 

Set against this backdrop, The Demise of Luleta Jones is a work of fiction that 

reflects many of the tensions spurred by the gentrification of African American 

neighborhoods in the West Side of Chicago during the late 1990s. Yet the text 

references the early origins of the neighborhood while describing the early 

gentrification that takes place in this neighborhood. Written by Mark Allen Boone, 

The Demise of Luleta Jones focuses on what were once affluent areas of the West Side 

of Chicago populated by pre-white flight Euro-Americans at the beginning of the 20
th

 

century. In Boone’s text, the setting is the fictional site of Lincoln Manor in 1996. Yet 

this area can be read or understood as the West Side neighborhoods of Austin or West 

Garfield. It is a neighborhood that has fallen into disrepair and is slowly being 

gentrified. This piece of noir fiction focuses on the murder of a teacher, the absent 

protagonist, Luleta Jones. The other protagonist is Theodophilus Pugh, an 

investigative reporter for Chicago Weekly Word, a fictional newspaper based on the 
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real newspaper, The Chicago Defender. In writing articles about Luleta Jones, Pugh 

discovers that Jones’ suicide is in fact a murder. 

Much like Seligman’s description, in the The Demise of Luleta Jones, Lincoln 

Manor is described early as a “four-block middle-class enclave […] noted chiefly for 

its turn-of-the-century Victorian mansions” (Boone 20). The novel explains in the 

early 20th century, the neighborhood had been quite different. Boone writes, “the 

Lincoln Manor neighborhood…had been home to many of Chicago’s banking and 

meatpacking magnates during the 19
th

 century and had been annexed to the city in the 

early 1900s. The community, after undergoing sweeping racial change, had risen from 

obscurity and neglect to become the West Side’s crown jewel” (2-3). These 

descriptions echo similar descriptions Seligman offers of the farthest points of the 

West Side of Chicago. The novel explains that by 1996, Lincoln Manor had gained a 

reputation as a destination for upper-middle class residents who wanted to reside 

closer to the city center. 

The character that offers Theo Pugh the most information about Luleta Jones’ 

life and murder is a homeowner in and resident of the neighborhood named Clayton 

“Hemp” Hemphill.  Hemphill recalls how he offered Luleta Jones an apartment in his 

home; after her “suicide/murder,” Hemphill uses her apartment as a museum 

celebrating the teacher’s life. His recollections and contacts afford Theo Pugh an 

opportunity to better understand not only Luleta Jones’ life, but also the tensions in the 

neighborhood caused by its gentrification. These tensions are exposed in brief, but 

telling passages. For example, the person who becomes Luleta Jones’ foil in the novel 
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is a wealthy member of Lincoln Manor, Thurston McBride. Boone describes McBride 

as “a self-made entrepreneur who’d earned his fortune underwriting homes that 

Lincoln Manor’s erstwhile redliners weren’t quick enough to insure when real estate 

values took a dramatic upturn. [His] home was formerly owned by a state senator who 

failed in his bid for reelection and, fearing neighborhood decline, fled to an affluent 

suburb” (108). Later in the text, Theo Pugh tells us that while McBride was, “a native 

West Sider. […] he moved back to Lincoln Manor after the gentrification had gotten 

under way so he could capitalize on the increase in housing values” (153). Thurston 

McBride is also the president of the council for Lincoln Manor’s aforementioned 

magnet school. His power, and his wife’s power over the community and the school is 

relatively unchallenged except a few engaged teachers and local clergy on the school’s 

council of directors. 

In one conversation McBride describes to Theo Pugh the types of students that 

attended the magnet school where Luleta Jones worked. Interestingly, he describes 

these students in the manner evoked by later historians and demographers (such as 

Wilson and Grammenos). McBride points out that, at the school, there would be a 

filtering process for students where the “acceptable” students would be admitted, and 

those whom were not acceptable would be left to transfer to schools outside the 

community. McBride explains that “if we could transform Lincoln Manor High 

School into a school where the most talented kids in the city had to compete to get in, 

it would become the jewel in Lincoln Manor’s crown and the drawing card for the 

kind of homeowner the community needs to thrive…” (115). When Pugh asks 
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McBride about opposition from neighborhood residents whose children might not feed 

the needs of a gentrified school, McBride responds, “To address the issue, we set aside 

spaces for kids from the community who had the grades, were serious about learning, 

and we knew wouldn’t be troublemakers… But their parents weren’t long for Lincoln 

Manor anyway – couldn’t afford to live here any longer-so they’d have had to transfer 

anyway” (116). Here, one can clearly see how Boone’s novel reflects the power of 

entrepreneurs and civic leaders like McBride to re-codify the social space in the 

neighborhood to the desires of capital.  Yet their plans to re-codify this space and the 

bodies therein do face opposition from poorer, longstanding residents. As one resident 

explains to Pugh, McBride’s policy decisions on the School’s Board function simply 

to encourage outsiders to move in. She remarks with sarcasm, “The council is just a 

rubber stamp for Thurston McBride. It won’t… stand up for the interests of the kids in 

this community to save its life. All it cares about is image, making Lincoln Manor 

Academy look good to outsiders. White outsiders” (198). 

While the above text describes how gentrification affected African American 

communities such as “Lincoln Manor,” it is important to note that by the 1960s, the 

numbers of Puerto Ricans also grew greatly immediately to the north and south of 

these African American neighborhoods. According to the ethnographic and historical 

study, City of Dreams by Wilfredo Cruz, this growth in Puerto Rican residents 

occurred in places like Humboldt Park and Pilsen from the 1940s until the 1960s. Cruz 

further documents how the labor demands from agribusiness, textile and domestic 

employers spurred Puerto Rican migration to Chicago. These businesses hoped to 
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import laborers from Puerto Rico and then return them back to the island. Instead, 

many of the Puerto Rican migrant workers (who due to Congressional Acts in 1917 

were granted U.S. citizenship) decided to remain in Chicago. Cruz notes that many of 

these immigrants came seeking to improve their economic situations; “… Puerto 

Ricans came to Chicago searching for better jobs and better economic opportunities. 

In 1950, there were only 255 Puerto Ricans in Chicago. By 1960, there were 32,371 

Puerto Ricans. Thirty years later in 1990, Chicago’s Puerto Rican population had more 

than tripled to 119,800” (67). Cruz goes on to note that, “Early Puerto Rican 

immigrants to Chicago settled near Chicago’s downtown area in the Near North Side 

and Near West Side communities” (71). An early wave of gentrification in Near West 

Side neighborhoods like Lincoln Park during the 1960s forced many Puerto Ricans, 

over 5,000 according to Cruz, to move out of these neighborhoods and into areas 

around Humboldt Park. Cruz documents during this time period, “Over 5,000 Puerto 

Ricans moved from Lincoln Park and the Near North Side. Today, both 

neighborhoods have the most expensive housing prices in the city. Most of the Puerto 

Ricans from Lincoln Park and the Near North Side moved west to Division Street and 

the West Town and Humboldt Park neighborhoods” (73). These Puerto Rican enclaves 

would swell during the 1960s and 1970s as Puerto Ricans moved from other parts of 

Chicago to these areas in order to escape the crime and racism they experienced (74).  

Seligman also notes the lack of political power of the neighborhood. She 

explains that by the 1970s, the West Side of Chicago was viewed as a predominantly 

Black and Latino “ghetto” suffering from the political powerlessness inherited from 
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earlier generations of white residents that later were able to “escape” to the suburbs. In 

documenting the lack of political power the neighborhood wielded in the post-“white 

flight” phase, she explains,  

This ghetto was not the result of active efforts to create it, as was the 

“second ghetto” of public housing described by Arnold Hirsch. The 

West Side ghetto born after World War II was the product of the 

neighborhood’s exclusion from postwar urban redevelopment, the 

political powerlessness of preceding white residents and their racism. 

(31) 

 

What is clear in both Seligman’s and Cruz’s analysis is that after the 1970s, Chicago’s 

Near West Side (in neighborhoods such as Austin and Humboldt Park) faced the 

problems of underfunded schools, high crime and the continued proliferation of street 

gangs. For these reasons, the city’s political machine viewed the area as unimportant 

until the early 1990s. Moreover, the city’s political machine increasingly came to view 

the area’s residents (especially youth) as “criminalized bodies” as gentrification 

gained momentum. 

The gentrification of Chicago’s West Side began in earnest during the 1990s 

following the election of Richard Daley. His attempts to lure suburban residents to the 

center of the city began with small, seemingly innocuous, civic beautification projects, 

such as planting trees, but grew to include the destruction of public housing for the 

poor. Public housing, such as the Robert Taylor homes, had gained notoriety as places 

that reproduced an underclass of poor Latinos and African Americans. By the early 

1990s, these housing projects began to be torn down, and by the early 2000s had been 

completely eliminated. Unsurprisingly, after the buildings were demolished, the land 

they existed on had a clear and immediate value to developers. As David Wilson and 
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Dennis Grammenos note, the closeness of Chicago’s West Side to downtown, its 

devalued land, and lack of political clout of its inhabitants have made it “susceptible to 

the `third wave' of gentrification” (297)
8
.  

In their prescient analysis written in 2005 about the gentrification of Humboldt 

Park and the criminalization of its Latino and Black youth, Wilson and Grammenos 

offer perhaps the clearest explanation of the processes of gentrification at work there 

and nearby. They explain,  

Initial neighborhood change was spurred by government response to 

institutionally driven decay. Urban renewal in the 1950s and 1960s 

cleared blight to prime an upward spiral. In the late 1970s, artists and 

alternative lifestyle people, feeling the first major postwar recession 

and rising suburban house prices, discovered these neighborhoods… 

Artists were subsequently replaced by more affluent house-holds as 

developers and speculators fixed up properties, recognizing the rent gap 

and enormous possibilities for profit in real estate. By the early 1980s, 

affluent households (‘pioneers’) were moving in, motivated by the 

proximity of the area to the downtown (Loop)… This gentrification 

spread south and west to engulf Wicker Park, Bucktown, and Ukrainian 

Village between 1988 and 1997. (297) 

 

Local newspapers documenting the changing cityscape keenly noted these transitions. 

The once “blighted” West Side was more and more attractive to developers and 

affluent migrants for its proximity to downtown and easy access to areas of commerce. 

Yet much like the Wilson and Grammenos article, these local newspapers questioned 

what was left for the poorer African American and Latino residents displaced by such 

changes. An editorial in the African American periodical The Chicago Defender noted 

that by 2003 the areas in question had become largely uninhabitable, as in 

                                                        
8
 Wilson and Grammenos cite an article by Hackworth and Smith titled, “The Changing State of 

Gentrification” that breaks the process of gentrification into succeeding waves. The first taking place 

during the late 1960s through the early 1970s, the second during the early 1980s and the last taking 

place during the 1990s. 
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unaffordable, for its longstanding Black residents: “Poor residents standing in the way 

of ‘progress’—the land grab—are being pushed out to relatives' and friends' homes, to 

Joliet and Decatur, to homeless shelters, to places unknown as the city rushes to 

establish ‘new facts on the ground’” (What’s behind the de-population plan? 

Grandeur and Profit 11). This editorial not only reflected the underlying tensions 

regarding the change in the traditionally Black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods but 

also highlighted the need for affordable housing within metropolitan Chicago. Yet 

such tensions are only minor issues from the perspective of the machinery of capital 

extracting profit from urban landscapes that once housed an underclass.  

This is precisely the space depicted by Janeida Rivera’s “Untitled Poem.” The 

poem is a meditation on the aftermath of gentrification in Humboldt Park. The piece 

addresses many similar issues regarding gentrification in this West Side neighborhood. 

As noted earlier by Seligman and Cruz, by the 1980s, Humboldt Park had become the 

largest and most well known Puerto Rican neighborhood in metropolitan Chicago. Yet 

by the 1990s, this neighborhood began encountering the push for urban renewal as 

entrepreneurs and civic forces sought more housing for suburban migrants wanting to 

move back into the city. Though, as Wilson and Grammenos point out in their article, 

the neighborhood managed to organize and challenge urban renewal. Unfortunately, 

both also note that the battle was largely lost due to the inability of residents to 

challenge the language codifying young Puerto Rican and Black bodies as “problems” 

in the neighborhood. Today, the neighborhood has become a chic area where young 
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middle-class whites can purchase homes in metropolitan Chicago and yet where 

working class bodies struggle to maintain a home in the neighborhood.  

Janeida Rivera’s poem begins by highlighting these changes in the 

neighborhood: 

Walking down my streets 

I’m usually too busy on my cell phone to notice 

anything unusual. 

Starbucks and an antique boutique. 

It’s new. 

As I pass the second sunshine tanning salon 

and the sushi surplus 

I can’t seem to put my finger on it just yet. 

I see a bench and since I have walked a couple of blocks 

and, after all, I am a big girl, I decide to sit. (1) 

 

This introduction, positions a Puerto Rican woman’s subjectivity against the backdrop 

of a neighborhood that has changed. In many ways, this first line can be read as that of 

a flâneur seeing the streetscape around her, yet this piece must also be understood as 

an attempt to re-inscribe the narrator’s working class Puerto Rican subjectivity into the 

urban space around her. She, as a Puerto Rican woman, does not fit into “the 

montage” that is now her home. For she immediately realizes that a Latina body that is 

not of “ideal weight” or “complexion” no longer fits in a neighborhood of antique 

shops, sushi bars, tanning salons and Starbucks. 

For Rivera and many of the Puerto Rican residents in Humboldt Park, such 

changes brought by gentrification are subtle. For this reason, she cannot put her finger 

on what is impacting the neighborhood. Yet with each passing block that Rivera 

walks, there are new spaces that give new names to what was once home. What results 

is a laundry list of commercial stores ranging from the GAP to Banana Republic. 
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While at the same time, Puerto Rican names like that of Roberto Clemente (Park) have 

been transformed to “Windsor pilates studios” meeting the exercise needs of the upper 

and upper middle class residents that move into the neighborhood. Thus, the poem 

speaks of Roberto Clemente (Park) through its absence. Instead of being a site where 

families and children congregate, play and organize, the space has transformed where 

such bodies do not exist and instead, are criminalized. 

The internal dialogue that Rivera evokes directly questions her parents’ 

decision to leave the neighborhood.  To her parents who ask, “Aye Janeida why can’t 

you just be happy we sold this house then…?” She responds, “‘cause mom now on 

1053 Spalding there’ll be no more of our essence left. I’m repulsed and sickened by 

these lively homes turned into the morbid houses condos and what exactly is a 

venetian complex?”
9
 (1). Again, the narrator seeks to place or conjure up her former 

home in Humboldt Park as if to resuscitate a history that is no longer there. She begins 

to give name to the history of the neighborhood being erased by gentrification. Yet 

while situating the former home’s address, the narrator evokes what has replaced her 

home in this urban space. The homes that appear now at that address are advertised as 

catering to the suburban migrants who come to Humboldt Park. Instead of being the 

“essence” of a home, the spaces these homes have been transformed into are 

disembodied cubicles such as “morbid houses, condos and … venetian complex[es]” 

(1). 

                                                        
9
 All citations of this poem are from an audio recording, the earlier fragment was spliced with line 

breaks according to breath. This second fragment is maintained as a singular unit to highlight the 

narrative structure of the passage. 
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In an urban space in which Puerto Rican subjects like Rivera are slowly moved 

out, the narrator must juxtapose experience and history, the “structure of feeling” of 

what once was, in order for the reader to understand the historical meaning of 

Humboldt Park. Thus for every description of what is now Humboldt Park, Rivera 

must provide a description of what it was before. This is clearest in her description of 

music and food, when she explains that before gentrification Humboldt Park featured 

“salsa, caribe, merengue soul” yet now features only “light rock 93.9 sellout pop 

mmm bop a dooba dop a doobop beat” (1). Where before there was a “sazón season 

chicken pie,” there is now “Leticia’s Organic Bakery.” Perhaps the most humorous 

phrase is her desire for a large Bustelo coffee. This is a coffee that newer residents 

mispronounce and are puzzled about. This Bustelo coffee is juxtaposed with the 

ubiquitous Starbucks Coffee Shops that signal the transformation of the neighborhood. 

As Janeida Rivera’s poem points out, the underlying and often implicit 

assumptions as to what bodies are constituted desirable and undesirable became a 

major issue in the period of the late 1980s until the early 2000s. As Wilson and 

Grammenos explain, what were at one time, permissible “ethnic enclaves” began to 

face attack. In fact, they explain that the reading of African American and Latino 

subjects in neighborhoods like the West Side, “… changed in neoliberal times. With 

hostility to poor minorities stepped-up and more institutionalized (for example, 

Workfare, No Child Left Behind), identities of such minorities and their communities” 

faced significant destructive forces (296). That is, the city’s governmental apparatus 

began to regulate who could and could not exist in the city through policing tactics, 
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taxation, and media representations. These would prove effective strategies to 

eliminate youths of color from the public spaces in neighborhoods such as Humboldt 

Park. 

Such efforts to eradicate bodies of color are the central conflict in Steven 

Simoncic’s play, “Broken Fences.” This is another representation of the gentrification 

in Humboldt Park. The play, first produced and performed locally in Chicago in 2005, 

was performed on Broadway in the Fall of 2010. Though the play is written by a Euro-

American playwright, it focuses on the lives of African American and Euro-American 

neighbors (who are in their twenties and thirties) in Humboldt Park, as the 

neighborhood gentrifies. The play centers around two characters, Czar, a Euro-

American thirty year old, and Hoody, an African American thirty year old. The two 

have very different backgrounds yet they live side-by-side. Thus offering a 

comparative sample within the narrative structure of the play, as to how different 

subject positions face very different pressures from gentrification. 

Early on in the play, the narrative highlights the very regulation of bodies that 

Wilson and Grammenos underline in their analysis. For example, in the opening scene, 

in a monologue, Hoody stakes out his existence to the audience. While the stage is 

darkened, a hooded youth in the background spray-paints a wall with graffiti. From 

this backdrop, Hoody offers his monologue: 

I am invisible. Been invisible all my life. When I was a kid I could go 

days, weeks, without being seen. Throw my hood up over my head, my 

eyes pushed way back deep inside, and poof… disappear. Blend into 

the street, another shadow, another shade of black and gray on 

Humboldt Avenue. Started calling me Hoody. Ain’t nobody know my 

real name… and that was fine cause I didn’t need one. (2) 
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In Humboldt Park’s past, Hoody’s invisibility was a strategy for survival. It is from 

this position of invisibility that Hoody begins to explain how he became involved in 

crime. He remarks that the violence he has experienced because of crime has left him 

scarred to such an extent that, he remarks, “After a while I realized the scars weren’t 

just on me, they were me. And every year, I got more. Earned every cut, every burn… 

tattoo. The more marked up I got, the more I could be seen. Just connect my dots and 

you got me” (3). One must note how before gentrification, African Americans in 

Humboldt Park were rendered invisible, often warehoused in housing projects. 

Subsequently, Hoody embodies the ever-present reminder of how African Americans 

have been read historically in the city. In this first scene, this invisibility appears in 

front of a spray painted inscription demanding to be seen. 

Though in his later life, he has attempted to turn “his life around” by taking on 

full-time employment and attending the local community college, Hoody explains how 

the neighborhood’s gentrification will erase these efforts to be seen and read 

differently. He states, “Outside Humboldt I am faceless. Soulless. Something less. 

Take this place away, you take me away. And a lot of people like me. And we become 

invisible again” (4).  For Hoody, his removal from Humboldt Park is only another 

marker in the process of erasure; that is, an erase of his history and of his 

neighborhood’s history. Humboldt Park’s gentrification has effectively come to erase 

the working class African American lives that once populated the neighborhood. In 

many ways, Hoody embodies the subjects that both Rivera’s poem and Wilson and 
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Grammenos’s article detail; the subjectivities that have been rendered undesirable and 

must be made “invisible” once again. 

Hoody’s erasure is contrasted by his new neighbor, Czar. Czar is a middle 

class Euro-American resident, new to Humboldt Park and has grown up as a member 

of one of the few white families in urban Detroit. He explains his experiences growing 

up, stating, “The black kids beat my ass because I was white and the white kids called 

me ‘nigger lover’ because I had a black girlfriend.  I tried to hide, but no matter where 

I was, everybody saw me. I wanted to disappear” (103). Despite this desire to 

disappear, Czar and the gentry like him, increasingly “appear” in the neighborhood. 

As a successful marketing developer, he has earned the capacity to either move to a 

home in the suburbs or move into a refurbished home on Chicago’s West Side. After 

scouring a place to live, his wife finds “a house. In the city. There’s a yard… a 

security fence…found it in the Reader. Total gut rehab and we can actually afford it. I 

drove by yesterday and the developer was there. He let me in. It’s… amazing. It’s a 

real home. It’s not ironic or alternative or suburban...” and tells him “We could 

actually do this Czar…” (26). The couple move into the neighborhood and strike up a 

friendship with Hoody and his partner D. Their friendship with Hoody and D permits 

them access to and a greater understanding of the earlier residents in Humboldt Park 

and the lived experiences of the longtime residents in the neighborhood. 

The play’s conclusion is disjointed and somewhat undeveloped. It can be 

thought to function as a metaphor for the results of gentrification. Readers are left with 

a general feeling of unease at the inequities of gentrification. When I emailed 
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Simoncic regarding using his play for this dissertation chapter, he noted clearly that 

the topic of gentrification was complex. What is striking about the novel’s end is the 

disparity that the two protagonists embody. On the one hand, there is the white liberal 

who attempts in good faith to live in an area that is working class and urban. 

Unfortunately, he does not see the contradictions of moving into the neighborhood or 

his role in driving out the longtime residents. Interestingly, the character Hoody 

explains this process clearly with some of his last lines in the play, when reflecting on 

his conversation with his home’s lienholder, 

That’s all I asked for: thirty more days. They put me on hold for thirty 

more minutes so my faceless account could be rejected by some 

nameless clerk…. So obvious…. it’s racism. Fuck it – no other word 

for it. Only brothers in the Cook County Assessor’s Office raisin hell, 

pleading they case, crying they eyes out and getting absolutely…My 

own backyard, that’s the only place I can chill out 

anymore…Powerless…Invisible.” (104) 

 

Though Hoody tries to be the bedrock for his family, supporting his brother and his 

partner, he is at the economic whims of the tax assessor. He is effectively without 

recourse to an apparatus that gentrification uses to remove residents from homes 

deemed too valuable to be held by the poor. Thus he is erased from the social space 

and landscape of Humboldt Park. 

As Hoody’s character clearly intimates, youth of color who live in Chicago’s 

West Side are consistently represented as both the root and symbol of civic decay by 

pro-gentrification forces. His character offers a representation of how youth and young 

adults of color are inscribed in the landscape yet are slowly being eliminated to make 

room for newer, whiter residents in Humboldt Park, for,  
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These bodies, to paraphrase David Harvey (1998) and Henri Lefebvre 

(1984), were taken apart, symbolically afflicted, and made to 

communicate a... youth and community problem. Bodies (faces, eyes, 

looks, modes of dress) were made to speak against themselves as an 

index of an identity that communicated Humboldt Park's dominant... 

morals. In the process, these bodies, as deciphered texts, were to be 

both taken for granted and [as] objects of unending concern. People 

were to take for granted what they were; this was beyond doubt and 

interpretation. But people were also to be concerned about these 

mobile, intimidating kids who were countersocietal and could not be 

ignored. The message was clear: these kids, reflective of community 

parenting styles and social relations, were what gentrification would 

confront. (302-303) 

 

These are the bodies that in the eyes of capital and developers must be eradicated from 

areas like Humboldt Park. In this manner, the local pro-gentrification forces sought to 

regulate the kinds of citizens/subjects who would and would not populate these 

neighborhoods. 

 

Analysis of Texts 

In the novel, The Demise of Luleta Jones there are various examples of 

representational spaces that mark the lived experiences of the African American 

subjectivities in the fictional neighborhood, Lincoln Manor. One clear example 

appears through Luleta Jones’ home. As noted earlier, Theo Pugh receives most 

information about Luleta Jones’ life and murder through the middle class 

homeowner/resident of the neighborhood named Clayton “Hemp” Hemphill. Hemphill 

rented the apartment to Jones and after her “suicide/murder,” he maintains the 

apartment as she left it. He subsequently uses the space as a museum celebrating this 

teacher’s life. Such a transformation from a living space to a museum highlights the 
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establishment of this space as a representational space; for the apartment functions as 

an artifact offering permanence to Jones’s life. It acts to preserve the life of an African 

American body in the rapidly changing neighborhood. 

Much in the same way, the Holy Covenant Baptist Church bordering Lincoln 

Manor functions as another representational space within the neighborhood. The 

church is the only organizing force that discusses and challenges Lincoln Manor’s 

gentrification. Boone explains how the church was founded on the political 

mobilization of the civil rights movement, for it 

[…] had once served a white Episcopal congregation, but had been 

bought in the early seventies by well-heeled black Baptists who 

migrated west when white flight took hold. The church led the charge 

against social injustice… Once part of Lincoln Manor, Holy Covenant 

had been ignored during the height of the gentrification and was 

effectively cut off from the community by the cul-de-sac and a dense 

screen of hawthorns planted to discourage trespassers… Partly because 

of the separation from the community to which it belonged, but more 

because of the tradition that its leadership had established, Holy 

Covenant prided itself on its activism: It fed the hungry (whom Lincoln 

Manor pretended not to see), clothed the naked, housed the homeless, 

found jobs for the unemployed, and visited the incarcerated. It was also 

one of the most politically connected congregations on the city’s West 

Side. (158-59) 

 

The church leaders and the church’s congregation sought to address the needs of the 

poor during the height of gentrification. The congregation’s leader, Reverend Luther 

Isaac Wentworth (a former civil rights leader) explains to Theo Pugh, “That’s why 

Holy Covenant is so important to this community. My congregation has made this 

community their home, Mr. Pugh. They bring things to me—things that happen in this 

community— that they can’t take anywhere else. I’ve earned their respect and their 

confidence… I’m going to continue to stand up for my people. There’re gonna be 
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some changes in Lincoln Manor…” (167). Perhaps most surprising in this description 

is how the church positions itself to engage the gentrification of an adjacent 

community. This is a community led by affluent residents seeking to eliminate the 

church from the city space. If one looks at the very outlay of the cul-de-sac where the 

church is located, the foliage of the street is grown to physically establish a barrier 

between the church and its congregants and the wealthier neighborhood around them. 

Despite this, the church functions as a clear antagonist to the pro-gentrification forces, 

it seeks to provide sanctuary for those incapable of dealing with the transitions facing 

the neighborhood. 

 The text offers representations of how seemingly innocuous objects and 

images such as shrubbery (what Mayor Richard Daley began his projects of urban 

renewal with) can separate desirable bodies living in a gentrified Lincoln Manor from 

those undesirable bodies that appear at a local church. Further, Boone’s text provides 

an inscription of the past by attaching a localized history of a neighborhood to the 

deceased, absent protagonist’s life. In writing about the brief life of a young teacher in 

the neighborhood, Boone has also chosen to write of the spatial transformations of 

Lincoln Manor. In Luleta Jones’ history, the inscription of the past offered to readers 

strongly suggests that the neighborhood’s history must not be subsumed but instead 

read as reflective of the material reality of its working class and otherwise 

marginalized subjects. 

Relationally, it becomes apparent in Boone’s The Demise of Luleta Jones, that 

religion still plays an important role among African Americans on Chicago’s West 
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Side. Situating the Holy Covenant Baptist Church and its apparent resistance to 

gentrification in the text should not be overlooked. In sites where the residents are 

considered (and consider themselves) powerless, churches like the Holy Covenant 

Baptist Church play or certainly have played instrumental roles in organizing and 

giving voice to the members of the underclass that they serve. Further, these subjects 

are those most likely to feel the wrath of capital and its apparatuses. In this sense, this 

religious institution functions much in the same way that Antonio Gramsci describes 

in Prison Notebooks, that is, as a “religion not taken in the confessional sense, but in 

the secular sense of a unity of faith between a conception of the world and a 

corresponding norm of conduct” (326).  It is clear that this is not a religious affiliation 

that can be understood as a dogmatic representation of a particular religion, but instead 

it is a religious affiliation that accommodates and incorporates “elements of struggle, 

process, and politics, with the goal of creating a unity of consciousness to aid social 

development and political action” (Marchi 41). Indeed, as Reverend Wentworth points 

out, the church’s work is engaging and challenging the pro-gentrification forces that 

choose to ignore the plight of the poor.  In this sense, religion plays an important role 

not as a set of rules and texts, but, instead, as a mechanism that offers a political praxis 

towards challenging urban renewal’s removal of the most disenfranchised people in 

the neighborhood. 

Lastly, in discussing this novel, the haunting past is clear within the text. In 

The Demise of Luleta Jones, the absent protagonist, Luleta Jones functions as the 

clearest specter of the material past. Since Theo Pugh actually learns of her existence 
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through Clayton Hemphill’s museum dedicated to her life, she literally is given a 

second life through Pugh’s articles about her. Here Boone writes, “In fact, for most 

people who lived outside of Lincoln Manor… the Luleta Jones museum was a well-

kept secret… For [those people who lived in Lincoln Manor] Luleta Jones was a 

subject that [Hemphill] lived to talk about: a woman who, with her death, had given 

him a reason to exist; and although he had known her for a short time, he knew her 

better than anyone else…” (2). Though within the gentrifying neighborhood, Luleta 

Jones has been erased, Hemphill and Pugh both seek to conjure her back to life to 

understand how gentrification has impacted Lincoln Manor. Through this “past life,” 

Pugh gains the opportunity to “read” the changes taking place in the neighborhood. As 

an absent historical reminder, Pugh’s search to resolve her murder requires Pugh to tie 

a historical and material past to the Lincoln Manor’s present life. As the investigative 

reporting delves further into Luleta Jones’ life, the reader gains a greater 

understanding of how entrepreneurs and advocates of gentrification (such as McBride) 

are willing to go to any length to ensure the gentrification of Lincoln Manor.  

Luleta Jones thus becomes a symbol of the African American community 

slowly being erased from the social spaces in Lincoln Manor. In tracing the trajectory 

of Luleta Jones’ life, the novel’s narrative documents how Jones challenged pro-

gentrification forces in Lincoln Manor. In the novel, Jones is described as a well-

educated African American woman who made a great impact on the working class 

students she worked with. She taught African American culture through the arts, and 

has a profound impact on how these working class students saw themselves. One 
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character tells Pugh, “The girls’ track coach accused Luleta of raiding her program 

because of the influence Luleta had over the girls almost as soon as she arrived. Luleta 

knew how to smooth out the rough edges of our Lincoln Manor girls. She taught them 

poise and etiquette and how to act. She didn’t just encourage them to take up the arts. 

She made our young ladies take pride in themselves” (199). Yet in her influence and 

independence, she also attracts the amorous attention of Thurston McBride, whom she 

rebuffs. By novel’s end, readers learn that McBride’s wife, in a fit of jealous rage, 

hires two addicts in the neighborhood to kill Luleta Jones. The two end up killing 

Jones and staging the act as a suicide. Unfortunately, because of McBride and his 

wife’s economic and political power, the case remains officially a suicide in the eyes 

of the police. 

In this way, the “ghost” of Luleta Jones acts a disquieting reminder of Lincoln 

Manor’s process of gentrification. Her life and death highlights the homogenization of 

the neighborhood while inscribing how longstanding residents are erased in the 

neighborhood. Though the text leaves much to be desired aesthetically, Boone’s novel 

is important in the sense that The Demise of Luleta Jones forces readers to understand 

how the pro-gentrification forces of entrepreneurs, privatized education advocates, and 

police work in concert to “better” neighborhoods like Lincoln Manor.  One can read 

Theo Pugh’s efforts as a qualitative analysis of Luleta Jones’ life but also the history 

of a Black neighborhood on Chicago’s West Side. This analysis, in turn, offers clear 

glimpses of a neighborhood undergoing gentrification. The novel describes the 

filtering process of schools to “weed out” subjects that are too “poor” and too “unruly” 
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for the neighborhood school. The city aids in the process by politically marginalizing 

and physically isolating the only site that challenges the power of this urban renewal, 

the Holy Covenant Baptist Church. In the end, corrupt police enforce the desires of the 

neighborhood’s pro-gentrification forces. 

In Janeida Rivera’s “Untitled Poem,” the representational spaces described are 

the remnants of the “old” Humboldt Park. This is a space lost in the gentrified social 

space Rivera walks through. While remarking what now is, Rivera must inscribe what 

once was. In the poem, Rivera attempts to resuscitate this space by writing, 

Then it hits me and it hits me hard  

this epiphany  

the chances of us stopping this genocide  

to stomp out my boricua pride  

is as likely as me doing a somersault  

and landing into a split.   

Where Lorenzo used to sell his famous  

ascapurias for 75 cents  

is not quite concrete and cold.   

See, before, before  

it had this astro salsa caribe merengue soul.  

Aye Janeida  

why can’t you just be happy  

we sold this house then  

cause mom now on 1053 Spalding  

there’ll be no more of our essence left...  

How bout you take the fact  

that I won’t allow for you  

to turn Humboldt into a dog park... (1) 

 

Here, the past is recuperated out of the gentrified spaces now in the neighborhood. 

Rivera inscribes this history into the redeveloped space. She conjures up merchants 

like Lorenzo and the aural sounds of “salsa merengue caribe soul” in order to give life 

to the various representational spaces that have been eliminated. Rivera inscribes her 



76 

 

 

home by citing the specific address to denote her family’s past in the neighborhood. 

And though Humboldt Park still exists, it is not the space she grew up in. She contrasts 

these images of a dog park with a neighborhood park that once existed for families. 

Sadly, it has been transformed into a space animals hold more important than Black 

and Latino residents. 

Lastly, the poem offers a disappearing Puerto Rican subjectivity in 

understanding the neighborhood. Rivera exclaims that this subsumed identity in the 

neighborhood holds no agency in the formerly Puerto Rican neighborhood. She writes,  

…would you be listenin as closely to me if I talked like dis  

or push me outta the way because I have empty pockets.   

You see, my pockets they may be empty  

but my soul’s definitely not.   

It’s not hollow like that of a yuppie’s beatnik spot.   

It’s not hollow like my parents’ hearts who refused to teach me Español  

and allowed for the media to take control and make them typical.   

One hundred percent all Americans.   

I just haven’t forgotten I’m part Taino Indian and African  

You see, I just haven’t forgotten I’m part Taino Indian and African  

I will not forget that I am part Taino Indian and African  

and not to mention that, after all, I am a big girl. 

 

Though Rivera offers a Puerto Rican “essence” as a historical aspect of the 

neighborhood, she never reduces her critique towards changes in Humboldt Park as a 

reductivist and singularly “white” project. Instead, Rivera utilizes the descriptions of 

the capitalist enterprises that have colonized the neighborhood to make such a critique. 

In doing so, she challenges the very descriptions of Puerto Ricans that Wilson and 

Grammenos note are the most problematic of the forces of gentrification. Addressing 

the symptomatic effects of a homogenizing consumer culture, she clearly denotes how 

the former residents have become the faceless and nameless poor of the neighborhood. 
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These are the former residents that are ignored and pushed out of the way on the 

streets of her neighborhood. 

The haunting representations in the poem then appear through spectral images 

of the missing subjects of the urban landscape. They, indeed, become the ghosts of the 

neighborhood where gentrification has begun; they are the recollections of absent 

subjects within the narrative of the poem. As narrator, Rivera foregrounds herself as 

one of Humboldt Park’s absent subjects since she no longer lives in the neighborhood. 

Her parents have decided to sell their home there in order to move to a “better” 

neighborhood elsewhere. Indeed, to the dismay of the narrator, Rivera’s family has 

sold their own ties to the neighborhood. Much like Luleta Jones in the aforementioned 

novel, Rivera is the only tie to the historical past left. For this reason, the poem draws 

the absence of people (African Americans and Latinos) and places that are for her still 

present as part of the past. She describes now absent neighborhood characters like her 

“best friend Ziggy,” and her family, “abuelas and tías” (1). These are characters that if 

not for their literary rather than literal presence would soon be lost forever in the 

neighborhood. 

Unsurprisingly, Rivera posits that these new residents are all part of a larger 

project of creating American consumers. This project includes even the older residents 

of Humboldt Park who have sought upward mobility and assimilation. For ironically, 

while Rivera pushes such aspirations away, her parents have accepted such 

consumerist desires willingly. In response, the narrator asks that listeners to this poem 

read and recall her body in the neighborhood. That is a body that is “Taino, Indian and 
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African … big girl” (2). By establishing her identity as a native Puerto Rican, an 

identity that fuses indigenous identities together, Rivera challenges the very 

characterization that Wilson and Grammenos saw as the most problematic offered by 

pro-gentrification discourses. These were characterizations that “… encoded a sense of 

deteriorated kids and neighborhood… Kids in narratives routinely 'wore' paraphernalia 

associated with the ghetto everyday-baseball hats, baggy pants, jewelry-which deftly 

communicated their supposed values… convey[ing] turf-oriented, ominously 

consumptive, and gang-affiliated kids” (303). Instead, Rivera’s poem asks that readers 

understand both the history and the trajectory of the Puerto Rican youth that populate 

Humboldt Park. By simultaneously highlighting and disaggregating the identity of 

such youth, she requires that one engage their history, the history of their 

neighborhood, and their material reality in an urban setting that leaves them 

dislocated. She gives both a face and a history to those seen as “the malady” of 

Humboldt Park. 

I would argue that “Broken Fences” by Simoncic offers two representational 

spaces. The first representational space is Hoody’s home. This is a home that he has 

inherited from his mother. The house reflects the struggles of his grandmother and 

mother who struggled to pay off the home during his childhood. With the onset of 

gentrification in Humboldt Park, one method for eliminating longtime residents is 

through increased property taxes. The poor cannot afford to pay increased property 

taxes and often lose their homes. In Hoody’s case, tax assessors raised property taxes 

on his home beyond what he can pay. As Hoody bides his time to figure out how to 
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pay the property taxes he cannot afford, his taxes become liens that lead to the 

eventual forfeiture of the family home. At the end of the play, Hoody deals with the 

loss of his home. 

One can also argue that the second representational space appears as Hoody’s 

character. Much like Janeida Rivera’s poem, Hoody describes his own body as the 

forgotten past of the neighborhood. In the opening lines of the play, Hoody’s reference 

to his own invisibility offers audiences an explanation as to how and why they must 

read him as a representational space. That is, he embodies the representational spaces 

disappearing from Humboldt Park. This is clear when Hoody describes the 

inscriptions on his body. Though he declares he is invisible, he asks audiences to see 

the marks on his body. Further, he asks that readers come to understand how he came 

to be inscribed on his body. He sets about documenting the scars, tattoos and markings 

that made him invisible to the past. Again, it is important to note that this invisibility is 

juxtaposed with the spray painting that takes place behind him. Much like the 

markings on his body, the spray paint functions as a metaphor for his temporal 

marking on the neighborhood. 

In this sense, Hoody has become the ghost of the old Humboldt Park. This is a 

specter that provides a tie between what Humboldt Park once was to what is being 

transformed into. This is why he explains, “But outside Humboldt, I’m fading fast… a 

ghetto ghost… see through and insignificant. I’m on your bus – you look right through 

me – less I get too close, then you get spooked…Outside Humboldt I am faceless. 

Soulless. Something less… Take this place away, you take me away. And a lot of 
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people like me. And we become invisible, again” (4). Hoody’s character and his 

historical trajectory (delineated by his own monologues and dialogues) are haunting 

history of many of the residents in Humboldt Park. Though invisible to the outsider, 

they are a living reminder of the past. These experiences and references are those of an 

earlier generation of Black and Puerto Rican working class laborers. They have 

struggled to maintain jobs while battling homelessness in order to construct a home in 

Humboldt Park. Yet their histories, much like the monologue that Hoody begins with, 

are only garnered through representations such as Simoncic’s play. Simoncic has 

conjured up this ghost to give light to the absent histories in post-gentrification 

Humboldt Park. 

 

Conclusion 

Reflecting on these texts, I would like to offer three sites these authors have 

provided as oppositional texts. These oppositional texts offer a resistance as 

represented through different forms of re-inscription of physical space. This 

inscription of space takes place where the author seeks to re-inscribe space with the 

experiences of the past. As Henri Lefebvre points out, these cultural workers through 

their literature delineate “... the space which the imagination seeks to change and 

appropriate. [They make …] symbolic use of its objects” to recall a past that is being 

repositioned and forgotten by the forces of capital and developers (39). For this 

reason, the texts are oppositional texts because they require that readers and audiences 

engage their own complicity in the process of gentrification. They defer this resistance 
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into the future, asking that audiences recognize the contradictions and aftereffects of 

gentrification when future gentrification projects begin. 

In light of this, The Demise of Luleta Jones offers a clear example of how 

neighborhoods in Chicago have begun to organize to challenge gentrification on a 

grass roots level. Despite the victories of pro-gentrification forces, this novel asks that 

readers become readily aware of what is at stake in gentrification. For example, 

though one might see something as innocuous as landscaping projects as minor in the 

course of the gentrification of areas like Humboldt Park or the Near West Side, they 

can become the act that eventually leads to the marginalization of bodies in a 

neighborhood. Where a magnet school might be read as an attempt to improve the 

educational settings, the novel explains in clear terms that such schools can function as 

filters to regulate African American bodies in the neighborhood, accepting those 

deemed permissible and eliminating those “unruly” subjects that are not permissible. 

This text explains to readers that what can be read as benign, or perhaps positive 

changes, in the future have real and serious unintended consequences. In this manner, 

this Mark Allen Boone’s novel cannot necessarily stop the process of gentrification, 

but does, in fact, ask that readers defer a change in desire in the future. The Demise of 

Luleta Jones argues that such processes must be read and understood so that they do 

not occur again. 

In the same vein, while critics can read Rivera’s “Untitled Poem” as simply a 

neighborhood reflection on the physical space proffered by gentrification, the tensions 

evident regarding this space offer a clear reading of its contestation of space in 
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Humboldt Park. Thus Rivera’s poem, by conjuring up a history to a neighborhood, re-

inscribes this history for readers and audiences. For those that have attempted to erase 

this history, Rivera responds that she, as a cultural worker, will not permit it. Such 

lines attempt to juxtapose the spatial rendering of the present gentrified space with 

what Humboldt Park’s history. In this manner, Rivera’s poem functions as an 

oppositional text challenging the spaces of representation dictated by developers, civic 

leaders and new residents. She requires others to see the consequences of such 

redevelopment by explaining how she (and subjectivities like her) is now an outsider 

in a place she once called home. This representation necessarily requires readers to 

develop a greater understanding of impact of gentrification. In this manner, readers 

can engage such processes and understand the real and material impact for future 

instances of gentrification in their own neighborhoods.  

Lastly, Simoncic’s play offers an oppositional narrative through a “side by 

side” case study in how gentrification affects longtime African American and newer 

white residents. The play describes how seemingly insignificant changes such as 

property tax assessment can have serious consequences for the working class families 

living in Humboldt Park. In fact, one can argue that Simoncic’s play engages white 

audiences to see how their migration to the neighborhood necessarily displaces 

communities of color already living in the neighborhood. Further, it asks that we 

understand precisely what Wilson and Grammenos argue in an academic paper, that 

bodies of color are often rendered invisible until the need for urban social spaces 

renders them visible. Their visibility in turn, leads to their somewhat forced removal 
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from social spaces like Humboldt Park. Subsequently, the play cannot stop the 

gentrification of the neighborhood; it instead forces a more nuanced understanding of 

gentrification. 
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Chapter IV: Spirits In a Material World - San Francisco 

Introduction 

In my first experiences touring with the Taco Shop Poets, San Francisco and 

the greater Bay Area played an important role for the group. Since it held various 

universities and cultural organizations such as Berkeley’s La Peña Cultural Center, it 

was a frequent destination for readings and presentations. Often as young writers, we 

stayed with local writers that were friends and supporters. It was not uncommon for 

the group to stay in a rapidly changing Mission District or in West Oakland. I bring up 

these sites because they have become the most recent examples of gentrification in the 

Bay Area. This transformation of public and private space in each site was readily 

visible on each succeeding trip. Too often though, I lacked the historical background 

to understand how spaces near City Lights Bookstore (in Chinatown) or the Fillmore 

theater had already faced gentrification generations before. I recall with some sense of 

amusement now, people mentioning the importance of performing at the Fillmore 

theater. It was only after talking to longtime residents that I began to understand that 

the Fillmore District in San Francisco held an important history within the African 

American community. As a new visitor to the city, the absence of African American 

residents in the neighborhood only helped subsume this history. I recognize now, that 

the Fillmore theater is a haunting reminder of a past of which I was ignorant. It was 

only after asking about the history of the theater that I began to understand how much 

gentrification had impacted this neighborhood.
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This chapter examines three works that engage with San Francisco’s urban 

renewal while highlighting the eighty-year battle various neighborhoods have waged 

against capital and speculative development. In providing such an analysis, this 

chapter examines how representational spaces appear through the particular 

descriptions of these neighborhoods. Each of these texts offers a representation and 

reflects a haunting past in these neighborhoods. As Avery Gordon explains, this,  

Haunting [is] the language and the experiential modality by which [we 

try] to reach an understanding of force and meaning... when the people 

who are meant to be invisible show up without any sign of leaving, 

when disturbed feelings cannot be put away, when something else, 

something different from before, seems like it must be done. It is this 

sociopolitical-psychological state to which haunting refer[s] (xvi). 

 

This haunting brings to the fore the violence and pain that oppressive forces such as 

gentrification enact on a person, on a social community and on a physical space. These 

ghosts that populate each of the texts in this chapter force readers to recall and reflect 

on their own desires and actions in relation to gentrification. Thus, each text functions 

to change the desire of intended audiences through the oppositional discourses 

provided by the hauntings presented in each text. 

The neighborhoods this chapter focuses on are the Fillmore District, 

Manilatown and the Mission District. The works that offer literary representations of 

these gentrified neighborhoods are respectively, the novel Brown Glass Windows by 

Devorah Major, the novel I Hotel by Karen Tei Yamashita, and Paul Flores’s drama, 

“You’re Gonna Cry.” This chapter examines the historical trajectory of metropolitan 

San Francisco while focusing on each of the neighborhoods listed. It notes how 

gentrification has affected longtime residents in each of these communities while 
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analyzing how these texts reflect strategies of oppositional narratives. That is, this 

chapter seeks to locate the representational spaces where ghosts/specters appear as ties 

to a suppressed material past in the neighborhood; they help inscribe a history often 

lost when gentrification transforms a neighborhood. The chapter will then examine 

how these texts function as oppositional narratives that in the future can challenge 

gentrification. 

 

San Francisco – Fillmore District, Manilatown, Mission District 

The Fillmore district began in the 1800s as a predominantly Jewish 

neighborhood, but it was first broadly developed following the 1906 Earthquake. The 

earthquake left many businesses in greater San Francisco seeking storefronts for 

relocation. Before the quake, most retail businesses had been centered on Market 

Street, but the destruction of these retail spaces on Market Street led to the rise of 

retail storefronts on Fillmore Street. What resulted was a mass migration of business 

to the neighborhood as the city sought to rebuild from the rubble of the quake. African 

Americans had by then established a presence in the neighborhood, but as Michael 

Doherty and Meryl Block note there were only 2,000 black residents in the greater San 

Francisco during the 1920s. The authors note, “Perhaps because the African American 

population was not large enough to be a major presence, San Francisco was 

considered an open, black-tolerant city” (2). Thus, because of the nominal presence of 

African Americans, the city was more openly tolerant of African Americans. African 
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Americans were not segregated in schools or on public transit; they also had full 

voting rights. 

As San Francisco grew and became a hub of commerce on the United States’ 

western coast and at the edge of the Pacific, the Fillmore district went through another 

transformation when Japanese merchants and their families began residing in the 

neighborhood. After the dramatic start of World War II, Executive Order 9066 forced 

Japanese and Japanese-American residents to relocate and often imprisoned them in 

internment camps. During World War II, the rising need for labor gave rise to the 

city’s first great influx of African Americans. Though many first found homes in the 

East Bay (in Oakland and larger Alameda County), many also found a home in the 

Fillmore District. As Doherty and Block note,  

The defining event that established a large black community in the 

Fillmore was World War II. With the war came jobs, so workers 

poured into the Bay Area from around the country to work in the well 

paying war industries. Almost overnight, San Francisco had an African 

American population. Census data shows an almost ten-fold increase of 

African American residents between 1940 and 1950, from 4,846 to 

43,502. The overwhelming majority of these people settled in the 

Bayview-Hunter's Point district and the Fillmore. (1) 

 

Historian Paul Miller notes, “many of the new comers migrated from Texas, 

Louisiana, Oklahoma and Arkansas to take advantage of employment opportunities 

and to escape racial hostilities in the South” (7). Thus the African American 

community became a burgeoning population to be politically reckoned within San 

Francisco. Yet this growth also drew the ire of city officials. Again, Doherty and 

Block point out,  
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African Americans were no longer a small group of little concern to 

city officials; now they had achieved a critical mass that brought them 

to the attention of the city as a whole. By the end of the war, African 

Americans had replaced the Chinese in the crosshairs of San Francisco 

politics, and Fillmore was ground zero. (1) 

 

The city thus began instituting urban and social policies that began directly affecting 

the African American community in the Fillmore district. By the late 1940s, the 

California Redevelopment Act of 1945 and the Federal Housing Act of 1949 permitted 

the city to establish a Regional Development Agency to combat areas perceived as 

blighted (Doherty and Block 3). These acts left the city with a mechanism to establish 

and label such blighted areas within the city. The act also provided the city with the 

administrative power (via eminent domain) to take punitive action to remove buildings 

and redevelop areas considered blighted. 

What followed was the slow but nearly complete transformation of the 

Fillmore District. African American establishments and homes were soon condemned 

for a variety of reasons (these varied from code violations to “the social conditions” of 

areas within the neighborhood). As Paul Miller notes in his historical text on African 

Americans in San Francisco, the numbers of African Americans plummeted sharply 

after the redevelopment of the Western Addition (the euphemistic term to describe the 

redevelopment plan that gentrified the Fillmore District and Hunter’s Point). Citing 

the sharply reduced population of African Americans in areas like the Fillmore 

District, he notes that for:  

African American San Franciscans, the 1970s opened with many of the 

same needs from past decades still unmet... the San Francisco 

Redevelopment Agency [had] demolished so many housing units in the 

Western Addition... the total stock was reduced nearly 18%... One of 
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the consequences of the reduced housing supply was that the African 

American population of the Western Addition, once the economic and 

social hub of Black life in the city, declined by 25%. (127) 

 

Miller notes that even these numbers are somewhat deceiving (and can be read as 

inflated) because where the Fillmore District had once been a hub for African 

Americans, the dispersal of remaining residents to marginal areas in San Francisco left 

even fewer African Americans in the visible panorama of the Fillmore district.  

Devorah Major’s text, Brown Glass Windows is set in precisely this historical 

moment. Devorah Major is an African American author based in San Francisco, 

California. Though she works in a variety of genres, Brown Glass Windows was 

published in 2002 and is Major’s second published work of fiction. Set in the early 

1980s, Devorah Major’s text, Brown Glass Windows highlights how gentrification has 

erased African American history in the Fillmore District of San Francisco. The novel 

is narrated by a spirit and describes how the Everman family witnesses and is affected 

by the physical transitions of space in the Fillmore district during this time period. The 

novel focuses on the African American adolescent, Jamaal Everman (whose graffiti 

moniker is Sketch) and his relationship with his Vietnam War veteran father, Ranger. 

The family also contains Dawa, Jamaal’s aunt, her husband Ruben and the family 

matriarch, Lucille. The family interacts with the mysterious character Victoria 

Cheevers, a reclusive African American woman who paints herself white and believes 

she cannot be seen. As noted earlier, the last major character is a spirit that narrates the 

novel, one that follows Jamaal and the other characters around the city. The spirit 
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moreover, describes herself as an African American woman that has existed in San 

Francisco since the era of slaves’ emancipation during the 19
th

 century.  

It is important to note that Major utilizes a novel to offer descriptions of 

representational spaces of the African American community before the gentrification 

of the Fillmore District. This novel provides a critique and history of the changes 

facing the neighborhood. Major’s narrative allows the omniscient narrator/spirit to 

speak to a varied audience in the present. This spirit requires that readers recall the 

Fillmore District’s neighborhood history while asking them to interrogate the changes 

of social spaces in such an African American neighborhood. Such a narrative structure 

conjures up and inscribes a past nearly erased from the physical space of San 

Francisco. In doing so, the novel asks future residents in the city to understand how 

such redevelopment in San Francisco often has unforeseen and unintended 

consequences. 

The representational spaces from the past appear in many sections of Brown 

Glass Windows. Midway through the novel, Ranger’s pregnant sister, Dawa and the 

spirit character discuss and narrate gentrification’s displacement of African American 

subjects in the Fillmore District. In a conversation with her husband, Dawa recognizes 

how the neighborhood once looked: 

Dawa knew he was right. She remembered just after the family was 

settled in, her uncle took them on a walk down Fillmore... Everywhere 

you looked, it seemed like almost every store you went into there were 

black people behind the counter, black people in front of the counter, 

and black people helping at the shelves. (Major 55-7) 
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The memories of the Fillmore provide Dawa with a spatial sense of place. She locates 

her childhood and adolescent experiences in the neighborhood and establishes her 

identity through the memories of what the Fillmore District once was. This was a 

Black neighborhood, bustling with Black residents and thriving Black owned 

businesses with African American workers. Such recollections are in stark contrast to 

what newer residents like Dawa’s husband, Ruben, experience when walking through 

the neighborhood. Ruben’s experiences hold the perspectives of the residents that have 

only recently arrived to the Fillmore District. 

Thus, such representational spaces are related alongside the actual 

neighborhood. In a conversation with her husband Ruben, the couple describes how 

the neighborhood had changed so dramatically. Here, the spirit narrates their different 

perspectives on the Fillmore District:  

[Ruben] had only caught the tail end of the Fillmore Dawa so loved. By 

the time he came, they were already demolishing full blocks of 

Victorian houses. There was no Princess Theater. The famous Booker 

T. Hotel, where the Whispers had sung Dawa’s parents into their 

twenty-fifth anniversary, was long gone... From the time Ruben had 

come to town, the street was in decline and he felt himself out of time 

and out of step with the neighborhood. (Major 57) 

 

Such passages intermittently populate Brown Glass Windows, reflecting the tensions 

that the African American community faces in the neighborhood. Though the 

representational spaces are conjured up by the novel’s narrative, they have literally 

been depopulated and disembodied. Though they live in what was once considered the 

“historic heart” of Black San Francisco, that district is physically not the same. As 

Block and Doherty point out in their historical analysis, the transitions brought on by 
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the Western Addition’s gentrification has made them strangers in their own 

neighborhoods and homes. 

Similarly, the spirit that narrates follows Victoria Cheevers critiques the 

inability of Cheever’s niece, Sheila, to value the old Fillmore neighborhood. In the 

novel’s conclusion, Sheila is incapable of understanding the importance of 

representational space, the family home. This is a home that she inherits from Victoria 

Cheevers. By selling the home, the spirit explains, the niece loses both a home and 

Cheever’s representational space. That is, she loses her spatial and historical tie to the 

community. The spirit decries,  

It’s been over a year since [Victoria] died. I got to say, I really don’t 

like living in the basement by my lonesome though... Sheila is talking 

about selling the place, I heard her. Now, why she want to go and do a 

thing like that? Building been in her family for generations. Nigh on a 

hundred years, you just can’t get enough for that kind of knowing a 

place. But you think that Sheila cares?... Talking about moving out to 

some god-awful place called Hercules. Talking about houses with front 

yards and garages. Well, there are other things, that’s what I say, there 

are other things that are important. (Major 184) 

 

The younger generations have little or no tie to the importance and permanence of the 

African American presence in the neighborhood. They are incapable of seeing the 

importance of such representational spaces and how they reflect a history and a lived 

experience. They instead foreclose the thought of maintaining a home that has been in 

the family for generations. Instead, they are willing to sell their past in return for an 

“American Dream” fashioned with a “front yard and garage” as opposed to 

understanding the value of such forgotten histories and ties to a neighborhood. Such 

passages reflect how longtime residents of the Fillmore encounter and engage the 
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power of developers and how the subsequent gentrification erases representational 

spaces in the neighborhood.  

Historian Estella Habal documented another important historical moment in 

San Francisco’s attempts at gentrification. In her important historical work, San 

Francisco’s International Hotel, Habal describes the histories of the Pan-Asian 

activists and the actual inhabitants of the International Hotel. Habal’s analysis also 

documents the roles that Filipino immigration played in the rise and fall of the 

International Hotel. In this seminal historical work, Habal lays out a clear 

understanding of how gentrification was as much a reflection of the political landscape 

of San Francisco during the 1960s and 1970s as it was a land grab by capital and 

developers during the time period. Despite this, her analysis sews the histories of the 

manongs, the elderly male residents of the hotel, to the history of both the hotel and 

the larger neighborhood, which had greatly transformed by the 1970s.  

Habal notes, though the anti-eviction movement at the I-Hotel had begun in 

1968, the “high-rise expansion of the financial district in downtown San Francisco had 

already been under way for more than a decade” (3). She explains that Chinatown and 

more specifically, Manilatown stood in the way of this expansion. In fact, Manilatown 

sat as the first beachhead for gentrification of the larger Chinatown. Manilatown sat on 

Kearney Street squarely in between the burgeoning financial district in downtown San 

Francisco and the easily accessible Chinatown further down Kearny Street.  Habal 

again explains, “Manilatown had stretched along ten blocks of Kearny street, north 
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from Market Street to Columbus Avenue and along the eastern edge of Chinatown... 

Consequently, the neighborhood stood in the way of ‘progress’” (3).  

Firmly part of the landscape within Chinatown, the “manongs” that populated 

Manilatown were often single, working-class men with nowhere else to live. A 

remnant of past immigration policies, the Filipino men that resided in the “single-

room-occupancy” hotels like the International Hotel had for their entire lives been at 

the behest of labor needs and immigration. Habal explains that though Manilatown 

cannot be found on maps of San Francisco, it clearly exists as a “neighborhood... built 

from the human results of the annexation of the Philippines, the establishment of 

colonial relations, the drive for cheap labor in the United States, and racial 

segregation” (9). For, after the Philippine-American war that took place from 1899-

1902, “Filipinos began coming to America as subjects of their new colonial ruler” 

(Ibid.).  Despite this influx of Filipino laborers to the U.S., these immigrants were 

seldom recognized as aliens or citizens (9).  Lacking secure immigration status, these 

laborers often came without wives or families as the work they accomplished was 

often migratory and lacked the physical space to establish a home.  

Thus by the 1920s, an understood segregation had forced many, if not all of 

these Filipino workers to reside at the edge of San Francisco’s Chinatown (read as 

Manilatown in the novel) in residential hotels where they could maintain a temporary 

home on Kearny Street. Though they were permitted lodging in these hotels, Filipinos 

that ventured outside the boundaries of Columbus Street to the north and California 

Street to the south were not permitted to rent rooms. Further, the male imbalance of 
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the Filipino population led to strict adherence to anti-miscegenation. Though there 

were no explicit laws prohibiting miscegenation, Habal notes that Filipinos seen with 

white women outside the sanctuary of Manilatown were often lynched.  

From the 1940s until the1960s, the neighborhood experienced its nadir as a 

home for working-class Filipino men. Kearny Street held various “hotels [that] housed 

skilled and unskilled Filipino workers, from farm workers to domestic servants and 

culinary workers, from merchant seamen and sailors to war-industry workers and 

military personnel, and from migrants to retired workers” (Habal 11). Accordingly, 

many businesses and restaurants populating the area adjusted to meet the demands of 

the street’s residents. For example, Chinese restaurants offered menus that included 

the dishes that these laborers desired. Similarly, other businesses marketed their wares 

specifically to these residents. Ironically, Habal notes, few businesses on Kearny 

Street were actually owned by Filipinos. Further, even fewer Filipinos were ever able 

to become professionals. At first, this lack of professionals and businessmen precluded 

the large number of manongs living in spaces like the International Hotel from 

garnering much support in their cause of maintaining living spaces within the 

neighborhood. 

By 1968, the pressures of gentrification had come to the fore in Manilatown. 

Developers in a concerted effort to redevelop the neighborhood began purchasing the 

smaller hotels surrounding the International Hotel. They often purchased these 

properties speculatively, and always in the business interests of San Francisco’s 

growing Financial District. Habal again explains,  
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As the central business district began to encroach on San Francisco’s 

Chinatown and North Beach districts, parking lots and office towers 

became more profitable than the low-rent hotels that had dotted the 

areas... [Further] if the hotel was replaced with a parking lot, taxes 

would be reduced... making a low-income hotel far less appealing as a 

business proposition... In reality, the notion of profitability generating 

progress advanced by downtown interests meant nothing short of 

destruction for the hotel and for the remnants of the Kearny Street 

block, and for the elderly Filipinos themselves, removal meant death. 

(45) 

 

This redevelopment meant that displaced manongs living in the neighborhood (in 

single room occupancy hotels) would be left without a place to live. For decades, these 

manongs had regarded this site as their home. Habal’s historical analysis documents 

how the neighborhood’s subsequent mobilization challenged the manongs’s eviction 

and the final destruction of the International Hotel. According to the text, noted later, 

during this time period the storefronts in the hotel became an organizing site for Asian 

American activism and broader Asian American civic engagement. Unfortunately, by 

August 4, 1977, the final residents of the International Hotel were forcefully and 

physically removed from the building. The final dozens of residents were left without 

a home in the face of this redevelopment and gentrification.  

Karen Tei Yamashita’s novel offers a literary representation of this history.  A 

noted novelist from Oakland, California, Yamashita has published five major works. 

In 2010, I Hotel was released to considerable acclaim and was a finalist for the 

National Book Award. I consider I Hotel to be a masterwork; an impressive text that 

describes the Asian American community’s organizing struggles during the 1960s and 

1970s. Perhaps more important for the purposes of this dissertation, the novel offers an 

incredible representation of the gentrification of Manilatown/Chinatown. The novel 
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offers a nuanced and complicated representation of the events leading up to the closing 

and demolition of the San Francisco’s International Hotel on August 4,1977. Though 

fictional, each of the novel’s characters are based on Yamashita’s detailed interviews 

of over one hundred activists, academics and workers that spanned ten years. The 

larger novel is set in the period of 1968 until 1977. Each novella within the larger 

novel focuses on shorter time periods and different communities as well as facets of 

Asian Americans during this turbulent time period. 

This novella/chapter, “1974 I Migrant Hotel” appears at the end of the novel 

and recalls the specific events of eviction that took place in 1977. It traces the 

historical trajectories of Filipino workers in San Francisco and their attempts to 

organize labor in the larger state of California and the western United States. Two 

residents of the International Hotel are the focus of this chapter: Felix, the narrator and 

Macario, a Filipino college student activist. Elected Vice President of the International 

Hotel Tenants Association, Macario is the leader in name, but Felix is both the 

physical and historical tie to the labor and resident movement in the International 

Hotel. For this reason, I argue that Felix’s recollections of the past history, embodied 

by the elderly men in the hotel, are the representational space within this text.  

For this reason, the chapter attempts to challenge the erasure of Filipino history 

in the California’s larger labor struggles. The chapter frequently references the 

manongs activism throughout history: this Filipino activism took place in varied 

movements such as the longshoremen strikes of the 1930s and 1940s and farm worker 

union strikes of the 1950s and 1960s. Through Felix’s character, one can garner a 
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greater understanding of the representational spaces the 30 to 50 manongs embody in 

the final days of the International Hotel. For, after suffering for months in near 

starvation and isolation at the hands of the city officials and developers, the entire 

group and their history are physically removed from the building. It is clear that 

Yamashita’s novel revalorizes the International Hotel as not only a physical building, 

but also as “the lived experiences” of the residents. In doing so, she conjures up a 

representational space that recalls the manong’s histories.  

One clear example of this occurs when the novel I Hotel explains that the 

building is technically within the bounds of Chinatown (on the corner of Kearney and 

Jackson streets). Yet as the novel elucidates, the site actually is proper to historic San 

Francisco’s Manilatown; such conflation of space is a metaphor for the historically 

subsumed Filipino experience in Asian American discourse. For this reason, Felix’s 

narration questions dominant narratives regarding Filipino American history. In 

providing this “subjugated knowledge,” Felix provides a representational space. He 

raises up the subsumed history of Filipino migrant workers like the manong. Felix 

consistently argues and relates the importance of the Filipino manongs’ history. He 

argues that the International Hotel was the arrival point for vast numbers of Filipino 

migrant workers.  

This history is imparted when he discusses the importance of the 

correspondence manongs received after working abroad. In a seemingly innocuous 

passage, Felix lists out the various places where a Filipino migrant worker would 

labor.  During a conversation with Macario, Felix sits on a bed picking through stacks 
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of envelopes that many of the manong keep. He tells Macario, “‘You go to Macao? I 

was there too.’ I pick through the stacks [of envelopes]. There’re envelopes from 

every port city in the world. Nagasaki. Hong Kong. Singapore. Madras. Karachi. Cape 

Town. Lisbon. New York. Montevideo. Lima. Honolulu. Brisbane. To name a few. 

Talk about circumnavigation” (Yamashita 439). This passage is profound for it relates 

the spaces and places these manongs have traveled to labor. Yet he raises this history 

from the stacks of letters from the different ports he and others have worked. And, 

despite laboring in all of these sites, the Filipino manongs like Felix are both literally 

and figuratively erased from this history. Their labor, much like their demands for a 

physical space they consider home, are ignored. Yamashita’s novel conjures up this 

forgotten past. She offers a clear rationale and critique as to why these elderly men 

face their final days waiting for the only place they see as home to be taken from 

them. 

In establishing this representational space, “1974 I-Migrant Hotel” also often 

critiques the developer’s interest in the building and their desire to redevelop the 

neighborhood. For example, early in the chapter, during a conversation between 

Macario and Felix, the elder manong explains (with some trepidation) the importance 

of a Thai conglomerate named Enchanted Seas’s purchase of their home. He argues 

that their plans differ from earlier owners of the International Hotel. Macario confirms 

this when he researches and finds out that the new owner (the owner of Enchanted 

Seas) is a “mafia godfather out of Thailand. Samut Songkhram... [who’s] got a 

monopoly in Thailand on the sale of whiskey. All the Siamese police and generals are 
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in his pay... He’s been buying up all the hotels around the I-Hotel” (Yamashita 427). 

The rationale for this purchase is to build parking, office and retail space within the 

neighborhood for the growing downtown financial sector. For developers, the physical 

space where the International Hotel is located (Manilatown) is a profit making space 

to be acquired and redeveloped under the auspices of eminent domain. This is in stark 

contrast to the “home” the manongs have constructed from the building. Utilizing 

eminent domain, the city and developers can remove residents from the only home 

they know and can later redevelop the site. 

Further, Felix critiques developers such as Samut Songhkram and their plans 

for the building and the outlying area of Manilatown and Chinatown. He sarcastically 

challenges both the city’s and the developer’s narrative that redevelopment is a public 

good for the city of San Francisco. Felix lectures,  

“That Songhkram character’s never gonna sell... His Chinatown 

lawyers acting like they know what’s best for the public good of 

Chinatown. Maybe he’s turning Kearney Street into a tourist 

attraction.” I shake my head. 

Maybe we shoulda seen it coming. The rich got a problem, they can  

always sell it to another rich guy who needs that problem to solve 

another problem. Years down the line, you gonna look at the hindsight 

and think yeah, now you see the whole picture. But the whole picture is 

always there. (Yamashita 481) 

 

Evoking an argument similar to one proposed by Carlos Bulosan, Felix denounces 

capital’s manipulation of space through gentrification. He castigates the city’s 

acquiescence to developers as just another capitalist method for reaping wealth with 

disregard for the poor. The poor (like the manongs) are forced to acquiesce their 
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spatial surroundings and the history it harbors in order to meet the demands of 

developers and city officials. 

Though the long time residents enlist young college-educated activists like 

Macario to help their cause, in reality, only the working-class residents of the hotel 

engage the material repercussions of the sale of the building. Only these residents can 

see the site as representational space. Felix consistently notes the impact that the 

development will have on him and other residents: “What does a corporation know 

about an international hotel like this one? They could turn it into a five-star enchanted 

castle with a sea moat, and where we gonna be? Out in the street on our butts” 

(Yamashita 424). For Felix, the transformation of the manongs’ home, means a spatial 

transformation that will not only physically displace him, but will also erase their 

existence, their history and their representational space. This representational space is 

both the larger gentrified neighborhood and the International Hotel. This history thus 

becomes an important representational space he must share with activists.  

For this reason, during organizing discussions, Felix provides the young 

Macario with a broader oral history of the Filipino activism in the United States during 

the 20
th

 century. In fact, he shares this representational space with them. In turn, the 

young activists are imbued with a history associated with the International Hotel in 

order to provide them with a tangible understanding of what is at stake. Subsequently, 

Felix is able to tie this “subjugated past” to the physical space of the International 

Hotel. Interestingly, for Felix, young Macario’s activism often falls far short of earlier 

Filipino leaders like Carlos Bulosan and Phillip Vera Cruz. It is only when Macario 
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embodies the subsumed Filipino history (and representational space of the hotel) that 

he can successfully engage the gentrification of Manilatown. This is clear when Felix 

analyzes a televised speech Macario gives: 

Mayor Alioto and the people of San Francisco. The Great Earthquake 

destroyed our city. It destroyed all of Chinatown, but we Asian 

Americans labored to rebuild this great city. Now another kind of 

earthquake seeks again to destroy our communities and to replace our 

homes and neighborhoods with financial buildings and parking lots for 

the rich... (Yamashita 437) 

 

In response, Felix reflects, “I admit. I’m surprised. Life takes that kind of turn. A 

clumsy kid who just listens suddenly gets some guts. Spits out the cork in his throat. 

Maybe Phil’s (Vera Cruz) thunder in his chest makes its way out” (Ibid.). Though the 

young activists attempt to challenge the demolition and gentrification, their voices are 

spiritless and disembodied without the legacy of earlier manong activists. Once aware 

of the forgotten history of such a representational space and the elision of Filipino 

activism, the younger activists are capable of challenging gentrification. 

The most recent wave of gentrification in San Francisco took place in the 

Mission District. This neighborhood’s gentrification has been documented by various 

historical and sociological texts that denote the Mission District’s transformation 

during the 1990s. These historical texts describe how in this time period, the pressures 

brought on by the lack of available housing and the growing economic power of the 

dot-com entrepreneurs transformed the Mission District from an urban working-class 

Latino enclave to that of an increasingly upper middle class tech area. Two studies in 

particular are helpful for understanding precisely how the pressures of gentrification 

occurred in the neighborhood. The first is a study of oral histories in the period during 
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gentrification. This analysis, “Gentrified Barrio: Gentrification and the Latino 

Community in San Francisco’s Mission District” by Anne Meredith Nyborg provides 

a comparative reading of the gentrification in the Mission District in relation to the 

gentrification that has occurred in other urban sites such as New York. The other 

article is “Geographies of Displacement: Latina/os, Oral History, and the Politics of 

Gentrification in San Francisco's Mission District” by Nancy Raquel Mirabal. This 

text provides an ethnographic approach to the gentrification of the Mission District as 

seen through the eyes of long time residents of the neighborhood. These two texts are 

instrumental in understanding the origins and aftereffects of the Mission District’s 

gentrification; this is a gentrification that Flores’s piece represents in “You’re Gonna 

Cry.” 

In her analysis, Nyborg describes the early residents of the Mission District as 

Italian, Irish and later Polish until the 1930s. She explains that by the 1940s and the 

advent of World War II, San Francisco’s Latino neighborhoods which had previously 

been centered around the Guadalupe Church in North Beach and the South of Market 

neighborhood began shifting dramatically. The construction of the Bay Bridge and 

World War II production needs pushed the Mexican population from these two 

neighborhoods into the Mission District where there was an abundance of low-cost 

housing and employment opportunities. As new immigrants arrived from Central and 

South America, the numbers of Latinos in the neighborhood also greatly increased 

after the 1950s. These immigrants found camaraderie with Spanish speaking residents 
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already living in the Mission District, and unlike earlier residents, these new residents 

made the neighborhood their permanent home.  

Nyborg points out that the percentage of Latino residents from the period of 

1950 until the 1970s quadrupled in size. Further, she notes that the figures of this 

estimated growth are conservative as recently arrived and undocumented immigrants 

often do not include themselves in census numbers. Nyborg also points out that, unlike 

earlier generations of Irish and Italian immigrants, Latino residents did not see the 

Mission District as a temporal site of residence. That is, they established roots in the 

neighborhood and often became long-term residents. By the 1970s and 1980s, this 

Latino identification with the neighborhood led to the construction and later “reading” 

of social space in the Mission District as a Latino space. It quickly became a 

neighborhood space where Latino residents, artists and intellectuals proffered and 

maintained a neighborhood identity that was pan-ethnic but Latino in identity. During 

the gentrification that occurred during the 1990s, this identity began to be questioned 

and challenged by newer residents. 

Both Nyborg’s and Mirabal’s analyses argue that the 1990s resulted in an 

intense push to gentrify the neighborhood. This push reflected the pressures of a city 

that lacked sufficient housing and yet had growing numbers of young tech sector 

entrepreneurs seeking places to work and live within the city of San Francisco. The 

Mission District’s affordable rent and property prices coupled with community 

groups’ lack of cohesion, helped pave the way for this redevelopment and 

gentrification. Mirabal writes, 
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During the mid-to late 1990s, San Francisco was changing once again. 

A familiar and yet disturbing process, the gentrification of working-

class neighborhoods, had resurfaced with a speed and precision that had 

not been seen for years. Housing prices soared, new businesses opened, 

rents were at their peak, and thousands moved into the city to 

participate in what newspapers, politicians, academics, and business 

leaders were calling the dot-com boom. (12) 

 

This economic boom garnered predictable results. The residents, 70 percent of whom 

were renters and 48 percent of whom identified as Latino, became immediately 

vulnerable to evictions and displacement during this time period. Mirabal notes that 

“by the late 1990s and early 2000, more than 1,000 Latina/o families had been 

displaced” due to this gentrification (13).  

Further, rental evictions rose from 965 in 1993 to 2,730 in the year 2000. In 

correlation, the median rent for vacant one-bedroom apartments grew from $800 to 

$1245 from 1994 until 1998 (Mirabal 13). These rising rent prices grew at such a rate 

that Mirabal explains, one Bay Area publication reported residents were using nearly 

fifty-percent of their income simply on rent. Gentrification came to threaten the very 

establishments that had once given the Mission District its Latino identity. Mirabal 

takes note of how on the Mission District’s main thoroughfare, “On Valencia Street, 

50 percent of the businesses that existed in 1990, mostly local operations that catered 

to the low-income Latino community, were gone by 1998” (13). This population shift 

caused by gentrification, led to San Francisco’s distinction as the only major urban 

center during the 2000 census to actually experience a loss in its Latino population. 

This historical moment becomes the setting for Paul Flores’s drama, “You’re 

Gonna Cry.” This play offers representation of the third wave of gentrification in San 
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Francisco. Flores is a San Francisco based writer that works in a variety of genres, and 

has recently focused on developing plays on contemporary issues facing the 

Chicano/Latino community in San Francisco. This one-person play is presented as an 

autoethnographic drama about the process of gentrification in San Francisco’s Mission 

District. Set in 1995, the drama traces the life of a young writer in the rapidly 

changing district. The narrative structure of the piece transitions from person to 

person, reflecting explicitly how the neighborhood transforms from a working class 

neighborhood (almost forgotten on the fringes of the city) to a popular living 

destination for young professionals. The newer, incoming residents are members of 

the gentry that find the site desirable for its “ethnic” character and its proximity to 

their places of employment in the tech and urban sectors of the region.  

As noted earlier, this one-person play describes the Mission District from the 

point of view of several characters. There is the protagonist César, who is an aspiring 

writer. He lives with Lydia, the Chicana hipster deejay and masseuse. They live next 

door to Ronnie, his sister and her daughters. In the play, “La Misión” is also populated 

by the homeboy “Chingón,” and the “Sidewalk Librarian.” Chingón is the spirit of the 

Mission District who recollects the events and transitions of the neighborhood. The 

“Sidewalk Librarian” is an African American woman that hocks her books on the 

Mission District’s streets. She also acts as a vigilant eye to the street and recollects the 

neighborhood’s ties to an earlier moment of activism. Lastly, there is the character 

Richard. Richard is a Euro-American newcomer into the neighborhood. As a new 

resident, Richard expects his neighbors to hold the same middle-class values he holds. 
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This inevitably leads to tension and results in the play’s plot, when one of the 

neighbors is arrested for being too loud in front of Richard’s home.  

The plot of “You’re Gonna Cry” focuses on a young writer, Cesar. The play 

gives representation to his encounters and interactions with different people in the 

Mission District. Though the piece has various characters, the central plot describes 

how Cesar’s Chicano neighbor (Ronnie) is an uncle to two young nieces. Ronnie has 

promised to take care of his nieces, but must pick up a family member who is in jail. 

Ronnie explains to his neighbor Lydia (Cesar’s roommate) that his cousin is in jail 

because their new neighbor (a gentrifying “pioneer” to the neighborhood) has called 

the police and asked that he be arrested for disturbing the peace. Thus, in order to 

uphold his promise to care for the children, Ronnie leaves the girls with his neighbors 

Lydia and Cesar while their mother celebrates her birthday. Upon the mother’s return, 

a local neighborhood gang dispute turns violent. The girls’ mother is innocently killed 

in a drive by shooting. The violence leaves the two girls displaced and orphaned. In 

the shooting’s aftermath, the owners of the buildings, the protagonist and the two girls 

live in decide to evict everyone in order to seek more affluent tenants. 

Early in the play, Chingón, the self-described, “ghost of barrio La Misión” 

describes the representational spaces of the Mission District, in this early scene, 

Chingón describes how the Mission District, long populated by Latinos, is 

transforming. What once was the destination for those at the margins of society is now 

changing. He explains the identity and class of the neighborhood is facing rapid 

transformation. He describes this representational space by stating, “En mi barrio a 
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todo le puedes encontrar / El gringo no entiende por qué hay tanta raza... Metate lo 

tuyo/ Porque todavía hay lugar... We live in the shadows, a community / Where 

children play on a creaky gate/ Here families and bohemians disappeared /Almost 

overnight” (2). Chingón thus positions the neighborhood as the experiences of those 

that live in the “shadows” of society. This is a place like Nyborg and Mirabal explain 

holds “tanta raza.” Yet this representational space is changing. What was once seen as 

a space for poor Latino families and bohemians has transformed “overnight” into a 

space where such marginalized groups are only recognized by their absence.   

Chingón repeats this explanation of the loss of representational spaces in the 

neighborhood at various times in the drama. For example, at the very end of the play 

he critiques the new residents populating the neighborhood. He observes that they hold 

different class backgrounds and identities noting, “From 24
th 

& Bryant to 16
th

 and 

Valencia / orange and white U-Hauls disembark./ Nuevo Mission bohemians unload/ 

IKEA red rugs and Japanese toys./ Brady Bunch furnishings squeezed up two flights 

of stairs./ Evan/ Casey/ Brian/ Jen/ Charlene/ Zack... They are at home/ En nuestro 

barrio... They are singing/ En nuestro barrio.”(27). Chingón identifies these new 

residents as displacing generations of Latino residents. Lacking Chicano or Latino 

names, they are consumer driven youths who disembark from “U-Hauls” to make a 

home “en nuestro barrio” and thus erase the representational spaces in the 

neighborhood. Chingón inveighs what was once “our home” is now the playground of 

young hipsters.  
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Chingón’s dismay at the loss of representational spaces is echoed by other 

characters (also longtime residents) in the play. For example, when a new neighbor 

moves in, the young Chicano Ronnie complains to his neighbor Lydia how the 

neighborhood is changing because of gentrification. He first laments a longtime 

neighbor’s displacement due to gentrification. He critiques his neighbor’s family for 

acquiescing to the pressures of gentrification, “You remember Señora Gonzales across 

the street? Señora Gonzales was like a grandma to us. She would babysit my nieces 

when we went to visit my brother in Pelican. They put her in a home and sold her 

house, eh. Yup. Her kids did it.” (Flores 17). Thus, the children of longtime residents 

become complicit in the gentrification of the Mission District. They sell their parents 

homes in order to turn a profit from this property. They in fact, sell the remaining 

representational spaces in the neighborhood. As Ronnie points out, the woman’s 

family failed to recognize that she fulfilled a nurturing role in the Mission District in 

offering to take care of other working class people’s children. 

 

Analysis of Texts 

In Brown Glass Windows, the haunting of the past is foregrounded in the spirit 

that acts as the omniscient narrator. This spirit inveighs against the gentrification of 

the Fillmore District during the late 1970s and early 1980s, criticizing at various 

points the decline the neighborhood experiences. This decline appears in her 

descriptions of various characters’ dialogues about the neighborhood. For example, in 
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discussing Ruben’s attitude towards the Fillmore district, the spirit laments how 

Ruben tells Dawa,  

But, baby there’s nowhere here to take you now, to hear music like 

that. I mean not like it was on the blocks, nowhere to sit back, get close 

to someone pretty, makes some space between the streets and your 

heart, just be yourself at home, but at the same time out. That’s all 

gone… Come on, Dawa, they’ve taken most of the street back. You can 

barely tell we ever had a hold to this place. (Major 59) 

 

The spirit reads this space and understands that the representational space that once 

“belonged” to the African American community has been all but lost. The space that 

once was “theirs” has now been taken away by developers. There are now no physical 

markers tying the African American community to the Fillmore District. Instead, the 

developers have taken the spatiality and used it for their purposes, thus erasing their 

home and, in turn, their historical past. 

Moreover, one can read that the neighborhood, once a site of local black 

grocers and establishments, has now become a disembodied space: it lacks the “spirit” 

of the old black neighborhood and the people’s historical knowledge of the space. 

Further, as Dawa notes, in the “new” Fillmore District the police now act to filter the 

desirables from the undesirables: African Americans, long the residents of the 

neighborhood, are now marked as the detritus in the neighborhood. White police 

officers for example, see the black residents as “a whole lot of shitheads in this 

neighborhood...” they often intimidate residents by threatening, “And cleaning up 

some of the shit starts with me” (16). Thus, African American residents are seen as the 

undesirable remnants of a Black neighborhood that must be cleaned. Thus African 

American bodies must be removed from the visible landscape. 
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Subsequently, it can be argued that Brown Glass Windows suggests that 

African Americans need to hold on to their neighborhoods and the spatial histories 

they embody. For example, in deciding to stay in the Fillmore District, Dawa makes a 

political decision to hold on to her family’s spatial past and history. She tells the 

ghost/narrator, “We’re thinking of leaving, Ruben and I. It’s a thought. But I’d rather 

dig in and stay. To tell you the truth I’d like to buy old Victoria’s building. I know we 

can’t afford it, but if we sold Mama’s place and then rented out Victoria’s old 

apartment, and then had the other unit to rent too, why we might just be able to pull it 

off. What you think, old haint?” (Major 192). As part of the African American 

working class, she will attempt to make ends meet to hold on to her piece of history in 

the neighborhood. Thus politically, the novel foregrounds the importance of 

preserving a space and history for African American readers. For this reason, the novel 

thus constructs an oppositional narrative that can challenge capital by maintaining a 

presence and an attachment to a history and past often subsumed by gentrification. 

The omniscent narrator/ghost who relates the majority of the novel functions as 

a portal to the past by inscribing a past to the neighborhood. While the ghost functions 

as the disembodied past hidden to the larger public, her history and recollections of the 

Fillmore District’s past becomes a central focus of the narrative and for the reader. She 

permits the reader an opportunity to understand the complicity and contradictions of 

the African American characters and the changes brought on by gentrification. She 

notes in the beginning of the text while introducing herself to readers, “there wasn’t 

anyone else to hear me speak for over two hundred years. That’s a long time for a self 
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to seeing and thinking they knowing something, and don’t have nobody to talk to, to 

check out things so you can make a judgment if you seeing them true, or getting 

caught into a mirage” (8). These recollections demonstrate Major’s work intends to 

map out an earlier time period of the Fillmore District for readers in order to propose 

an oppositional narrative asking what resulted from the gentrification of the 

neighborhood.  

Though different than Major’s spectral narrator, the image of the specter also 

appears clearly within Yamashita’s text. I Hotel describes a fire that mysteriously 

breaks out during the occupation of the hotel. One of the characters that dies in the fire 

is a manong named Pio Rosete. After his death, Felix and Macario discuss how Pio’s 

ghost continues to haunt the hotel and its residents: 

One day Macario comes by my room… “Look what I found back of the 

closet in Joe’s office.” 

Macario pulls open the cover. Inside, there’s a plastic sack of gray 

ashes. 

“It’s Pio,” I say. What’s he doing here?” 

“How long it’s been since the fire?” 

“A while.”  

“That’s what the guys say… Pio’s ghost coming around bothering 

them. Sometimes he’s got his banjo...” (Yamashita 443) 

 

Here, I would argue that Pio’s haunting “spirit” is a metaphor for all of the other 

manongs occupying the hotel like Pio Rosete. These are the men who embodied the 

space of the International Hotel. And though their physical eviction may take place, 

one can infer that their spirits will continue to occupy the hotel. That is, the lives that 

end in the hotel fire become metaphors for all the lives and histories later evicted from 
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the hotel. Though they will no longer physically occupy this spatial terrain of the city, 

their ghosts (the disembodied past) will indeed continue to haunt the space.  

Thus, Felix’s narratives can be considered a component of this haunting. 

Precisely because Felix attempts to inscribe a history to the Filipino neighborhood and 

its buildings, his words become the specters of the past. His oral history, like Pio 

Rosete’s ghost, will continue to haunt both the physical space of the International 

Hotel and those affected by its loss. Further, his attempts to organize and teach the 

history of Filipino activism to a younger generation of Filipinos, will continue this 

“haunting” reminder of the hotel and its residents. These later generations will become 

precisely what Gordon explains is “an animated state in which a repressed or 

unresolved social violence is making itself known” (xvi). In this sense, Felix’s 

recollections function as the inscription of past Filipino struggles to better understand 

how gentrification leaves a neighborhood and a community absent physically. Their 

historical narratives still haunt both the neighborhood and readers. 

The final chapter of the novel attempts to tie these ideas together, referencing 

the manongs and their history within the hotel while tying these experiences to a larger 

erasure of space that the fall of the International Hotel signifies. Within her novel, 

Yamashita documents the various communities who lived, worked and protested at the 

site of the International Hotel,  

perhaps we headed for the center door with numbers 848, the entrance 

of the International Hotel Tenants Association or IHTA. And although 

the offices of the Union of Democratic Filipinos or the Katipunan ng 

mga Demokratikong Pilipino, KDP for short, were not located here, 

their associated members were here busy at work. We have come to 

support the opposition to the Marcos regime and martial law in the 
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Philippines, or perhaps we became involved in the campaign for justice 

for two Filipina nurses accused of murder at a VA hospital in 

Michigan. More likely we were here at the I-Hotel to support the 

elderly hotel tenants, the manongs, in their struggle against eviction. 

(598) 

 

Thus the larger novel, like Felix’s narratives, develops as a historical inscription of the 

haunting material realities Filipinos faced while residing, organizing and protesting at 

the site. The text locates and documents these “lived experiences” in an authorial 

attempt to transform the readers’ desire through an oppositional discourse. Thus, the 

text functions as a creative text inveighing against gentrification while implicitly 

asking readers to challenge such processes in the future. 

It must also be noted that despite the fact that the hotel’s residents are Filipino 

(and the impetus for challenging gentrification may have begun within the Filipino 

community) the hotel as a de facto religious site (hosting weddings and births) became 

a cause taken on by the larger Asian American community. For this reason, once the 

temporary reprieve is won from the city, various community groups of different Asian 

American constituencies opened storefronts to address community issues ranging from 

community and elderly medical clinics to labor organizing. For this reason, the hotel 

site must be read as a quasi-religious site that permitted engagement of ideals and 

community issues. Yet the site also unifies a larger community around the cause of 

organizing the Asian American community to help save the International Hotel.  

Chingón’s character is obviously the spectral history left of the Mission 

District. Further, he functions as the spiritual tie to all of the other oral histories in the 

Mission District. One can read his dialogues as the frame encompassing all of the 
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other lives in this play. His final critiques though point to the countless other ghosts 

that will haunt the Mission District. He notes that the new “gentry” moving into the 

neighborhood will be forced to engage these specters of the past, 

Nobody calls the police 

They don’t know whose ghost they dance with 

whose sangre spilled there 

whose cantón it used to be… 

Evan, Casey, Brian, Jen, Charlene, Zack, 

All stand up and skip down the street to Pop’s  

corner dive bar, leaving the couch  

and empty beer cans on the sidewalk 

They are singing 

En nuestro barrio 

 

This specter both records and replays the events of the neighborhood. That is, he 

documents the murders and the people evicted while pointing out that there are other 

specters in the neighborhood keeping watch. Again, these ghosts are the disembodied 

links to the history of the neighborhood. Chingón’s once working-class Latino 

neighborhood faces erasure by gentrification. As the spatial configurations of the 

neighborhood transform, gentrification filters out the “detritus” of the unwanted like 

Ronnie and his nieces. In contrast, the new residents, young gentry, are always there to 

replace them. Chingón’s ghost and the specters like him challenge the reconfigured 

space in order to maintain this tie to the neighborhood.  

Within this text, the tensions between newer and older residents are the 

primary component of the plot. There is a clear division between all the characters 

from the community and the gentrifying pioneer, Richard. The central character, 

César, explains that when he arrived to San Francisco as a college student, the Mission 

District had a mystique and that this part of the city “was cheap.” For the same reason, 
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the antagonist in the play, Richard, also moves into the neighborhood. Yet the play’s 

characters highlight the contradictions in class and identity in a neighborhood 

undergoing gentrification at the end of the 1990s. For counterposed to longtime 

residents’ critiques is the character, Richard. From Richard’s perspective, he has a 

“right” to make himself a part of the neighborhood. After telling his neighbors to 

“behave correctly,” he reflects on his surroundings. His monologue reflects the upper 

middle-class beliefs and values many of the newer residents bring with them. He 

explains,  

My name is Richard. Yes, I live here now. I bought this house. What’s 

your name? Well, that doesn’t matter. I’ve got an hour-long commute 

down the 101 at 6:30 in the morning and if I fall asleep at the wheel I 

might hurt someone. OK? ... I have a right to enjoy my house in peace. 

From now on every time you guys are out here drinking I’m just going 

to call the police. You can curse and yell at me all you want, but when 

the police get here you won’t talk so tough, I bet. (Flores 7) 

 

Here, Flores positions Richard as an affable enough presence who claims “it doesn’t 

matter” what his neighbor’s name is. In pressing charges against his neighbors, 

Richard leads the play’s narrative into a spiral that evolves into various unintended 

consequences. Richard fails to understand that the neighborhood he views as quaint 

still maintains the violence of an urban working-class setting. Newcomers like Richard 

read the remaining residents of color as a “problem” to be dealt with and removed 

from the neighborhood. 

These contradictions, critiques and engagement of gentrification are clearly 

apparent in the final scenes of the play. One particularly emotive and poignant 

moment occurs in the scene where the young Bianca sees her mother’s dead body. For 
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the children orphaned by a drive-by shooting seemingly caused by minor events 

caused by gentrification, there is no recourse; that is, nothing can be changed to better 

the situation. For these victims of gentrification, there are few chances for survival in a 

neighborhood so rapidly changing and lacking the communal ties that help the people 

of the community survive. At this point in the play, the audience is clearly seduced 

into challenging gentrification and the notion that it is a benign process. This is 

because the play makes clear the tangible effects of gentrification. 

“You’re Gonna Cry” does not feature a public space where characters organize 

to challenge gentrification. Instead, the home and street become interchangeable sites 

of activism and organizing. The home is precisely the place where the 

narrator/protagonist Cesar sees as a place for civic engagement. He notes that this is 

the place, “where I wrote/ my first novel on my desk/ in the living room, which was 

also my bedroom/ where I pinned six returned bounced checks/ to the wall for 

inspiration” (25). And yet this space permits him the capacity to work as an organizer 

and write. He explains,  

Poetry is the way I pray. 

You don’t understand my spirituality 

You too busy complaining about the bike lane 

Worrying about who won the game 

Don’t see beyond the bill of your Giants cap 

You think violence is a badge of courage 

Like around here it makes you tough and more authentic. 

That’s not being real. 

That’s ignorant. (Ibid.) 

 

This “home” space functions as home, sanctuary and repository of lived experiences, 

of history. Home is the space where Cesar “prays” through writing and yet is a site 
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where his spirituality is located. Yet it is the site where reflection and meditation on 

gentrification take place. It in fact becomes the site where an opposition for 

gentrification is nurtured and fed. 

In Flores’s play, this identification of “home” as a site of meditation and 

reflection is echoed by other characters. This is clear in the monologue provided by a 

street vendor named the Sidewalk Librarian. She notes this lost history of the Mission 

District. Arguing that a population that does not understand the space of the home is 

doomed, the Sidewalk Librarian points out, “I am a strong woman./ I am still the 

revolution./ What you got here now?/ “Los que no tienen patria, ni nación/ Sino solo 

una finca”/ Folks with no history, no country,/ just real estate/ Roque Dalton said that” 

(4). For the Sidewalk Librarian, it is not enough to have real estate. For without an 

understanding of space and a neighborhood’s history, gentrification will lead to a 

populace without the capacity to see themselves as part of a larger community. This 

incapability to read space as a home, with a particular history and people, dooms 

future inhabitants of the Mission District. 

 

Conclusion 

In order to conclude my analysis of these texts and their representation of 

gentrification of San Francisco, I feel I must explain how these texts function as 

oppositional narratives. For example, Major’s Brown Glass Windows is published in 

2002, twenty years after the final stages of gentrification. It cannot challenge 

gentrification. Gentrification has already erased the African American community 
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from the neighborhood. Yet the novel does ask newer residents to grapple with their 

own complicity in this process and to be aware of the contradictions in their forays 

into such redevelopment of older, established neighborhoods. This is apparent when 

the spirit/omniscient narrator describes the changing topography of the Fillmore 

District, “Oh, there were still stores and restaurants. But most of the folks were white, 

and no one talked to each other when they walked down the street. People weren’t 

calling ‘Yoo-hoo’s’ down the block… It was a still a successful street… But it sure 

didn’t rock a swing like before… ‘Isn’t this where Connie’s restaurant used to be?’” 

(Major 57). That “rock a swing” feel, with people calling out, has been silenced. 

Though the streets have “successful... stores and restaurants”, African Americans are 

the absent past in the neighborhood. Thus the ties African Americans, such as Dawa, 

feel towards the neighborhood are lost. 

The text, on a broader scale, engages audiences to challenge their own desires 

in urban centers facing urban “removal” in the future. Major’s novel also challenges 

the belief that gentrification is both inevitable and intractable. For in providing such an 

oppositional narrative, Brown Glass Windows seeks to change readers’ desires about 

redevelopment and gentrification. This is apparent in Dawa’s final decision to try and 

stay in the neighborhood. The spirit hears her thoughts as she decides to purchase 

Victoria Cheevers’s home. I would argue through such passages, the novel implicitly 

defers any real opposition into the future. That is, the text asks that readers recognize 

the impact that gentrification has in the neighborhood while asking residents to 

recognize the value of a historical tie to the Fillmore District.  
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Similarly, I Hotel by Karen Tei Yamashita offers another excellent example of 

an oppositional narrative that provides readers with a rationale to challenge 

gentrification. Obviously, the work is not capable of physically stopping the eviction 

of the manongs residing in the International Hotel, the events of the novel happened 

thirty years prior to the novel’s release. Yet I Hotel does provide a representation of 

events challenging readers to understand that the interests of capital and 

redevelopment often fail to act in a city’s or a community’s best interests. While 

portraying the evictions and the later development of the site where the International 

Hotel was once located, the characters in Yamashita’s text force readers to recall that 

the site sat stagnant and unused for nearly three decades after the eviction of the final 

residents. Moreover, despite the organizing and activism that surged during the 1970s, 

the city and developers still were able to physically remove the inhabitants of the 

hotel. The novel represents how urban physical space is transformed by developers 

and how longtime residents and their histories often become dislocated in the 

aftermath.  

Paul Flores’ play “You’re Gonna Cry” provides an oppositional narrative in a 

much different form than either Brown Glass Windows or I Hotel. Since it is a one-

person play, the text is constrained by time and must remain limited in scope. Despite 

this, the play clearly provides critiques of gentrification, yet defers opposition and 

resistance into the future. The genre of the text permits a more emotive representation 

of the tribulations brought on by gentrification. Yet the play is also constrained in its 

engagement of the conditions that lead to gentrification. There is no nuanced 
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explanation or understanding of what role capital and developers play in 

gentrification. Instead, each character in the play is representative of individual lives 

affected by the process. One can only grasp these conditions through characters and 

their dialogues.  

The play obviously cannot engage the larger pressures gentrifying the Mission 

District. What the play does accomplish though is the construction of a creative 

oppositional narrative, providing marginalized subject positions in the Mission District 

an opportunity to voice their histories and their experiences with gentrification. As 

noted earlier, since drama is a different genre, it is my contention that “You’re Gonna 

Cry” asks with more immediacy that audiences understand the characters’ 

contradictions, critiques and engagement of gentrification. Further, as an oppositional 

narrative, the play demands that audiences engage their own contradictions in light of 

the gentrification that affects their communities.  

Perhaps no scene in the play is more haunting than the moment Bianca’s and 

Stephanie’s mother is killed. This scene continues to haunt me. The scene describes 

two young girls, Bianca and Stephanie being babysat by César and his roommate. 

Through the eyes of Bianca, the scene portrays their experiences when their mother is 

murdered in a drive by shooting. As a father of two little girls, each time I read this 

scene, I go home to embrace them. I do this to assure them I am still alive and present 

in their lives, in their neighborhood and in their community. The feelings that arise 

from reading Flores’ piece reflect what Gordon and Chambers intimate as important in 

literature (and the function of literature). As a reader, Flores’ text reflects the haunting 
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violence that gentrification directly and indirectly imposes on working-class subjects. 

It forces readers to see how capitalist projects often have unintended and yet real 

consequences. The piece asks that audiences engage an oppositional narrative 

demanding they engage the past and how they can avoid the pitfalls of the past in the 

not-too-distant future. As documented in this chapter, such unintended consequences 

can range from the displacement and isolation the manong face in Manilatown’s I-

Hotel to the fatherless existence that a young Jamaal faces in the Fillmore District. 

For these reasons, it is apparent that each of the texts draws attention to the 

subjugated knowledge from these communities while asking readers to transform the 

desire of occupants in neighborhoods facing urban renewal. The experiences described 

in each text, the subjugated knowledge, are the remnants (or “ghosts”) of the forgotten 

past. These elements haunt the present and future plans of developers and city 

planners. These authors demand that any discussion of a “re-newed” present and 

future requires that the past histories and experiences of a neighborhood be accounted 

for. 
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Chapter V: Spirits in a Material World - Los Angeles 

Introduction 

In 1993, I remember in my final quarters as an undergraduate student, I finally 

had the chance to read Mike Davis’s seminal text, City of Quartz. Though I had seen 

many of my classmates reading the text, I had never been assigned to read it. I finally 

had a summer where I was able to take the time to leisurely read the text. This history 

proved to be informative but unsettling. I finally was able to place the names of sites 

and places with the hidden history of Los Angeles. I began to understand how space 

was manufactured and regulated by city mechanisms ranging from elected officials to 

police chiefs. These readings would foreshadow the history I would later populate 

with my own experiences in Los Angeles. These experiences would result from my 

trips as a visiting and touring author. While organizing and participating in readings in 

Los Angeles, I was introduced to various parts of the city through friends such as 

curator Reyes Rodriguez and Taco Shop Poet/reporter, Adolfo Guzmán López. 

Through them, I have become familiar with parts of East Los Angeles, Koreatown, 

Echo Park and Downtown Los Angeles. These trips would also better my first 

experiences understanding how areas such as Echo Park, Downtown Los Angeles and 

East Los Angeles rapidly faced gentrification at the turn of the millennium. 

This particular chapter reflects on some of the transformations of space in Los 

Angeles. It focuses on literary representations of gentrification in the urban center of 

Los Angeles. The texts offered for analysis in this metropolitan center are the play 

“Chavez Ravine” by the theater troupe Culture Clash, the novel The Madonnas of 
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Echo Park by Brando Skyhorse, and the short novella The Underbelly by Gary 

Phillips. These texts focus on four distinct areas of central Los Angeles. Culture 

Clash’s play “Chavez Ravine” comments on the displacement many Chicano and 

Chinese families experienced from the 1940s until the 1960s as they were removed 

from Chavez Ravine prior to the construction of the Los Angeles Dodger stadium. 

Brando Skyhorse’s short novel offers a representation of the more contemporary 

gentrification of the Echo Park neighborhood just outside downtown Los Angeles 

during the late 1990s. Finally, Gary Phillips’s novella offers representations of the 

gentrification taking place in downtown Los Angeles.  

Each of these texts reflects many of the same issues and conditions prescient 

for analysis in other major U.S. centers. These include the displacement of poor 

communities of color. These texts also note the spatial transformations of entire 

neighborhoods. This chapter intends to continue my earlier analysis situating each of 

the texts as oppositional texts that reflect a deferred challenge to gentrification. That 

is, the texts attempt to change future residents’ desires about gentrification. Further, it 

is my contention that much like other authors’ representations of gentrification, these 

texts offer examples of representational spaces that often feature spectral characters. 

These specters function as a tie to the history of a neighborhood and they often 

inscribe a subsumed past to a physical space. This is a cultural and material history 

often erased by gentrification of places like Downtown Los Angeles, Echo Park, East 

Los Angeles and Chavez Ravine. 
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Los Angeles – Chavez Ravine, Echo Park, Downtown 

Culture Clash’s play, “Chavez Ravine” is obviously situated in a space known 

today as the site of the Dodgers Stadium in Los Angeles. The play draws the audience 

into the spatial overlapping that takes place on the site of Chavez Ravine and the 

historical significance of this physical space. Today, Chavez Ravine is the site of the 

Los Angeles Dodger stadium. Placed in Sulfur Canyon (or Sulfur Ravine) just north of 

downtown Los Angeles, the stadium sits today in an area first widely populated at the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century.  The site is named after the 19
th

 century Los Angeles 

city councilman and original owner of the location, Julian Chavez. During the turn of 

the 20
th

 century, many Mexicans encountered the acute housing shortage facing 

greater Los Angeles in this time period. Subsequently, these families (along with poor 

families from a variety of ethnicities) began physically setting down roots in the 

canyon; they built homes with growing scales of permanence on Chavez Ravine. As 

historians and cultural critics have noted, families were able to do this due to the 

undesirable character of the location. These historians have also noted that the space 

was “semi-rural” and that land was ample; there were large plots on which to construct 

ramshackle buildings (Lopez 2).  

By the 1940s Chavez Ravine became an established neighborhood where 

Chicanos, mexicanos, Italian and Chinese immigrants settled down amongst the barrio 

communities called Palo Verde, La Loma, Bishop and Solano. The site even contained 

schools and a local church that serviced the community. This uneven growth would be 

the impetus for redeveloping the community to eliminate “blight” from the city. This 
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blight would be the rationale for uprooting the neighborhood to build public housing 

in the Chavez Ravine. As Ronald Lopez notes, even progressive advocates such as 

Carey McWilliams often voiced paternalistic concerns for the blight he encountered in 

Chavez Ravine. Lopez cites McWilliams’ description of the area as “ancient, 

antiquated, a survival-something pushed backward in time and subordinated” (8). 

These attitudes are in contrast with those of residents who looked at the neighborhood 

as, “a pocket of refuge, warmth and safety in an otherwise hostile city, and not as a 

backward, blighted slum” (8).  

Before and during World War II, the Chavez Ravine community grew and 

residents began calling on the city to improve service and neighborhood infrastructure. 

In turn, the city responded with a plan to redevelop Chavez Ravine. The plans called 

for converting the area into a public housing development project. This project became 

the model for other progressive municipal housing projects around the nation. 

Utilizing the 1949 Taft-Ellender-Wagner Federal Housing Act, the Los Angeles 

Housing Authority planned a public housing community that would be called “Elysian 

Park Heights.” This particular project served as the centerpiece of a “coordinated 

citywide redevelopment program by providing relocation housing for people displaced 

by other slum clearance and redevelopment projects” (Lopez 3).  

Residents already living in Chavez Ravine were encouraged to work with city 

officials in selling their homes and later repopulating the development. In turn, these 

residents were promised the first choice of public housing and that their placement 

would not be affected by race. Despite these attempts to work with the Chavez Ravine 
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residents, city officials often met resistance because many Chavez Ravine residents 

had worked hard to establish a community where many residents owned their homes. 

The ensuing battle for Chavez Ravine permitted real estate interests in the city 

(lobbyists and reactionary civic leaders) to red-bait the public housing project and the 

larger Housing Authority as “communist infiltrated” and as part of a larger “creeping 

socialism” in the city (Villa 80-81). Such red-baiting accusations effectively led to the 

death of the housing project while also giving the real estate lobbyists the imperative 

they needed to first take control of the mayor’s office, and then the land itself. Lopez 

notes that by the time the plans for the Elysian Park Heights public housing project 

were terminated, many of the residents had already sold their land. He notes that only 

a few had remained or returned following the elimination of the project, yet these last 

residents continued to fight eviction until the late 1950s.  

Per the 1949 Federal Housing Act, the redevelopment of Chavez Ravine 

required that the site remain a location for the building of affordable housing. Yet as 

Raul Homero Villa points out, “the influence of private commercial interests was 

decisively manifest in the crucial Title I provisions of the 1949 Act” (78). Thus, 

utilizing their influence with municipal officeholders and the vagueness of the Act 

itself, reactionary civic leader along with real estate and commercial interests 

decreased the amount of funding used for public housing. Homero Villa continues 

explaining “This assault on public housing followed a serendipitous course of public 

actions that culminated in the 1953 mayoral victory... of Norris Poulson, a front man 

for the [Los Angeles] Times-led growth coalition... Poulson immediately renegotiated 
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the city’s contract with the federal government, slashing half of the 10,000 public-

housing units slated for construction” (81). Urban developers were thus able to reduce 

the amount of land used for public housing while exploring how to make the site 

immediately profitable to real estate and business interests. As a result, the city began 

shopping the site to the Los Angeles Dodgers.  

Though the few remaining Chavez Ravine community members along with a 

broader coalition of opponents attempted to organize and challenge such agreements 

in court, a final election to approve the sale of Chavez Ravine (and the construction of 

the Los Angeles Dodgers stadium through Proposition B), proved disastrous for the 

community activists who encountered powerful opponents within the power structure 

of Los Angeles. Both civic leaders and the Los Angeles Times put forward a powerful 

effort to effectively give Chavez Ravine to the Dodgers organization. Despite 

resistance from residents and community activists, by 1958, the contract between the 

Dodgers and the city of Los Angeles for Chavez Ravine was approved and finalized. 

These events permitted the final evictions of the last residents of Chavez Ravine, the 

Arechiga family. This family’s eviction was widely documented in 1959.  

Homero Villa notes that these processes in Los Angeles would have a 

profound impact on public housing efforts across the broader United States. He writes 

that following the precedent set in Los Angeles, the number of public housing projects 

in United States fell drastically; so much so, that by the mid-1950s, municipalities 

increasingly utilized the federal monies allocated for such projects; often they did so 

without building public housing. The events at Chavez Ravine would also further 
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marginalize the Chicano community within Los Angeles. For as city planners saw the 

imperative of transportation in the city, new freeways would have to be built to meet 

the needs of a growing civic population. Again, it would be the Chicano community 

dislocated by such development.  

This historical moment is the central focus of the play “Chavez Ravine” by 

Culture Clash. Culture Clash is widely considered the United States’ most acclaimed 

Chicano/Latino contemporary theater troupe. Comprised of Richard Montoya, Herbert 

Siguenza and Ric Salinas, the troupe utilizes an ethnographic approach to their 

theatrical work; often researching and interviewing historical and community subjects 

the playwrights bring to the fore issues confronting diverse communities across 

various urban settings. In “Chavez Ravine” the troupe utilizes this ethnographic 

approach to conjure up the long forgotten history of Chicano/Latino displacement 

from a neighborhood in Los Angeles. In doing so, the group constructs a 

representation that leaves a haunting historical moment for audiences to engage and 

critique.  

I consider “Chavez Ravine” one of Culture Clash’s masterworks. In the 

absence of the hyper-masculine narrative and characters in their subsequent work, the 

characters, plot, language and pacing of the play make it one of the more intriguing 

plays that the troupe has created. Produced at the Mark Taper Forum in 2003, this two-

act theater piece is set in Dodger Stadium in Chavez Ravine in 1981 (long after the 

gentrification of Chavez Ravine). The main character of the play is the then-young 

pitcher Fernando Valenzuela. Valenzuela participates in dialogues with a variety of 
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characters from the 1940s within the piece. The most notable of these are the ghost of 

the poet/narrator, Manazar Gamboa along with the ghosts of other former Chavez 

Ravine residents such as Maria and Henry Muñoz.  

The piece begins by introducing the iconic Fernando Valenzuela as a young 

rookie pitching on opening day. The reference to the particular season in the play is 

historic; Valenzuela wins nearly all of the major individual awards for his pitching. 

More importantly, this is the season where Valenzuela leads the Los Angeles Dodgers 

to a World Series title. Now part sports lore in Los Angeles, Valenzuela becomes the 

first Mexican player to reach iconic status in U.S. major league baseball after this 

season. Furthermore, many Chicano, Mexican and Mexican American fans readily 

identified with Valenzuela who embodied many of their backgrounds and aspirations. 

Sports historians have commented that Valenzuela was the first to bring Mexican 

American fans to Dodger stadium. In this play, this context cannot be understated.
10

 In 

the play, Valenzuela’s opening day pitching is interrupted by his encounters with 

spirits that appear in the outfield. These spirits represent the former residents of 

Chavez Ravine. They are residents such as Henry and Maria Ruiz and the narrator of 

Valenzuela’s interactions with the past, poet Manazar Gamboa. Gamboa functions as 

the interlocutor between the “present day” of 1981 and the past of the 1930s through 

the 1960s. Through these various characters’ dialogues, Valenzuela learns of the 

                                                        
10

 When one considers that the play is produced in Los Angeles and for a Los Angeles audience by an 

acclaimed Chicano theater troupe, such context becomes the driving force behind the play “Chavez 

Ravine.” It is, in reality, the immediate history that Mexican-Americans and Chicanos can draw on. 

This is unlike the history of Chavez Ravine.  
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hidden history of Chavez Ravine and the displacement of various Mexican-

American/Chicano barrios to build Dodger stadium.  

Following the introductory scene narrated by the impersonated voice of 

Dodgers announcer Vin Scully, the play focuses on the narrative history provided by 

the ghosts Maria and Henry Muñoz while standing in the outfield. Henry and Maria 

describe their home and the barrios that existed in Chavez Ravine. These are the 

representational spaces of the old Chavez Ravine. While their conversation continues, 

the setting of the play shifts at various times. Shifts in light indicate the change in 

setting. Thus, as Henry and Maria continue talking and engaging with places and 

characters in the neighborhood, other characters appear from the background to 

indicate a new scene. These initial dialogues and descriptions of Chavez Ravine are 

spied on by two hidden figures in trench coats. The two are the representative of the 

power structure of Los Angeles and are appropriately named, Mover and Shaker in the 

play. The two foreshadow how the proposed plan for public housing will/would 

eventually be destroyed by civic and business leaders. These leaders are interested in 

redevelopment and the capital generated by Dodger Stadium. 

The ghosts of Henry and Maria articulate early and often that Dodger Stadium 

lies on top of various Chicano neighborhoods. Henry and Maria intimate that they 

want to talk, “about a place very close to my heart, a place most people know as 

Chavez Ravine but to the familias who lived here, these were neighborhoods: ...La 

Loma, Palo Verde and Bishop. We never called it Chavez Ravine... Some people 

called it a slum, Fernando... It was no slum, man. It was home” (39). These are the 
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representational spaces that can no longer be seen in Chavez Ravine. The barrios of La 

Loma, Palo Verde and Bishop are the representational spaces that are the hidden 

history of Los Angeles. Henry and Maria seek to expose this history for Fernando 

Valenzuela and yet must challenge the dominant narratives about the neighborhood. 

They challenge how the neighborhood has been labeled a “slum.” In contrast, these 

spaces must be read as a home for the working class Mexican and Mexican American 

families that once lived there.  

The ghost of the poet Manazar Gamboa provides much of the play’s narration. 

Gamboa relates how he was born in Chavez Ravine and that when he dies in 2000, he 

has his ashes sprinkled on the site. His narration allows viewers to see in clear terms 

the representational spaces in Chavez Ravine and the machinations that occurred 

following World War II. Gamboa explains how the neighborhood held a variety of 

different ethnicities but was by and large Mexican-American, “My neighbors were 

Italians, Slavs, Russians and some Germans but for the most part pura Mexicanada, 

puro frijol... And on holidays, pura aroma de tamal y hecho a menudo, y los 

compadres tocando la guitarra till late at night... that was our community; that’s 

something you can never erase from your cabeza” (44).  

In “Chavez Ravine” such comments are literally echoed offstage by the singing 

troupe of the “Rodarte Brothers.” This troupe accompanies the events of the play and 

functions as the choral emphasis to the dialogue in the play. Thus, as Manazar 

Gamboa talks about the neighborhood and its residents, the troupe chants “Alpine, 

Dog Town, Happy Valley, la Macey, Clover, Las Avenues, Frog Town... Hazard” 
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(44). Yet his “ghost” character narrates the spatial transitions that have taken place 

within the neighborhood. Gamboa, reveals that the first residents “came here in the 

1920s, refugees of the Mexican Revolution. They came with little and found 

themselves in these empty hills, and sabes que, they needed houses, so the people 

worked to build their casitas” (43). Gamboa’s narrative descriptions are again echoed 

by the chorus of the Rodarte brothers, but also by the shifts in setting and background 

actors mimicking the construction of these barrios. 

The comments and repetition by the Rodarte brothers suggest how Chavez 

Ravine is read, seen and understood by the audience when viewing the “opening day 

game” at the start of the play. If the broadcaster and television and radio offer the 

“official” reading of space, these ghosts (as characters within the play) offer the 

subjugated history of the space where the stadium is built. This subjugated “past” 

culled from this hidden history contrasts with the imagery that greets audiences at the 

beginning of the play. For as audiences hear the “present day” setting of 1981 and the 

play-by-play of Valenzuela’s first game, space is also “replayed” for audiences by 

iconic radio commentator/play-by-play broadcaster Vin Scully. For example, the 

play’s directorial notes describe the opening scene explaining that, “The theatre is the 

infield of Dodger Stadium, the pitcher’s mound faces the audience, we see part of the 

scoreboard and the infield bases. We hear the final notes of the national anthem. The 

crowd cheers” (40). 

This visual representation is accompanied by the aural representation of the 

cheering crowd and then to Scully’s voice. Scully continues the aural representation of 
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the game and stadium setting by stating, “Hello everybody, and a pleasant good 

afternoon to you, wherever you may be. Welcome to the 1981 opening day at Dodger 

Stadium. Vin Scully here on a perfect southern California day, the sun is shining over 

brilliant azure skies and let me tell you the ballpark never looked prettier, resplendent 

in Dodger blue!” (40). In the subsequent sections of the play, the paradox of the 

pristine and pure “feeling” of the Dodger’s 1981 season is balanced by the dark and 

hidden history of the development of Dodger stadium. The play thus functions as an 

attempt to critique Los Angeles’ “progress” in building the stadium for the Dodgers 

while educating fans about the human and material struggles of poor Mexican 

American families that challenge gentrification. 

In the final section of the play, Valenzuela is approached by the specter of a 

Dodger Dog Girl over the centerfield bleachers. The ghost states,  

Sweet Nando, may I call you Nando? It is our prayers and forgiveness 

that make you great,/  Only Fernando sees this Dodger Dog Girl,/ 

levitate in Center field/ and Fernando knows,/ all the spirits of/ La 

Loma,/ Bishop and/ Palo Verde/ the Pachuco Zones/ and Spirits of 

Native Peoples of Las Cienegas... Tecato blues... of so many 

cemeteries/ buried deep/ under the shortstop... Fernando nods to me,/ 

and he knows that I am more than/ a Dodger Dog Girl... (59) 

 

She is in fact, the spirit of “La Nuestra Señorita la Reina de Los Angeles...” who 

exclaims, “I love you fat dark little Indian boy!/ I’m a Chicana who loves Vin Scully 

too!” (59). Unfortunately this blessing of Valenzuela is counterposed with the reality 

that faced organizers like Maria Muñoz. In the end, she is interrogated by a police 

detective who asks her who else she has worked with. Maria begins naming the people 

lost in the neighborhood and Manazar Gamboa enters to help her recall the names. The 
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two reenact the final evictions of the Arechiga family and later lead an interchange of 

“oral histories” provided by a variety of characters. This all occurs while the play by 

play of the baseball game is heard until the final out of the game. 

Echo Park is another neighborhood just north of downtown Los Angeles. The 

area sits at the foothills just below Chavez Ravine. Though at times lumped together 

with other East Los Angeles neighborhoods, it contains sections of historic 

Filipinotown within its boundaries. Today Echo Park includes smaller neighborhoods 

such as Angelino Heights, Belmont Heights, Edendale, Elysian Heights, Temple-

Beaudry and Sunset Heights. In the early 20
th

 century, the neighborhood was the home 

to various film industry studios and many of the studios used the barely settled 

community as the backdrop and setting for their films. For this reason, the first homes 

constructed within the neighborhood were older mansions that studio executives built 

in order to be close to their work sites. Slowly, other residents began settling on the 

site as major movie studios moved further north and east of Echo Park.  

Though Echo Park housed groups of progressive intellectuals and organizers 

during the 1930s, the neighborhood felt its first major demographic shift during the 

1950s as dreams of suburban homes pushed long established white residents to the 

suburbs and exurbs of Los Angeles. Thus, following the white flight of the 1950s and 

1960s, Mexican immigrants and Mexican-American/Chicano residents moved into the 

neighborhood. This transition of the neighborhood brought an influx of working class 

residents into the neighborhood. During the 1980s, the neighborhood faced another 
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demographic shift as an influx of Central American immigrants began moving into the 

city center, in neighborhoods like Pico-Union, the Wilshire District and Echo Park.  

In 1971, Echo Park began to be seen as a site ripe for redevelopment. One 

particular article from the Los Angeles Times noted the two possible trajectories the 

neighborhood faced at the time. The article titled, “Which Way for Echo Park – Inner 

City Oasis or Slum?” notes the value of the site for redevelopment. Though in the 

article, the neighborhood was seen as a “near slum,” it is also envisioned as “a much-

in-demand middle class community” (Torgerson K1). The article cites city studies that 

note how much the demographics of the community had changed during the 1960s: 

“The population is now 70% Spanish surname: Chicanos, Cubans, Mexican 

immigrants Central and South Americans. Most are shopkeepers, municipal workers, 

nurses, seamstresses, and mechanics. But newcomers from poorer areas are crowding 

into substandard housing, and youth gangs have been active” (Ibid.). Further the 

article notes that the site has “never been taken advantage of [for its] unused acres of 

lots zoned for apartment houses” (Ibid.). In the article, developers’ and city officials’ 

rendering of the social space in Echo Park is both proffered with the idea that if Echo 

Park is not developed, the neighborhood might turn into a ghetto or perhaps worse, a 

site that might remain poor and “Latin.” 

By the 1990s, the neighborhood had become a Latino barrio home to large 

numbers of Chicano, Central American and Mexican immigrant families. Yet with the 

attempts of the Los Angeles Community Redevelopment Agency to “revitalize” areas 

of downtown Los Angeles (through projects such as growing Little Tokyo, and the 
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later development of Staples Center and the Pico Union district of downtown Los 

Angeles), the neighborhood became increasingly valuable as a residential and 

commercial site for more affluent businesses and residents. Slowly, the neighborhood 

began to change. As more and more affluent residents began to reside in Echo Park, 

many longtime Latino residents were displaced due to rising property values and rents.  

By the turn of the 21
st
 century, this final transition had reached a breaking 

point. Echo Park’s gentrification became a hotly debated topic. By 2006, films such as 

Quinceañera offered representations of this neighborhood’s changing demographics 

from a predominantly working class Latino community to that of an increasingly 

affluent, white community. It was not uncommon to see the Los Angeles Times or the 

alternative publication L.A. Weekly, publish articles on the gentrification of Echo Park. 

One particular article titled, “Echo Park evolves into hipster destination” notes that, 

“Once a largely working class Latino neighborhood, Echo Park is now home to one of 

L.A.’s most densely packed night-life corridors...” (Gelt “Echo”). These descriptions 

left many Latino residents wondering what recourse they might have to prevent their 

complete displacement from the neighborhood. Further exacerbating the situation 

were  the competing interests that each group of residents desired from the 

neighborhood. 

For example in 2010, neighborhood councils, which were proxies for the Los 

Angeles city council, had become dominated by more affluent white residents. Again, 

the Los Angeles Times highlights the tensions between Latino and Euro-American 

residents in these councils. Scott Gold’s article, titled “Gentrification divides Echo 
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Park community in Los Angeles,” discusses the acrimonious atmosphere between 

Euro-American and Latino residents. In explaining the division, the author writes, 

But the divide here is particularly resonant because at its heart is the 

sort of gentrification shaping so many neighborhoods in the interior of 

Los Angeles. Echo Park was one of the first L.A. suburbs and, later, 

was the site of some of the city's first white flight. Now, the Anglos are 

coming back -- white return? -- and in recent years, that has begun to 

redefine life in the ethnic enclave that developed in their absence. 

Latino businesses and families have been pushed out, largely by rising 

rents. 

 

As noted by the article, the threat of displacement forced Latino residents to become 

active in the Greater Echo Park Elysian Neighborhood Council. They participated in 

order to halt the gentrification they saw taking place in their neighborhood. In turn, 

acrimonious elections and meetings resulted. In these meetings, the council voted and 

made recommendations on policy decisions to the city councilperson representing 

their district. Particularly poignant was the election where Latino residents began to 

assert their views on the council. They elected an almost entirely Latino slate to 

challenge the gentrification in their neighborhood. And though the article attempts to 

assert that such binaries are not always clear-cut, the issues facing the community 

spawned such misgivings and lack of trust from many residents. 

Brando Skyhorse’s short novel, The Madonnas of Echo Park highlights the 

gentrification taking place in the neighborhood. An homage to a classmate he knew as 

a child in Echo Park, this novel is Brando Skyhorse’s first published novel. Though he 

worked as an editor before publishing this text, Skyhorse describes many of the 

aspects of a changing Echo Park within the novel. Though Skyhorse’s descriptions of 

people within Echo Park are fascinating, the text fails at the level of language. The 
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Madonnas of Echo Park fails to offer dialogue that is believable. Further, the narrative 

passages often appear to forego any concrete linguistic description of dialogue and 

conversation.  Despite this, the novel is helpful for reading the changing spatialities of 

Echo Park from the early 1980s until the late 1990s. Further, the novel does permit 

readers an understanding of how such changes affect residents in the neighborhood.  

The title of this text is based on an accidental murder that takes place in 1984 

in this novel. The “Madonnas” the title references are the young girls that attempted to 

mimic the singer Madonna in her video that was shot in Echo Park. As author 

Skyhorse writes, the “...girls and their mothers gathered there [to dance] on the corner 

spontaneously, then every Friday afternoon... I recognized el Guanaco in Madonna’s 

music video for [the song] ‘Borderline’” (47). During one of these Fridays, a stray 

bullet from a drive-by shooting kills one of the girls. This young girl, Alma and her 

murder become the axis around which the eight chapters of this novel revolve. The 

references to young Alma’s murder appear at various times within the novel. I would 

argue that these references to the murder recall a past where Echo Park was not the 

desirable enclave at the edge of downtown Los Angeles. In this way, Alma and her 

murder function as a specter that refers readers to a history that today, is nearly erased 

from Echo Park. 

Divided into seven chapters, the novel describes the events of an accidental 

death resulting from a drive-by shooting in Echo Park. Though each chapter focuses 

on distinct characters, they overlap to provide a nuanced understanding of the family 

most affected by the violence in the shooting. Surprisingly though, the novel does not 
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focus on the family of the girl killed in the drive-by shooting. Instead, the novel 

focuses on the family of Felicia and Aurora Esperanza. These two characters, Felicia 

and her daughter Aurora, become the main protagonists of the novel. The novel 

explains that Aurora Esperanza is somewhat ironically named after “the last woman to 

be taken from the land that was once hers...[Chavez Ravine]” (198). Yet the novel 

traces their lives as they reside in and around Echo Park from the early 1980s until end 

of the century. 

On the fateful day of the drive-by shooting, Felicia has forced her daughter to 

dance on the corner in Echo Park with other Latina girls that imitate the singer 

Madonna. They imitate Madonna by dressing up as the star while singing and dancing 

on the same physical site where she filmed her music video for the song “Borderline.” 

Despite her mother’s urging, Aurora sees the dancing as something for a “little girl” 

and she refuses to pose with the other children in a group photograph. As their 

argument ensues, there is a drive-by shooting where, 

two pairs of headlights approached over the horizon, as if the setting 

sun had broken into large marbles. Five loud gunshots in quick 

succession, not firecrackers or popping corn but deep hammer thrusts, 

cut the fleshy air. The mothers screamed, their voices angry, then 

terrified as they dragged their girls’ baby high heels across the sidewalk 

to hide. (49) 

 

Though another child named Alma dies in the gunfire, the shot that kills Alma barely 

misses Aurora. Had she not been struggling with her mother while posing for the 

picture, the bullet would have killed Aurora. Subsequently, the novel depicts Felicia 

and Aurora’s attempts to piece together their lives and strained relationship after the 

shooting.  
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For this reason, the other chapters focus on ancillary characters that include 

Aurora’s absent and undocumented father, her unknown “abuela,” neighbors and 

children from the neighborhood. Through their perspectives, the narrative builds to the 

conclusion where the singer Morrissey makes an appearance and speaks to Aurora 

Esperanza. It is in this final scene that Aurora encounters yet does not recognize her 

undocumented father. He is, “A trabajador around my father’s age [that] wanders 

around in a circle” (190).  She also runs into her forgotten grandmother during the 

Lotus Festival next to Echo Park Lake. Through these encounters Aurora Esperanza 

realizes she “belongs” in Echo Park. This sense of “belonging” is punctuated by her 

encounter with Morrissey,  

The man’s salt-sprinkled black hair is coiffed in a fifties-style 

pompadour, his silky Egyptian blue shirt glitters under a shower of 

mist, and his jeans are cuffed atop a pair of expensive-looking boots... 

He mouths the words, ‘You belong.’ This is the color of my faith. 

Morrissey stands up on the car’s doorframe, aware that I and I alone 

see him and know who he is, and waves... a simple acknowledgment 

that we have made contact in this brief moment that doesn’t need to be 

shared or verified by anyone else... (194) 

 

In the concluding pages, Aurora decides that she must move back to the neighborhood 

with her mother. She recognizes that she has been trying to run away from her 

background and her past. And, in a final note to mark her permanence in the 

neighborhood, the day after the festival Aurora walks by the site of the drive-by 

shooting. She explains, “I take out... [a] sticker roll and spell out ALMA on the utility 

box in rows of sparkly stars and hearts, the only graffiti ‘tag’ I’ve ever drawn” as a 

method for suturing the wounds that the events of the past had enacted on them so 

long ago” (197). 
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The novel clearly describes the representational spaces in Echo Park during the 

1980s. The novel explains that the neighborhood was considered poor and housed 

working class mexicanos, Mexican Americans and immigrants from around the world.  

Yet in referencing Madonna’s video for the song “Borderline,” Skyhorse highlights 

the iconographic image of the young Mexican-American “cholo.” For, as the author 

describes the montage of Madonna’s video filmed in Echo Park, he points out, “In the 

video, Madonna, dressed as a classic “Low Rider” chola... [and is] Out on ‘her’ streets 

again... [she] is welcomed into the arms of her cholas hanging outside, who realize she 

has not abandoned her chicas or her ‘hood.... Madonna dances into the arms of her 

former boyfriend, a young Mexican guy who has pined for her throughout the video 

and represents the Mexican roots, the Mexican life she cannot turn her back on” (47). 

This is the way that Echo Park is immortalized in popular culture by Madonna’s video. 

The representational spaces in the neighborhood offer Madonna an authenticity 

reflected from the working class community. Yet for residents and community 

members, the site holds permanence because of a child’s murder. This child’s murder 

haunts the neighborhood and reflects a real and tragic past slowly erased by 

gentrification.  

This becomes exceedingly apparent in the chapter, “The Hustler.” In this 

chapter, a just released prisoner returns to his old neighborhood of Echo Park to find 

his neighborhood completely transformed. I would argue that the character Freddy 

Blas functions as a ghost (an unknown and unseen body) returning to the 

neighborhood. What they find is a neighborhood space completely changed. He is, as 
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Gordon explains “characteristically attached to the events, things and places that 

produced them in the first place,” yet “they are haunting reminders of lingering 

trouble” (xix). Since he was imprisoned in the 1980s, he can only read his 

neighborhood as the barrio he left behind. He tries to find his lover Cristina Alarcon, 

only to discover she has died. After trying to locate her home, he learns that her 

daughter has sold it in order to take advantage of increasing property prices.  

As a longtime hustler, Freddy finds that even the sites where he once 

prostituted himself are gone. Moreover, when he tries to hustle a young “hipster” 

couple in a game of pool at such an old neighborhood bar, he wins only to be assaulted 

by the “Buddy Holly-style glasses”-wearing hipster. His comments reflect on how 

much he has become a figment of the past. He has, in fact become an anachronism in 

his barrio Echo Park for the neighborhood holds none of the representational spaces he 

remembers. He realizes, “Not counting Cristina and Angie, I learn throughout the day 

there’s eight families I know who sold their houses and moved away, five guys who 

‘disappeared,’ two guys in jail, and a handful of nobodies...There’s a weird smell in 

the bar I can’t place and graffiti in English- Who the fuck writes fucking graffiti in 

English in Echo Park?” (119). This dislocation, alienation and perhaps, de-

territorialization Freddy Blas experiences is reflective of the many residents who find 

themselves (and their experiences) gradually erased from the neighborhood. The 

representational spaces they recall and embody are no longer visible in the 

neighborhood. As a released prisoner, Freddy returns to the neighborhood to function 

as a specter, reflecting his displeasure in the neighborhood. He must, in fact, walk the 
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purgatory of a gentrified Echo Park. His memories function not as recollections, but 

instead as inscriptions of the representational spaces no longer present in the 

neighborhood. 

The initial plans for gentrification of the area where L.A. Live sits today took 

place during the early 1990s under the auspices of then-Mayor Tom Bradley. By the 

turn of the century, succeeding mayors worked with the Community Redevelopment 

Agency of Los Angeles (CRALA) to entice business leaders to invest in the area. The 

results of their efforts began in earnest during 1999 when L.A. Live became the 

physical beachhead of an “urban renaissance” in downtown Los Angeles. Today, L.A. 

Live’s economic success has pushed CRALA to promote continued gentrification 

eastward towards the Skid Row area of downtown Los Angeles.  

In discussing this gentrification of downtown Los Angeles, the impact of L.A. 

Live on the gentrification of downtown Los Angeles cannot be understated. This urban 

renewal project served as the beachhead for later gentrification efforts in downtown 

Los Angeles from 1999 forward. Cushioned between South Figueroa Street and the 

Harbor Freeway (110), L.A. Live is located in the southwest corner of downtown Los 

Angeles. As noted in the historical background on Echo Park, by the 1990s, the 

majority of the residents in downtown Los Angeles and immediately adjoining 

neighborhoods such as Echo Park and Pico Union were working-class Latinos and, to 

a lesser extent, African Americans. A great percentage of these Latino residents were 

Central American immigrants. As a result, many of the residents affected by the 

gentrification of downtown Los Angeles were residents of color that comprised the 
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underclasses living in apartment complexes and Single Room Occupancy hotels 

dotting the downtown landscape. As downtown Los Angeles’ gentrification 

proceeded, these residents’ dislocation became the focus of activists and organizers 

challenging the push of gentrification.  

Groups such as Inquilinos Unidos, The Los Angeles Coalition to End Hunger 

and Homelessness, the Skid Row Housing Trust, and SRO Housing Corp. all 

challenged the gentrification that began with L.A. Live and the subsequent “urban 

renewal” projects that followed. As one organizer explains, the re-development of 

downtown Los Angeles spaces “has not worked out... for many” (Herrera A4). This is 

especially true for the homeless and working poor. For example, one Los Angeles 

reporter, Carla Rivera noted specifically that in 1999, after L.A. Live was developed, 

over 250 residents were moved to neighboring sites where they received temporary 

subsidized housing. These included apartments that afforded them middle-class 

accouterments, yet lacked the communal ties that they had established while living in 

their old neighborhoods.  

In documenting these displaced residents, Rivera explains that they “were 

forced to make way for parking lots serving the sparkling new playground that will 

open next week as the home of the Lakers, the Clippers and the Kings” (1). She 

continues, describing the displaced residents, “Those families, largely low-income 

Latino immigrants and their children, are reminders that the $375-million arena 

project comes with human consequences...” (1). In this sense, Rivera’s article 

highlights the real consequences of gentrification, often lost in the discussions that the 



146 

 

 

“urban renaissance” developers created with L.A Live. She notes that the working 

poor too often bear the brunt of such “urban renewal” often without recourse from 

developers and city officials.  

For, as Rivera notes, the housing provided to displaced residents was only 

temporary and lacked the community bonds that many residents had worked hard to 

establish. She explains, “for dozens of families uprooted by the arena, there is a sense 

of yearning for homes where they lived for 10 years or more and for a way of living 

they believe was more neighborly and less confining, despite the conditions... [and] 

for many households, the monthly subsidies have run out or will do so soon” (1). 

Thus, these residents face the real loss of a home and community while also facing the 

real possibility of not having a home in the near future. It must also be noted that the 

“confining” quality of these “re-located” homes are those that now warehouse the 

poor.  

By 2010, the push for gentrification in downtown Los Angeles had expanded 

southward on Washington Blvd just south of the L.A. Live complex and eastward 

towards Main St., the outer edges of Skid Row. As early as 2002, the Los Angeles 

Times noted in articles that the demolishing and relocation of Single Room Occupancy 

hotels (SROs) that serviced the homeless and the poor in Skid Row had become a 

focal point for affordable housing advocates in Los Angeles. As reporter Laura Loh 

explains homeless advocates brought a “lawsuit against the city and the Community 

Redevelopment Agency” for their approval of the relocation of SROs. Their lawsuit 

alleged that the city’s and developer’s “plans to relocate skid row residents to 
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affordable replacement housing [were] inadequate” (B1). The homeless were the final 

denizens to be cleared to make room for developments in the area such as “the Old 

Bank District, a $37-million project that converted a block of vacant commercial 

buildings” (Ibid.). Such pushes are symptomatic of the developer efforts to “reclaim” 

all of the space in downtown Los Angeles. These attempts would seek to reclaim 

urban space from working-class families for the uses of developers. 

This push eastward by gentrification advocates becomes the backdrop for the 

anti-gentrification efforts mentioned in the Phillips’s novel The Underbelly. This last 

text began as a creative writing blog on the anti-gentrification website fourstory.org. 

In an interview at the end of his novel, Phillips explains that The Underbelly began as 

a response to the gentrification of areas of downtown Los Angeles. For this reason, the 

novel focuses on the areas of Skid Row (already facing gentrification in the novel) and 

the already redeveloped areas of downtown Los Angeles such as the site of L.A. Live 

where Staples Center is located in the heart of Los Angeles. In an interview at the end 

of The Underbelly, author Gary Phillips explains how the L.A. Live/Staples Center 

redevelopment project clearly appears in his novel. He points out that the L.A. Live 

redevelopment project is featured at various points in the novel under the pseudonym 

of Emerald Shoals Redevelopment Project. Moreover, he explains that the novel is 

situated in the gentrified reality facing the working class residents of downtown Los 

Angeles from 2005 until publication in 2010. He states,  

The story takes place in Los Angeles... a place in a gentrifying 

downtown Los Angeles. And a la L.A. Live, this complex of venues 

recently built there that includes the Staples Center where the pro-

basketball Lakers play, and nightclubs, restaurants, and a large hotel, 
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there’s a mega development project in the book called the Emerald 

Shoals. This project like in real life has displaced working poor folks 

and impacted the homeless as the so-called urban pioneers move into 

converted lofts... (142)  

 

Thus Phillips’s novel reflects a material history of gentrification as well as the few 

remaining representational spaces in downtown Los Angeles. The text often offers 

representations of the changing social space that the protagonist, Magrady (and an 

anti-gentrification community leader Janis Bonilla) must navigate. This gentrification, 

begun in earnest with the construction of Emerald Shoals, has removed working-class 

people of color in the area, propagating an urban redevelopment that today burgeons 

far beyond the southeastern extreme of downtown Los Angeles.  

The Underbelly focuses on the protagonist named Mulgrew Magrady. A 

former Vietnam veteran, Magrady suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder and is 

attempting to recover from his addiction to alcohol and drugs. Unfortunately, his 

addictions have left Magrady near homeless and estranged from his ex-wife, his son 

and his daughter. In fact, for half the novel, he is relegated to living in the garage of 

the son of an old war buddy or on his boss’s couch. These are the representational 

spaces Magrady describes in the text. Magrady subsists from his military pension and 

odd jobs in the neighborhood around Los Angeles’ Skid Row. Interestingly, one of 

Magrady’s jobs involves working with the community activist group Urban Advocacy. 

Through the novel, it is apparent that Magrady’s work with Urban Advocacy is an 

attempt to piece together a new life. Urban Advocacy is a community group that aids 

those living at the margins of society. Further, the group helps the homeless and poor 
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facing displacement caused by the growing gentrification in the area. They also aid 

local groups in organizing and protesting such redevelopment within the area.  

Magrady befriends the director of Urban Advocacy, Janis Bonilla. He helps 

Urban Advocacy through odd jobs ranging from repair work to small time 

investigation and research. In the novel, Urban Advocacy is the main adversary to the 

Emerald Shoals redevelopment project that is being developed by the company 

Subbakhan. This project intends to develop the “undesirable” land in the southeastern 

edge of downtown Los Angeles (in areas that adjoin and abut Skid Row) into a new 

entertainment and upscale housing district. Through Magrady’s interior dialogue, 

Phillips describes Emeral Shoals,  

[as the] extravaganza of engineering, construction and City Hall 

lobbying... soon there would be structures including a 75,000-seat 

stadium where the NFL’s Barons would play, moving from the 

Coliseum in South Central. There was also a fifteen-screen movieplex, 

a music venue, restaurants and parking structure partially above and 

below ground. (18) 

 

In the novel, though community groups such as Urban Advocacy manage to halt 

construction twice, the lobbying power of SubbaKhan is too powerful. SubbaKhan 

ultimately pushes the project forward. Phillips’ narrative and characters demonstrate 

how the city infrastructure is willing to acquiesce to the developers. The novel 

remarks how their efforts are often unscrupulous; many in positions of power either 

directly or indirectly benefit from the construction of the Emerald Shoals project.  

It is clear that Phillips’ novel echoes reality. For, in the novel the developers 

hold such power, that they can have police and immigration patrols eliminate and 

intimidate opponents’ gentrification. Midway through the novel, at the behest of 
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SubbaKhan, police and immigration officers interrogate and later arrest the 

community activists they see as obstructing their project. In this passage, Magrady 

notes,  

Armed men and women emerged from inside and around the corner of 

the building. Stenciled on the back of the new arrivals’ jackets was the 

word ICE in big yellow cap letters, the Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement arm of the Department of Homeland Security. 

Accompanying them were unfortunates in plastic restraints – members 

of the assembled community organizations. (36) 

 

Such is the power of SubbaKhan within the area where the development is taking 

place. They can demand that both local and federal police officials to question 

members of community groups like Urban Advocacy. All of this is done as a tactic of 

intimidating and eliminating any resistance from working class subjects to the 

development project. 

In contrast, Magrady’s character is symbolic of the poorer residents in the 

neighborhood. These residents watch the redevelopment with a sense of fatalism and 

resignation. Magrady references this when he mentions how the very names of 

representational spaces in south central Los Angeles have changed. On a ride home on 

a bus through the neighborhood adjacent to the Emerald Shoals project, the narrator 

explains, “Magrady still termed this area South Central or South L.A. despite the 

newspeak promulgated at nearby USC referring to this part of town as ‘downtown 

adjacent’” (21). Such euphemisms are attempts to erase the representational spaces of 

South Central Los Angeles and function as metaphors for the residents living in the 

neighborhood. Much like the symbolic name changes of space, residents eke out an 
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existence on borrowed time. For, like the names of spaces, the longtime working class 

residents will also be removed and changed. 

It is against this backdrop that Magrady is forced to defend a friend named 

Floyd Chambers. Magrady finds Floyd Chambers being accosted by Savoirfaire. 

Savoirfaire is a younger local hustler threatening the wheelchair-bound Chambers. 

Magrady must fight the younger man and ultimately leaves him with a broken leg and 

jaw. Unfortunately, after this, Savoirfaire is found murdered in a set of mysterious 

circumstances. Due to their earlier altercation, local police presume that Magrady is 

the culprit. Magrady is thus forced to solve Savoirfaire’s murder in order to clear his 

own name. In the process, Magrady encounters a larger set of crimes. All of these 

crimes and intrigue are tied to the Emerald Shoals project and the developer 

Subbakhan. 

 

Analysis of Texts 

As I have stated before, I have watched various plays by Culture Clash. Few 

have impressed me as much as “Chavez Ravine.” The play’s focus on redevelopment 

and gentrification is apparent and becomes the central focus of the play’s narrative. 

Further, the play develops an important female character, an engagement with class 

contradictions and highlights the machinations of the earlier “noire”-like period in Los 

Angeles. Further, the play includes popular culture within the historical background 

offered in the play. Personally, the names and teams mentioned harkened back to my 

first years in Southern California. During those years, I was a fan of both the Dodgers 
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and the San Diego Padres. For many in my generation, Fernando Valenzuela was an 

icon that reflected the experiences many of us underwent as immigrants in the 1980s. 

“Chavez Ravine” should be credited for asking audiences to engage with the “hidden” 

history of Dodger stadium; giving voice and face to the hundreds of families displaced 

by the construction of the stadium. Thus, “Chavez Ravine” functions as an 

oppositional narrative dialoguing with the current and future Los Angeles residents 

about gentrification. Further, the play examines and highlights the historical lack of 

power Chicanos and Latinos have experienced within the region. 

The play begins by immediately establishing the setting: the home opener for 

the Los Angeles Dodgers at Dodger Stadium in Chavez Ravine in 1981. In this setting, 

major league baseball’s first Mexican/Mexican American superstar is introduced as 

the starting pitcher for the Dodgers. Following this introduction, Mexican-American 

residents from the 1940s appear in the outfield as ghosts. These ghosts that only 

Valenzuela can see, ask Fernando to listen to the history of Chavez Ravine. As noted 

earlier, the spirits that first introduce themselves are Maria Salgado Ruiz and her 

brother Henry Ruiz. The pair begin telling Valenzuela this hidden history of Chavez 

Ravine. As the play continues, Maria and Henry give way to Manazar Gamboa who 

becomes what the play terms the “dead poet/slash/ghost presence/slash/narrator 

device” that allows Fernando the capacity to learn about this hidden history. 

These characters are, in fact, the specters from history relating to audiences the 

history of Chavez Ravine. While providing concrete descriptions of the 

representational spaces Dodger Stadium has erased, the ghosts highlight what is at 
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stake for Mexican American families in the subsequent evictions caused by the 

construction of Dodger Stadium. Manazar Gamboa for example, provides an 

important perspective for audiences precisely because he is representative of these 

families. He grew up and figuratively dies in the neighborhood. He inscribes his 

history by stating, “Quivole, my name is Manazar, I am a poet who grew up aqui in La 

Bishop. When I died, not too long ago, they spread my ashes all through these hills” 

(43). Ironically, another spectral character within the play, Henry, also inscribes his 

ties to the neighborhood while also representing residents’ complicity in the process of 

gentrification. Henry Ruiz is a World War II veteran that returns to his home in 

Chavez Ravine after the war. When Chavez Ravine residents are asked by city 

officials to move out to make room for a public housing project, Henry immediately 

accedes. Despite in the opening scenes explaining that he was “born behind second 

base and raised right here on Bishops road...[and] buried my umbilical cord under that 

house right there,” Henry decides to leave the neighborhood (40). When the first 

letters and offers arrive from the city as an enticement to get residents to move out of 

the area, Henry responds, “I’m taking my GI Bill and the city dough and never looking 

back. I’m gonna give my kids more than footprints in the dirt and chicken shacks. It’s 

a goddamned slum up here... There is nothing here” (46). Henry does not attach the 

same value to his home and neighborhood that his sister Maria does. He has “seen the 

world” through his participation in World War II. His character offers a contradictory 

voice within the narrative trajectory of the play: he calls attention to the Chavez 



154 

 

 

Ravine, yet immediately after, reveals why he sells his home and leaves the 

neighborhood.  

Maria Salgado Muñoz on the other hand becomes a leader for those 

challenging the eviction and subsequent gentrification. She consistently organizes 

residents and challenges business and city leaders in their attempt to take the land and 

give it to the Dodgers organization. When Henry decides to take the city money and 

move away from the neighborhood, Maria challenges and chastises his decision, 

urging him to stay. Maria also engages the variety of historical figures that also appear 

in the play. In these interactions, she represents the resistance to public housing 

developers and later, to the Dodger Stadium advocates. She challenges residents that 

give in to the forces of redevelopment to maintain the “wonderful memories guys” 

because “that’s why we have to fight, so our children will have memories, too. We 

gotta fight man! No me moveran, guys!” (57).  

These characters clearly provide readers with an inscription to the past. In the 

passages recalling the old barrios, specters like Maria, Henry and Manazar Gamboa 

frequently recall the streets and sites from the various neighborhoods Dodger Stadium 

erased from the physical landscape of the valley. Yet one can only understand this 

dislocation when considering what the play is attempting to do: offer a representation 
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of this overlaying of space. 

 

Figure 1: An aerial photograph as a palimpsest. Dodger Stadium and the 

neighborhood it erased. 

(http://solanocanyon.net/chavezravine.aspx) 

 

 

Though historical websites such as “Solano Canyon” (taking its name from the former 

name of the larger site) attempt to inscribe the lost markers of the space in Chavez 

Ravine, the play offers the lived experience of residents who both resisted and acceded 

to the forces of capital in building the stadium. 

From these spatial descriptions one can see how the neighborhood once had 

streets and subsections where thousands of people lived. Again, Gamboa’s character 

http://solanocanyon.net/chavezravine.aspx


156 

 

 

describes the neighborhood and the space, explaining that, “Bobby, Pete and me 

roamed the whole area up here: Bishops Road, Effie Road, Puto Hill...” that were 

adjacent to more sylvan areas, “[we] swam in the L.A. river... big rocks,/ clean water,/ 

earth,/ not concrete” (45). This description of home contrasts with the descriptions of 

the spaces outside their neighborhood. Gamboa again explains, “Everything was here, 

we had a malt shop, pool parlors, and a beauty shop.... [but] When we went 

downtown, when we left the barrio, it was like going to el Twilight Zone” (45). The 

neighborhoods in Chavez Ravine were havens and home for the residents with no 

other place to live. In contrast, the downtown space is read as foreign and cold. In 

hearing Gamboa’s description, audiences can readily understand why he has his ashes 

spread over the site. His descriptions of the representational spaces in Chavez Ravine 

(Solano Canyon) provide audiences with the perspective of longtime residents from 

Chavez Ravine evicted to build Dodger stadium. This is clear when Manazar Gamboa 

describes his childhood home and lists the places erased from the collective 

consciousness of Los Angeles. After Henry’s conversation with Maria, where Henry 

confesses that he is moving out of the barrio, Gamboa comments on Henry and 

Maria’s situation. He also explains his experiences upon leaving his home. He states: 

Henry never set foot in his mother’s house again. Hey, six thousand 

dollars seemed like a fortune back then. When I left la Bishop, I was 

riding in the back of my father’s pick-up truck. I didn’t even have time 

to say goodbye to my friends, nada... I was just sitting in the back [of 

the truck], looking at the houses, trying to memorize the streets, the 

trees, the gullies, the little arroyos. I tried to burn into my cabeza, so 

that I would never forget. (46) 
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Such passages become commonplace through Gamboa’s monologues as the ever-

present attempt to inscribe the history of the neighborhood in the face of impending 

destruction and erasure of the barrio. At the end of Act I, the official history of the 

construction of Dodger Stadium is played as a radio newsreel, “It’s the end of public 

housing in Los Angeles” and in response to that official history, Manazar Gamboa 

states, “The homes, the barrios, the people scattered into oblivion, the city pushing 

down on the heart of memory” (52). 

It is important to note that Gamboa’s re-inscription of the past and Maria’s 

resistance to developers is contrasted with those that accede to the demands of capital. 

These residents are symbolically represented by Henry Ruiz’s character. Such 

residents never aspire to remain in the neighborhood and reflect the petite bourgeoisie 

dreams and desires of many residents in Chavez Ravine. Despite this, their histories 

are included as part of a larger narrative reflective of many Mexican-American 

communities within Los Angeles. For much like Chavez Ravine, areas like Bunker 

Hill and the areas adjacent to freeways became sites that as Raul Homero Villa points 

out become “deterritorialized” spaces for Mexican American and Chicano residents. 

That is, they are bought off or forcibly removed from such communities within Los 

Angeles.  

“Chavez Ravine” is an important play because utilizing specters’ description of 

the neighborhood, the play interrogates a “representational space.” The play permits 

audiences an aperture to the lived experiences of Chicano residents in Chavez Ravine 

and the barrios it contained before Dodger Stadium was built. Again, public spaces 
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such as the Santo Niño church are important sites of resistance within the play. 

Activists like Maria Salgado Ruiz meet at the church to organize community members 

to challenge gentrification. The church permits organizers and residents a public space 

to organize resistance to the plans city leaders and the developers have for the 

neighborhood. Unfortunately, this “religious” space at the center of the barrio is 

eventually spatially written over by the stadium. Despite this, public spaces continue 

to provide sites of resistance in “Chavez Ravine.” One must be reminded that the play 

itself takes place in a representation of Dodger Stadium. For, as Fernando Valenzuela 

has become an iconic representative of Chicanos, Mexican Americans and mexicanos 

within Los Angeles, his dialogue with ghosts during the baseball game permit an intra-

ethnic, interethnic and intergenerational dialogue about gentrification in Los Angeles. 

This becomes the final aspect of resistance of “Chavez Ravine.”  

In The Madonnas of Echo Park by Brando Skyhorse, characters like Aurora 

Esperanza leave the neighborhood and only return to visit family. Subsequently, she 

like the aforementioned character Freddy Blas can be read as ghosts from the past. For 

in the chapter “La Luz y La Tierra,” she inveighs the changes facing her 

neighborhood. While visiting her mother who owns a home in Echo Park, she 

disparages how much the neighborhood has changed. She states,  

Bizarre “gentrified” color schemes – pastel salmons and electric 

tangerines - coat the outlines of buildings whose shapes are 

recognizable but whose occupants and appearances are not... Why do 

things appear so different out of my car? Where are the battered houses 

and dilapidated stores with Spanglishized names? Where are los 

borrachos and the wandering covens of Watchtower señoras, holding 

heir flimsy magazines against their breasts like medieval shields and 

searching for fresh souls to convert? It is as if an antimatter explosion 
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had detonated high above Echo Park, reconstructing decay into a 

glittering faux affluence, a Willy Wonka neutron bomb coating the 

landscape in radioactive smiley face yellows and Wellbutrin blues. 

(169) 

 

Returning to Echo Park, Aurora finds her neighborhood “bombed” by the changes 

gentrification has enacted. She recognizes the outlines but no longer the specifics of 

people and places that populate her home. This critique is even more poignant when 

considering the people populating the neighborhood now are lifeless. They cannot be 

seen from behind the colors and paint of gentrification. 

The novel also offers a more nuanced understanding of longtime residents that 

sell their homes. For example, when the character Angie sells her mother’s (Cristina 

Alarcon’s) home in Echo Park, there is a rationale for such decisions. In the chapter 

“Cool Kids,” Angie explains how much she has assimilated by avoiding her working-

class roots in Echo Park and East Los Angeles. She makes every attempt to develop 

friends from the San Fernando Valley and she takes on a job working at Contempo 

Casuals store in order to work among Euro-American girls. She assimilates to the 

extent that she avoids her Chicana best friend since childhood. After attending a 

community college, she graduates from UCLA. She narrates,  

Transferring to UCLA for an English degree had left me $60,000 in 

debt. Selling the house would be an easy way to pay off my loans... 

Selling the house meant I was out of debt, free to go wherever I 

wanted. I discovered I didn’t want to go anywhere after all, especially 

once the neighborhood started changing. House prices went up, 

neighbors cased out, and there were new bars, new restaurants, fewer 

cholos. (147) 

 

Though her experiences permit her an access outside the neighborhood, she decides 

not to leave. Instead, she decides to rent a home in Echo Park where she raises her 
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young daughter, Maria. Instead of interpreting the sale of her mother’s home as an 

attempt to “escape” the neighborhood, she utilizes the sale to access a college 

education and maintains her ties to the space of Echo Park. 

Though the critiques leveled at gentrification appear frequently within the 

novel, within the text, there is no representation of an attempt to organize or offer 

resistance to changes taking place in the neighborhood. I would argue though that the 

Lotus Festival at the end of the novel, affirms the history of Echo Park precisely 

because it conjures up what is slowly being erased from the neighborhood: the often 

unseen, working class, immigrant residents. In the final chapter “La Luz y La Tierra”, 

Aurora Esperanza walks through the Lotus Festival at Echo Park Lake.  This festival is 

depicted as a heterotopic space where each year, different ethnicities and classes 

comingle as an attempt to reaffirm community. In this section, Aurora affirms, “In the 

air are the smells of baked breads and skunk, belligerent shouting into cell phones and 

parents disciplining overstimulated children, raucous laughter and lovers recounting 

their banal events to each other in exaggerated tones of excitement, a fierce blend of 

Spanish, Chinese, and English speakers vying to be the loudest...” (190). This 

representation stands in contrast to the earlier, homogenous descriptions that Aurora 

offers of the gentrified Echo Park she encounters while visiting her mother. Though 

this return to the neighborhood is punctuated by her inability to feel at ease in this 

space, it is only after visiting the festival that she feels “at home.” For in this festival, 

she realizes that the old Echo Park still exists, she still “belongs” within this space.  
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In many ways, The Underbelly by Gary Phillips lacks the motifs that have 

appeared in many of the texts that offer representations of gentrification. This is 

especially true when one attempts to locate the specters within this text. In the text, 

there are no ghosts in the traditional sense. There are no characters like Manazar 

Gamboa or Maria Salgado Ruiz that appear within the text to guide readers through. 

Instead, I would argue that specters appear in two distinct manners within this text. 

The first can be read in the discovery of the skull of Talmook, the skull of an ancient 

indigenous leader that asks readers to recall an earlier period of Los Angeles history. 

Yet I would argue that this “specter” does not aid in understanding the role that 

specters play in areas that have been gentrified. I would argue better examples of the 

ghosts within this story are the very characters that populate the text like the 

protagonist, Mulgrew Magrady. These “specters” are the faceless residents of Skid 

Row and the areas adjacent to the Emerald Shoals Development. I would argue that 

the representations of undocumented and homeless residents surviving in abject 

poverty are the representations of specters that offer an oppositional narrative for 

readers. These representations of the “ghosts” of the city appear through the 

illustrations within the text and the homeless protagonist Magrady.  

As noted earlier, this novel began as a blog on an anti-gentrification 

organization’s website. Interestingly, the publishers of The Underbelly, PM Press, 

reflect and produce a similar “do-it-yourself” aesthetic throughout the text. This is 

most apparent in the illustrations in the text. Though the illustrations can be seen as 

basic; lacking the consistent and polished appearance of “mainstream” text 
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illustrations, they provide clear examples of how specters should be seen and read 

within this text. Nearly all of these images feature faceless representations of the 

denizens in downtown Los Angeles. For example, one image is a drawn sketch 

depicting a faceless black body being arrested by police officers. Others offer 

photographic portraits of homeless residents either sleeping at bus stops or on the 

street. These images appear alongside woodcut prints that show denizens in various 

types of labor.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The faceless paletero. Figure 3: A faceless, homeless denizen. 

 

For example figure 1, the image is a representation of the working class paletero that 

sells ice cream to children in working class Latino neighborhoods. Later woodcut 

images feature representations of a frutero or street fruit salesman. Another features a 

homeless man pushing a shopping cart with bags. Such work functions as a 

representation of the faceless informal labor and commerce in the city completed by 

Latinos. Important also is that all of the woodcut images are representations of 

Figure 2: The faceless paletero. 
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residents that have managed to survive in the neighborhood. Yet they now face 

displacement from the neighborhood due to gentrification.  

Much in the same way, the photographs in the novel The Underbelly all depict 

faceless, homeless residents. In each of these photographs (as in figure 2 above), the 

homeless residents occupy a temporal area in the physical space of the neighborhood. 

Despite their existence, they lack any definitive features. Instead, these representations 

of anonymous residents foreclose the possibility of an identity for the poor. Instead, 

the identities of working class bodies within the neighborhood are blank and easily 

forgotten. The text utilizes such images as a metaphor for gentrification and how it 

reads the bodies of these faceless denizens of the neighborhood. These are bodies that 

can be moved and layered over with ease.  In the eyes of developers, the underclass 

literally lack the face and capacity to challenge gentrification. Thus, these bodies 

function as ghosts of the former neighborhood, reminders of the material past of the 

downtown neighborhood. 

Among such visual representations, Phillips’ protagonist Mulgrew Magrady 

functions as a parallel specter. That is, he is a homeless man living at the margins of 

society. Much like the images that populate the illustrations, Magrady lacks a home 

and works odd jobs in order to survive. At times, Magrady lives on the street and at 

others (others is unclear), he lives in the homes of friends and coworkers. As Magrady 

attempts to resolve a crime that he has been accused of, he alternately appears and 

disappears into the facade of downtown Los Angeles and Skid Row. This ability to 

appear and disappear within the neighborhood allows him the chance to resolve the 
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crimes and clear his own name. Yet these interactions also reveal how precarious 

Magrady’s life is. He is indeed a specter of the neighborhood and these spectral 

characteristics permit Magrady to relate the history of the neighborhood and how the 

spatial transitions affect residents.  

In various sequences within the novel, Magrady inscribes a history of the 

neighborhood into the narrative. For example, in one passage, Magrady walks into a 

demonstration organized by his boss Janice Bonilla and the non-profit group he works 

for, Urban Advocacy. As he walks into the protest, he relates how “SubbaKhan’s 

Emerald Shoals complex... [headed] into the predominantly Latino and black areas 

where even there, land speculation had blossomed. Before and particularly after World 

War II, South Central had been populated with black migrants from the Southwest and 

Deep South. Then you could get a house with a down payment from your GI Bill or 

maybe the check you pulled down working for the city’s gas company or the railroad” 

(24). This recapitulation of events inscribes the history of working-class African 

Americans in the neighborhoods of downtown and the adjacent South Central area of 

Los Angeles. Magrady reflects this in his recollections on how the neighborhood 

transitions from a predominantly white neighborhood before World War II to 

becoming a Black enclave in the postwar period. Despite this, the neighborhood faces 

gentrification precisely because of the “land speculation” brought on by the 

development of Emerald Shoals.  

When Magrady is subsequently detained with protesters at a church, he is 

forced to sit on the grass in front of the church. Again Phillips intimates that Magrady 
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reflects on this and helps inscribe a history within the narrative, “[Magrady] hummed 

‘Joe Hill’ as he’d heard Paul Robeson singing it on the 78 platter his mother used to 

play when he was a kid... The flashback wore itself out and some gendarmes roughly 

got Magrady on his feet. He, along with the other members and staff of several 

community-based organizations, were culled together on the lawn of the raided 

Lutheran church” (35). The reference of Joe Hill cannot be understated in this passage. 

For, within this song, the laborers referenced in Robeson’s song “Joe Hill” allude to 

the anonymous workers dying for their rights.
11

 This becomes a larger metaphor for 

the many residents that continue to turn up to protest the displacement of the 

anonymous and poor from the areas of downtown due to gentrification. Magrady’s 

reference to “Joe Hill” intimates that though there may be setbacks, he and the 

residents (or metaphoric Joe Hills) will continue to challenge capital in order to stay in 

the neighborhood. 

Lastly, it is important to note how public spaces (open to all residents) become 

sites for challenging gentrification. In the protest referenced earlier, the site is a church 

that permits the poor, the undocumented and communities of color to protest. Much in 

the same way, the non-profit Urban Advocacy is represented as another site where 

anyone can participate and seek aid. For example, Magrady is able to utilize the 

physical offices of Urban Advocacy as a mailing address despite lacking a home. 

Further, Urban Advocacy places Magrady in “a pilot program partnered with the bank 

                                                        
11

 In the song, when people question Joe Hill’s existence, remarking that he must be dead, the choruses 

respond that Hill is not dead. Joe Hill becomes a symbol for all oppressed workers: though capital 

attempts to kill and eliminate Hill, he continues to appear like a ghost/specter that continues to reappear 

in history. 
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and Legal Resources and Services, their homeless veterans rep had helped him set up a 

bank account” (24). Such groups are willing to give refuge to those at the margins of 

society. These groups become the organizers that attempt to mobilize and work with 

residents to negotiate spaces for the working class residents to live in the face of 

speculative building. As the novel intimates, it is not Emerald Shoals (an individual 

problem) that is the real problem, but instead the outlying buildings and residencies as 

everyone “near the ‘SC campus has been salivating to go condo” and broadly evict 

working class residents (23). 

 

Conclusion 

Traveling through Los Angeles, spaces such as Echo Park have become a 

familiar sight for me. I often perform at a gallery across the street from Belmont High 

School. I was surprised when watching a film about the high school “Blowouts” 

during the late 1960s and early 1970s referring to Belmont High School as one of the 

“East Los Angeles” schools to participate in the student walkout demonstrations. As I 

asked friends that live in Los Angeles, they reminded me that though today Echo Park 

is considered west of Los Angeles, this was not always the case. As one friend 

confided, Echo Park was the place where all of the labor that could not find homes in 

East Los Angeles proper, moved to find affordable homes. It had always been 

considered a part of the student movement and of the larger Chicano movement. As I 

completed this chapter, I began to understand the historical background of Echo Park, 

Angelino Heights and eventually, Chavez Ravine. 
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The texts utilized in this chapter provide useful literary and theatrical 

representations of how gentrification has affected various communities in the greater 

Los Angeles area. Further, in all of the texts, marginalized communities such as the 

abject poor African Americans, Mexican Americans and Chicanos within Los Angeles 

often bear the brunt of the power of capital. Whether they are rendered faceless 

members of the communities they reside in or whether they become deterritorialized 

from spaces that they grew up in, these texts provide concrete examples of how 

cultural production reflects oppositional narratives to the process of gentrification. 

This is extremely clear in Culture Clash’s play “Chavez Ravine.” As one of the 

troupe’s veritable masterworks, this play offers perhaps the most explicit examples of 

specters that appear to offer audiences an oppositional narrative to the “benefits” of 

gentrification. Characters such as Maria Salgado Ruiz and Manazar Gamboa force 

audiences to interrogate and negotiate the spatial transformations and consequences of 

the building of Dodger Stadium. They provide viewers an opportunity to engage in the 

“structure of feeling” that Raymond Williams describes through the lived experience 

and loss of residents. 

In this sense, “Chavez Ravine” functions as an oppositional narrative. Though 

written and performed in 2003, the play has had an impact on the greater Los Angeles 

community. Though the displacement of Mexican American and mexicano 

communities during the 1950s was something that happened “long ago” and was 

documented by historians, I would argue that the play brought to the fore a history that 

had been subsumed. In doing so, Culture Clash’s play deferred a real resistance and 
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opposition to gentrification into the future. Today, this resistance is taking place in 

barrios such as Boyle Heights, where working class homeowners and merchants have 

banded together to negotiate on their terms, the future of their neighborhood. This is a 

neighborhood growing more and more attractive to speculative investment and 

redevelopment. 

Much in the same way, Brando Skyhorse’s novel The Madonnas of Echo Park, 

documents the spatial changes Echo Park underwent between the 1980s and the late 

1990s. Though at times, the narrative voice betrays the author’s attempts to maintain 

an authenticity that he has as a former resident of Echo Park, his characters provide 

“case studies” into the effects of gentrification. Through the various characters that 

leave and come back to the neighborhood, these changes brought on by gentrification 

are interrogated. As Aurora Esperanza inveighs, “none of them see me, and they 

probably aren’t the people I think they are... I’m back to being a stranger in my own 

neighborhood, in my own home” (191). For “specters” such as Aurora, there is no 

returning to the past, and the present dislocated and ill at ease leaves the narrator and 

readers struggling to belong. And though Skyhorse’s novel cannot stop the 

gentrification from taking place, it can function as an oppositional narrative in that it 

asks residents to engage these changes. And, as noted in the historical background of 

Echo Park, longtime residents have begun to organize and to plot out strategies for 

resisting gentrification through participation in neighborhood councils. Their 

resistance (much like Skyhorse’s novel) recalls the events at Chavez Ravine and the 
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attempts of mexicanos and Mexican Americans to maintain their homes in the 

neighborhood. 

Lastly, The Underbelly by Gary Phillips, though imperfect as a “traditional” 

noire novel provides an aperture into the lives of the abject poor and homeless in a 

rapidly gentrifying downtown Los Angeles. The novel does offer an attempt to 

provide an oppositional narrative to gentrification. As the novel was first published on 

an anti-gentrification website, Phillips has constructed a narrative that is capable of 

changing this community’s future engagement with redevelopment. This is precisely 

because through protagonist Mulgrew Magrady, readers develop a clear understanding 

of how the abject poor struggle to adjust to the physical changes imposed by 

gentrification. Living on the fringes of society, these residents have the least access to 

advocates and services that can help them survive such spatial transformations. For 

this reason, developers see residents like Magrady as expendable in their attempts to 

generate profits. Though Magrady barely survives and is able to get his life back 

together with the help of others, the haunting question prevalent throughout the novel 

is what occurs to others that are not as fortunate as Magrady. Will they too, survive? 

As I finished the last half of this chapter, the Los Angeles Times published an 

article on Gary Phillips. In the article, Phillips pondered and remarked on the 

transitions facing Los Angeles. When discussing how much the South Central Los 

Angeles he grew up in has changed, he noted, “The sights and sounds I remember are 

in the past” and that the future of Los Angeles must be chartered through an 

understanding of the demographic reality of today. In this article, Phillips’ comments 
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seemed to me somewhat reminiscent of Manazar Gamboa comments in “Chavez 

Ravine.” That is, he attempted to recall his past in order to situate a better present and 

future in  the neighborhoods of Los Angeles. 
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Chapter VI: Spirits In a Material World - Conclusion 

What I have attempted to accomplish in the preceding chapters is to map out 

four U.S. urban centers that have faced gentrification in the past sixty years. The 

transformation in social spaces in these regions gave rise to cultural production that 

offers representations of gentrification in New York, Chicago, San Francisco and Los 

Angeles. This cultural production offers localized representations of the larger issues 

gentrification has wrought in U.S. cities. The texts offer examples of how specific 

marginalized communities have faced and challenged the transformation of public 

spaces in these metropolitan centers. In many cases, the works demonstrate 

remarkable affinities in that they usually affect working class communities of color. 

These long established communities of color, each with their own histories and 

representational spaces, are often seen as obstacles to the “progress” proposed by 

developers, redevelopment agencies and civic leaders. 

In New York for example, the representations of gentrification in Harlem and 

the Lower East Side appear clearly in Willie Perdomo’s poem “Reflections on the 

Metro North”, Ernesto Quiñonez’s novel Chango’s Fire and Richard Price’s novel 

Lush Life. These pieces of literature describe what were once working class 

neighborhoods, facing a transformation into chic enclaves in Manhattan. In the 

process, the representational spaces of working class Black and Latino residents have 

been erased from public view. In their place, the city has promoted and engendered 

sanitized public spaces to entice white residents back to the center of the city. In these 

new neighborhoods, it is clear that bodies of color are regulated and confined to public 
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housing projects. Further, through civic policies enforced by the police apparatus, the 

“undesirable” bodies in the neighborhood have been criminalized. This often leaves 

working class residents with no recourse except to attempt to subsist in the margins of 

the neighborhood, or move out of the neighborhood. Though the hidden histories in 

these representational spaces have been nearly erased and spatially written over in 

both Harlem and the Lower East Side, the texts conjure up the hidden past.  

In Chicago, Mark Allen Boone’s The Demise of Luleta Jones, Janeida Rivera’s 

“Untitled Poem” and Steven Simoncic’s play “Broken Fences” offer representations of 

a similar process of gentrification. These texts attempt to map out the gentrification 

that has taken place in Chicago’s Near West Side, in neighborhoods such as Austin 

and Humboldt Park. They highlight the transformation that has further marginalized 

working class Black and Latino residents. These residents have encountered both the 

political and economic impact of gentrification during the late 1990s and the early 

2000s. This progress included developing commercial and residential spaces that 

either directly or indirectly left characters like Hoody or the narrator in Janeida 

Rivera’s “Untitled Poem” attempting to locate a home in a neighborhood increasingly 

hostile to their existence.  

In San Francisco, the texts analyzed offer distinct moments in three different 

neighborhood histories. Brown Glass Windows by Devorah Major examines the 

gentrification of the Fillmore District during the 1960s and 1970s.  I Hotel by Karen 

Tei Yamashita highlights the gentrification of Manilatown and Chinatown during the 

1970s. Lastly, “You’re Gonna Cry” by Paul Flores offers representations of the 
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gentrification in the Mission District during the mid-1990s. Each text describes how 

these very different communities of color encounter and adjust to gentrification. The 

spatial transformations that take place result in the dislocation of many residents 

unable to move anywhere else. For this reason, gentrification in each neighborhood 

often results in tragic and unintended consequences. 

My Los Angeles chapter, much like that on San Francisco, analyzes texts from 

very different eras. “Chavez Ravine” by Culture Clash describes the early 

transformation of physical space in Los Angeles’s poor neighborhoods located just 

north of downtown during the 1940s and 1950s. This transformation led to the 

displacement of countless Mexican and Mexican American families in order to (in the 

end) build a baseball stadium.  The Madonnas of Echo Park remarks on the 

transformations that Echo Park faced during the 1980s and 1990s. These are the 

representational spaces reflecting the experiences of working class Central American 

and Mexican immigrants. These are the residents increasingly priced out of the only 

neighborhood they have known. The Underbelly, by Gary Phillips describes the 

encroaching gentrification taking place in downtown Los Angeles today. This is a 

gentrification caused by the development of Staples Center and L.A. Live that each 

day dislocates more and more poor residents from the city center. In each of these 

texts, the attempt to inscribe a history to each neighborhood results in a haunting that 

readers must come to terms within the present. They must quiet the unsettled past in 

order to make a future possible for working class subjectivities in Los Angeles.  
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I believe that my dissertation has highlighted precisely how representational 

spaces are conjured up by authors in an attempt to capture and inscribe a hidden past. 

In many ways, this project itself is an excavation and conjuring of sorts. The chapters 

have articulated histories often subsumed from the official narratives approved by 

redevelopment agencies and the state. Thus, it is imperative to see these inscriptions of 

the past as haunting reminders demanding that we “see” the people removed from 

gentrified neighborhoods. These specters of history conjured up from the past leave us 

ill at ease, wondering what can and should be done in the future to address the 

inequities caused by gentrification. These specters permit what Gordon has described 

as a recuperation of “subjugated knowledge” where the violence of the past permits 

itself to be seen through the inscription of a historical past to neighborhoods facing 

gentrification (xvii). They inscribe a past so as to develop an oppositional narrative 

that defers resistance into the future so as to change the desire of residents. That is, 

they ask longtime residents to challenge future encroachments of gentrification while 

asking newer residents to understand the subjugated histories of the neighborhood and 

to understand that their existence within a neighborhood carries real, and sometimes, 

unintended consequences into a neighborhood. 

Since this topic is relatively new in the public consciousness, midway through 

this dissertation finding new texts to examine became increasingly difficult. Though I 

had a small reading group of colleagues and friends, I began consistently discussing 

my work with a colleague and friend Carlton Floyd. In one of our conversations, he 

encouraged me to read another novel, Dinaw Mengestu’s The Beautiful Things That 
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Heaven Bears. Despite the fact I couldn’t use the text because it was not located in the 

four major urban centers I had plotted out for analysis, I read the text. I found this text 

to be an incisive and haunting representation of gentrification taking place in the areas 

near Washington D.C.’s Dupont Circle neighborhood. Unsurprisingly, the text 

received a great deal of critical acclaim for asking that readers engage with not only 

gentrification, but Black identity, class and transnational immigration as well. 

Mengestu’s novel is narrated by protagonist Sepha Stephanos. Stephanos is an 

Ethiopian immigrant that left his homeland after his father is killed over Sepha’s brief 

involvement with an anti-government group. Following his move to the United States, 

Stephanos must deal with the alienation that he feels as an immigrant but also in being 

positioned as an African American in the United States. After a failed attempt at 

attending college, Stephanos is able to purchase a small liquor store near Logan Circle 

in Washington D.C. As a small business owner, he begins to see the changes that 

gentrification has wrought on the neighborhood where he lives and works. He 

describes each of these changes in minute detail. After falling in love with one of the 

newer residents that has renovated a Brownstone next to his store, their relationship 

fails. Subsequently, he becomes so disassociated, estranged and alienated from the 

neighborhood and the people in it, he ends up one day leaving his store and walking 

away from his life in the neighborhood. 

As mentioned earlier, Mengestu’s text offers clear representations of the 

neighborhood in minute detail that literally trace what life once was in Logan Circle 
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before gentrification took place. The text thus highlights the representational spaces 

residents once had in the neighborhood. He notes,  

The G2 bus grinds its way to a stop in front of us. A group of older 

black women get off and cross the street to catch the bus back in the 

opposite direction. They shake their heads, lost. I imagine them doing 

this all day and night, traveling back and forth to the edge of the known 

world only to return, in the end to the broken neighborhood they had 

just left. At 14
th

 Street the narrow seclusion of P intersects with the 

wide open thoroughfare that runs almost the entire lengths of the city. 

Just a few months ago there was a liquor store and a Chinese carryout 

restaurant on the corner, Yum’s Chinese and Chicken... Yum’s or “Yu 

s” as the sign now reads, is gone, and so is the liquor store. They have 

obediently made way for newer and better things, whatever they may 

eventually be... (74) 

 

This description of longtime residents exiting a bus describes how the residents have 

now become “lost” in their own neighborhood. They are lost because the markers of 

the neighborhood no longer exist. This dislocation and inability to locate their home 

leaves them as spectral reminders of the past. They exist where they are no longer 

supposed to appear. Subsequently, these African American women are reminders of a 

subjugated history no longer visible in the neighborhood and yet now, they stand in 

contrast to what the neighborhood once was. 

In contrast to this dislocation, Mengestu describes what the neighborhood once 

was. He does this by re-inscribing the representational spaces that working class 

residents once inhabited. These are the spaces where the working class bodies 

subsisted at the edges of society; yet they no longer exist in the neighborhood. He 

explains,  

Before all of this there was an abandoned lot with an eight-foot barbed-

wire fence and a three-foot hole in the center, a grocery store that sold 

wilted vegetables and grade-D meat, an auto repair shop, and a black-
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owned bookstore named Madame X. On a warm night, you could buy a 

blowjob or any number of drugs there, depending on your mood.  You 

could walk by and catch the disinterested stare of a woman leaning 

against the fence... and see men slumped on the ground, their heads 

lolling obviously to the side. (74) 

 

This juxtaposition of the present and past reveals precisely how space has transformed 

in the neighborhood. Where at one time, the neighborhood housed the “undesirables” 

of the city, it has now become what Perdomo terms, “building blocks for the future”. 

The novel clearly articulates how history of the neighborhood is overlaid by the plans 

of redevelopment. Those businesses and residents deemed unacceptable have now 

become strangers in their own neighborhood. 

Passages such as this appear and reappear throughout the Mengestu’s text. Yet 

they are always associated with the longing to establish a home somewhere. For while 

local residents organize to fight evictions and there are formal and informal acts of 

resistance in the novel, the novel is remarkably poignant in its attempt to describe the 

feeling of dislocation and alienation in a neighborhood that no longer wants them 

there. Subsequently, Sepha Stephanos explains, “Now that they are gone I can begin to 

miss them with a sentimental fondness I could have never mustered otherwise.” (75).  

I would argue that this line is a metaphor for Mengestu’s novel and protagonist. This 

is precisely because both the protagonist and the novel conjure up the hidden history 

of this neighborhood. The novel articulates this hidden history so that readers can 

grasp these representational spaces and see the effects of gentrification and the lived 

experiences of residents. Subsequently, Mengestu’s novel acts as an oppositional 
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narrative because it cannot stop gentrification, it can only provide resistance by 

changing the desires of future residents. 

Again, what is particularly haunting about the text is the protagonist. As an 

immigrant, his identity is particularly dislocated and I would argue disembodied. He is 

a political refugee that cannot return home, and still, he cannot establish a home with 

any meaning in this country. He is a ghost at the margins of society. His store serves 

“the other” residents that exist (and disappear) from the fringes of Washington D.C. 

Ironically, the protagonist’s longing for a family and a home become the driving force 

of the novel, yet this desire is unrequited by the end of the novel. And though he lives 

in an apartment near Logan Circle, the apartment is simply a place where he sleeps; he 

establishes few relationships with longtime residents. His only friends are other 

African immigrants that live outside the neighborhood. At the end of the novel, 

Stephanos abandons his liquor store, and permits residents to loot the store. In doing 

so, he vacates one of the few spaces where many of the old and new residents would 

cross paths and interact. I would also argue that his existence functions as a metaphor 

for many immigrants dealing with such changes in their neighborhoods; that is, 

dealing with the pressures of gentrification in their neighborhood. 

This novel makes clear that this dissertation’s analysis and discussion can be 

extended in many U.S. cities currently grappling with gentrification. Like Washington 

D.C., these cities face transitions that require interrogation and yet are not part of the 

focus of this dissertation. As gas prices continue higher, such sites within many U.S. 

cities face gentrification today. Further, as the center of U.S. cities become a desirable 
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location for the wealthy, the poor have increasingly become warehoused in exurbs 

further and further away from the center of the city. One needs only to look at 

neighborhoods like West Oakland as an example. West Oakland was once one of the 

least desirable areas in Bay area. At the end of the 20
th

 century, the neighborhood was 

a place replete with warehouses and working class homes that poor African Americans 

and Latinos populated as a place of last resort. Today, these very warehouses are being 

renovated into artist lofts and work spaces. Today, as one steps off the Bay Area Rapid 

Transit train in West Oakland, the new Mandela Gateway development of townhomes 

and commercial spaces greet pedestrians as they step out into the street. This 

development advertises vacancies and affordable homes for outsiders on BART trains. 

As a result, many of the poor have begun to be “warehoused” in exurbs such as 

Richmond, Stockton and Sacramento. 

Further, I would like to highlight how in metropolitan San Diego the pressures 

of gentrification continue to impact working class neighborhoods in the path of 

progress. The neighborhood I currently live in underwent gentrification about a decade 

ago and now has an active Business Improvement District that works with business 

owners and a residents association to maintain the neighborhood’s “character” and 

“identity”. Such attempts to “improve the quality of life” often disregard the fact that 

many working class residents can no longer afford to live in the neighborhood. Yet 

much like Mengestu’s protagonist, I attempt to triangulate the coordinates of my 

“homes”.  Each space I now consider home leaves me more and more with a sense of 

dislocation and estrangement. Since my family immigrated to the United States, Chile 
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has always functioned as the absent home that I maintain contact with; that is, I’m 

estranged yet have a large extended family that still attempts to provides a sense of 

home. My parents have maintained a home in one neighborhood in San Diego for 

nearly thirty years and this is the place I most consider home. And now that I have my 

own family, we attempt to construct home in a space that consistently shifts and 

changes with the demands of my own family and work, often leaving family to engage 

feelings of dislocation and alienation. 

Perhaps more pressing and poignant are the very spaces and neighborhoods in 

San Diego undergoing radical changes due to gentrification today. One such 

neighborhood is the Sherman Heights/Logan Heights/Barrio Logan area of San Diego. 

Long considered the home of Chicano activism in San Diego, the neighborhood has 

long existed as a working class neighborhood, at first home to many African American 

families in San Diego. Later, the area became a predominantly mexicano/Mexican 

American/Chicano neighborhood. Today, this area of San Diego faces the very real 

threat of gentrification. As the pervasive gentrification of Downtown San Diego 

(noted in the introduction) has proceeded to the East Village and moved further out 

from downtown San Diego’s core, the Sherman Heights/Logan Heights/Barrio Logan 

area has become the latest neighborhood to face gentrification. Boutique stores and 

cafés have taken the place of long established Mexican and Mexican American 

restaurants and businesses in the neighborhood. Perhaps the most visible and serious 

threat to the neighborhood comes through the building of the Northgate Market 

building and retail space. This building abuts historic Chicano Park and threatens to 
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leave the park in the shadow of not only the freeways, but also of a commercial 

building now rising five floors above the street. Further, the physical markers that 

denote the lived experience of working class residents now face erasure in the 

neighborhood. In one recent case, the historic Farmer’s Market Building on Imperial 

Avenue faced demolition as a new Wal-Mart development begins construction. 

Who will come to conjure the ghosts of Logan and Sherman? What texts will 

be written to inscribe the histories and representational spaces in this neighborhood? 

How will the earlier oppositional texts on gentrification function as manuals on how to 

challenge gentrification. Perhaps one example of engaging Barrio Logan’s 

gentrification can be seen in the article “Rebranding the Barrio” published in The 

Voice of San Diego website. This nonprofit newspaper interviewed the longtime 

resident and assistant director of the Sherman Heights Community Center, Jerry 

Guzmán Vergara about the challenges brought on by gentrification. In this interview, 

Guzmán Vergara explains the history of Sherman Heights, his participation in the 

development of the Historic Barrio District and its negotiation with growing 

gentrification in the area. Guzmán Vergara points out that the push to develop the 

Historic Barrio District “really started in the late 1990s, with the [Petco] ballpark 

speculation. I don't want to say the culture here is changing, because it's still a very 

ethnic Mexican-American community. But we are at risk, and that's one of the things I 

personally am concerned with, that we lose our identity.” (Florido 3).  Thus in order to 

address this, he argues that residents must understand that  

We can't stop gentrification, and I don't plan to waste my time on that... 

We're done trying to fight change, but we want to do it the right way. I 
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think one thing we can do is combat unconscious gentrification, where 

it's not really taking into consideration the existing culture and lifestyle 

that we have here... I know we need redevelopment. But we want to 

look at it as a tool, not just something that's going to come and eat us 

up alive. I would love to see a declaration of rights for the community, 

like the Dudley Square neighborhood in Boston, so that when anyone 

comes in, if it doesn't abide by what we want in our community, it's not 

going to happen. That would be a buffer for us, to hold people 

accountable, including ourselves. (Ibid.) 

 

In referencing the history and transformation of gentrification in Boston, Guzmán 

Vergara is, in fact, utilizing this earlier history as an oppositional narrative. He has 

read of the processes of gentrification because “The space of reading is that place 

where the desire that has made things what they are… undergoes a deflection… that 

moves the landscape towards what it can become” (Chambers 249).  He utilizes the 

ghosts of the past to challenge and guide gentrification so that community members 

understand their role in resisting what he terms, “unconscious gentrification”. This is a 

gentrification where residents have little input or decision-making power when 

addressing the oncoming wave of gentrification.  It remains to be seen whether the 

community group will succeed or fail. It is exceedingly clear though, that past 

gentrification has left a haunting legacy in the present. 

Perhaps these are the effects of works like Adolfo Guzmán López’s “A Taco 

Shop Canto For War Town San Diego”. Perhaps such literary representations are 

always and already part of the collective consciousness in San Diego. For in the end, 

all of the texts examined in this dissertation (much like Guzmán Lopez’s poem) ask 

that we recoup a history to understand the histories of the “push cart culture” of the 

poor. All of the texts analyzed in this dissertation require that we understand the 
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spatial transformations and the real material effects they have on the residents in such 

neighborhoods. They demand that we recognize these histories subsumed by the 

official history of San Diego, New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles and 

Washington D.C. For in writing and reading such texts, we begin the real process of 

challenging gentrification. 
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